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For Hannah Farraday, working at her family's new equine center is a dream come true. Each of her cousins has found their happily ever after, but she's not looking for Prince Charming. Especially not one who rides into town and knocks her boots over tea kettle.

 

Dallas police officer Dale Johnson plans to leave Texas in the dust. What should have been a pit stop in Tuckers Bluff is turned on its head when a chance encounter with a beautiful woman on horseback leaves him playing knight in shining armor.

 

Can fairytales come true when reality and dreams collide?

 


CHAPTER ONE

 

“What the hell are you doing up there?” 

Not expecting her cousin Connor to be finished with the horses so soon, Hannah Siobhan Farraday almost teetered off the stone pillar at his bark. “Taking in the view.” She gripped the post more tightly. “What does it look like I’m doing?”

“Like you’re getting ready to dive off my wall and break your neck.” 

“Says the man who swung from an oil rig for a living.”

Connor looked over to the crew chief he’d hired to replace the hundred-year-old gate arch with the new stable name. “Where’s the rest of the crew?” 

“Running late.” The balding middle-aged man with a rounded gut barely glanced at Connor. “This little lady is helping with set up.” 

Somehow Hannah doubted holding the end of a measuring tape constituted set up, but when the guy was bumbling around waiting for his crew, she figured the least she could do was hop up and help hold the flat end of the tape in place. Heaven knew there was no way this guy would be able to hop up onto anything higher than an ant mound. She tipped her head from her cousin to the back of the large truck. “Have you looked?” 

Concern fell from Connor’s face as his gaze landed on the massive new arch. A slow, sure grin tipped one side of his mouth skyward and eased across, lifting the other corner up to match. “Sweet.” 

“Yeah.” As excited as she was about the new stables, anyone would think she had a stake in it other than family pride. She couldn’t have been more excited about the new stables and the equine program if she’d owned the place. The opportunity to be in on the ground floor and bring change, hope, to people who couldn’t normally have access or afford it was worth walking away from all she’d begun to build in Dallas. Though she’d like to think the reputation she’d begun to build for herself would follow her. 

Clipboard in hand, the crew chief scribbled something down and then handed Hannah the metallic casing of the measuring tape. “Here, you grab this end and tell me what you read.” Taking hold of the edge of the tape, he crossed the expanse of the entryway and balanced on the first rung of the ladder against the stone column and set the tape at the midpoint of the support posts. “Whatcha got?” 

“Two hundred and sixty four on the nose.” 

“Good. Good,” the man muttered to no one in particular.

She’d have thought with a project this size they would have measured and cross-measured a few hundred times already, but one more time wasn’t going to kill anyone. Rolling in the length of the tape, she nodded at the guy and spun about on the narrow wall. 

“Here.” Connor moved forward and raised an arm. “Let me help you.”

“I got up here without you. I can get down on my own steam too.” Shimmying around, she toed a ridge of stone and climbed down the wall as easily as she’d scurried up.

Shaking his head, Connor chuckled, his smile still consuming his face. “Don’t know why I bother.” 

Hannah leaned in and kissed her cousin on the cheek. Even though the West Texas Farradays and the Hill Country Farradays didn’t live close at all by normal people’s standards, they still spent enough time with each other to consider themselves more like siblings than cousins. “Cause you love me.”

Connor laughed outright. “There is that.” 

Kicking up dust as it turned off the main road, the winch truck with the remaining crew pulled up and parked beside the massive ironwork. The gleam in Connor’s eyes had the hairs on Hannah’s arm standing on edge. Her cousin had dreamed of this day most of his life and she could hardly stand the anticipation. Yes, building the arenas and corrals and additional stables for the initial equine therapy program had been a satisfying part of seeing the dream come true, but this—the traditional iron banner—this was the icing on the cake. 

The process of lifting an ironwork that weighed several hundred pounds was not quick, or even all that complex, yet Hannah and Connor stood rooted in place, riveted by the slow-moving action. Content to see history in the making. Coming from the direction of town, the stable truck with Catherine, Connor’s wife, pulled up behind them. 

Doors slammed and Catherine hurried up to her husband, easily curling in beside him. “I thought I might miss it.” 

Connor draped an arm across his wife’s shoulder and pulled her in close. It was really sweet the way her cousins gave their all to the women in their lives. For some, like Adam, it had taken longer than the others, but once a Farraday man found his mate, she got a hundred percent of what he had to give. The trick in the next decade or so for Hannah would be finding a man of her own who could live up to her cousins. 

“And here we go,” Catherine whispered. 

The large piece of art descended over the entry and with a little shuffling by the men on either side, the ends slipped into place and Hannah’s heart leapt as surely as if Capaill Stables was hers. 

For a few more minutes the three of them stood just inside the open gates and stared up as the workers completed the task of securing the new name in place. 

“Looks pretty good,” Catherine whispered. 

“Better than good,” Hannah added. 

“Granddad would be pleased,” Catherine said. 

Connor dragged his gaze from the old Gaelic name his father had aptly suggested for the ranch, Capaill, and studied his wife’s face. “You think so?” 

“I really do.” Catherine beamed. “He loved this place. Took pride in its history and I know deep down, if he were here, he’d be thrilled to see the Brennans and Farradays come together on this land.” 

“And that,” Hannah rubbed her hands together, “is my cue to get back to work. I want to take the new Fjord filly for a ride. Seems a bit skittish to me so far. Calls for a nice long visit, just the two of us.” 

“You don’t think she’ll be good for therapy?” Catherine asked. The only reason they’d taken on this shorter, stockier breed was for its ability to carry heavier weight and because the height would make it easier for volunteers to lead the horse. The last thing anyone wanted was for the mare to turn out to be a poor fit for the new program.

“We’ll see. Could simply need adjusting to the new environment.” At least that was the story she was sticking to. Finding a good therapy horse was a bit like finding a good man; they might look pretty handsome at first sight, but once you get to know them, they could easily become more of a problem than a prize. 

 

****

 

There was something to be said for the comfort of plush leather seats in a superior made luxury car. Too bad Dale Johnson couldn’t say the same for the two wheels underneath him. At first, driving out of town, the roar of the engine beneath him and the wind in his face felt fantastic. The sense of freedom had been missing too damn long from his life. The long-forgotten sensations almost made up for the mess he’d gotten himself into. Almost. 

Now that he’d been on these never-ending Texas back roads for more hours than he cared to count, he wished he’d bought himself a secondhand car instead of this two-wheeled kickstand that would not require frequent refueling like a car, gas station cameras be damned.

Of course, maybe after a good night’s sleep on a real mattress, caution will win out again. Then again, he was going to need a lot more than a single night’s sleep to put his life back in order—and his back. According to his calculations and the last road sign he’d seen, he should be arriving in Tuckers Bluff in about another hour or so. What he needed now was to get off this machine for at least a few minutes and walk off the numbness taking over the few body parts that didn’t hurt like an SOB. It hadn’t taken long after leaving Dallas to realize he would not be getting away with riding for a hours without stopping. At this point, with every added mile, his back strenuously voted for more rest stops. Too bad he couldn’t plug the heating pad into the engine. Slowing to the side of the road, he came to a stop and gingerly eased his way off the bike. A whole hell of a lot slower than he would have liked, but at least he was moving. Sure beat the alternative. 

A swig of cool water went an even longer way to easing the burn in his throat, if not the ache in his back. Careful not to twist, he did his best to stretch the sore muscles and decided walking a few minutes more could only help. Propping one foot up on the nearby fence, he gazed at the horizon laid out before him. It had been one hell of a long time since he’d seen so much of nothing in one place. Focusing on the clear sky as blue as a child’s crayon, he forced himself to think of childhood drawings, the bright blue dress his date wore on prom night—the one he’d worked so hard to talk her out of—and the twinkle in his grandmother’s slate blue eyes while she sang an Irish limerick. Anything not to think of the similarities to the dry, flat and hotter than Hades sandbox.

Some days the Marine Corps seemed so far away, so long ago. Other days, the years spent someplace nobody wanted him to be, certainly not the natives, seemed too close for comfort. Now back in the civilized world—and on occasion he questioned exactly what about modern day urban life constituted civility—hanging onto hope for a better world seemed an awfully damn hard thing to do.

Screwing the cap back on the water, he gave himself a mental kick. Wallowing in his own dang thoughts wasn’t going to make things any better either. Things were what they were. Returning the bottle to his backpack, he took one lingering look at the vastness before him. Time to get moving. Swinging his leg over the seat with a little more agility than when he’d climbed off the new motorcycle, he knocked up the kickstand and started the engine. 

Spitting bits of roadside dirt and gravel, the tires gripped the asphalt road. Ready to push every single horsepower to its limits, he leaned forward and that sixth sense that more than once had saved his life pushed him to glance quickly across the road. His heart and his motorcycle skidded to a sudden stop. 

The last thing he’d expected to see in the middle of Damn Nowhere West Texas was a horse up on its hind legs, front feet kicking, and a petite beauty sliding off its back—crashing hard on the unforgiving dirt. Flashes of heavy hooves with a thousand pounds of momentum coming down on her was all it took for him to spin around and race across the road. Both in the sandbox and the civilized world, he’d had enough of needless death to last him a lifetime. Enough was enough.

 


CHAPTER TWO

 

“Whoa.” Hannah gripped the reins, pulling tightly on the horse. “Whoa girl,” she repeated, but there was no calming the animal down. She knew from the second Starburst’s ears twitched that she might be in trouble. The sound of the rider back on his bike, kicking the engine into gear and roaring to life from across the road had put the mare on high—and nervous--alert. It was Hannah’s own fault really. At first when she’d seen the driver stopped in the distance, she’d taken too long to debate whether to hightail it out of there or go find out if the stranger needed help. Sometimes cell phones didn’t cooperate out here. 

In this neck of the woods stranded riders on motorcycles were not the most common thing in the world. On the other hand, strangers passing through did happen, so anything was possible. After all, West Texas wasn’t exactly outer space.

But before she’d had a chance to process moving forward with this new horse, the stranger had seen fit to rev the engine, scaring the living hell out of her mount. If that wasn’t enough he’d done it twice more before taking off like the hounds of hell were on his heels. The overused cliché from one too many romance books fit the situation all too well.

Next thing she knew, Hannah found herself on a very agitated horse. Leaning over the saddle horn, preparing to sweet talk the nervous equine, she’d been caught totally off guard as the mare’s hind legs went up high and landed hard. Hannah might as well have been on a busting bronc at the rodeo. There was no time to shift her weight or soothe the horse. With a quick jerk, the animal’s forelegs came up off the ground one more time, breaking her grip free of the reins. Staring up at the clear blue sky, she went flying through the air. It all happened so fast, she’d had no time to exhale or mentally prepare. The animal had thrown her as easily as a tempestuous child could throw a rag doll. Only rag dolls couldn’t break. 

“Miss,” a muffled voice whispered. “Don’t move.” 

Move? At this point her eyelids seemed too heavy to lift, never mind an arm or leg. Sucking in a slow almost gasping breath, Hannah managed to open one eye and then the other. Sunlight made her want to clamp the lids shut once again, but instead, squinting, she turned her head toward the voice.

“Please try not to move. Does anything hurt?”

“You mean besides breathing?”

Worried eyes twinkled down at her with a hint of amusement. “Yes. Besides breathing.”

She moved her fingers and wiggled her toes. Shifting her arms, she pushed up on her elbows.

“Whoa. I don’t think it’s a good idea you move just yet.”

How the heck was she supposed to know if anything hurt if she didn’t move? “I just got the wind knocked out of me.” And rubbing her hand to a tender spot behind her ear, she suspected she was going to have one hell of a knot.

“You hit your head, didn’t you?” That serious look of concern took over the stranger’s face again.

“Amongst other things.” 

“I’ll give you extra points for a sense of humor. But if you don’t mind, I’d like to check for broken bones.” 

She wasn’t sure if he expected her to agree or argue, but the minor attempt at bobbing her head sent a shooting pain up her neck to the burgeoning knot. “Mm hmm,” she muttered instead. 

Strong hands carefully swiped from her shoulders down each arm, and then from hip to ankle. The way he held her foot and tenderly turned it left then right, she had the distinct feeling this was not the first time he’d been in a situation like this. Not that he had made a habit of knocking women off their horses, but she guessed he had some experience in first aid. As a matter fact, the way gentle fingers maneuvered across the bone much like a concert pianist making love to the ivory keys, she wouldn’t be surprised to learn he was a doctor.

“Nothing seems broken, but the EMTs will probably want to get you on a backboard before taking you to the hospital.” 

EMTs? Did this guy have a clue where they were? Despite his concerns, Hannah pushed herself upright. 

“I really wish you wouldn’t do that.” The stranger put his phone to his ear. 

“If it’s 911 you’re calling, at this time of day you’re going to get Esther at the station, she’s going to call my cousin Brooks, and he’s going to ask me how do I feel. I’ll tell him fine, just had the wind knocked out of me, and he’ll come over for dinner to make sure. Or, we could do this the easy way.” 

Phone still at his ear, his brows dipped. “How’s that?” 

“You let me get up. Let me get on the horse. Then wait for me to ride away before turning that horse-spooking Honda back on.” 

“It’s a Harley. I’m sorry about the horse, but I’d still like you to stay put until a professional sees you.” 

Now that she was sitting upright and breathing easier, she took a moment to look at the leather-clad stranger. Not exactly a suit of armor, though he certainly had a streak of male chivalry suitable for a knight rescuing a damsel in distress. That was, if she were in distress. “I’m fine. If it makes you feel any better I promise to call my cousin myself and let him know what happened as soon as I get home.” 

The stranger pulled the phone away from his ear and stared down at it. “Doesn’t look like I’m going to reach anyone this way.” He dropped it into a breast pocket and looked around as though wishing a car to amble by. 

“You are stubborn, aren’t you?” 

A shock of surprise flashed across his face. “Let’s just say this isn’t sitting well with me.” 

None of this was sitting all that well with her either. “Okay.” She shoved her hands down on the ground and pushed upright. “Enough is enough.” No sooner had she straightened than the ground shifted beneath her. 

“Whoa.” Stretching forward, strong hands gently grabbed her arms. “See? And unfortunately, putting you on the back of the bike isn’t going to be any better than you riding that horse off into the sunset. How far are we from town?” 

“You mean the way the crow flies?” 

“That far?” He ran one hand roughly across the back of his neck.

She dared a nod, relieved the knot at the back of her head hadn’t objected, and the ground beneath her saw fit to remain stable. “Yes, and you can let go of me now. The world has stopped spinning.” 

By now Starburst had made her way over and was gently sniffing at Hannah’s shoulder. “Sorry, girl. Didn’t mean to scare you.” 

“Scare her?” The stranger’s eyes rounded.

Hannah scratched under Starburst’s jaw and took in the animal’s unexpectedly calm demeanor. “Maybe you’ll work out after all,” she cooed, “as long as we keep you away from two-wheelers.” She lifted her gaze to meet both the cause of her current dilemma as well as her rescuer. “I promise I will be fine but I do need to head back or people are going to start to wonder if I decided to ride all the way to Dallas.” 

“If you insist on riding home, I’ll follow you.” The way he looked from her to the saddle and back with such concern in his eyes, she couldn’t very well say no.

“Fine.” Moving in front of the saddle she lifted one foot into the stirrup, grabbed hold of the saddle horn, and just as she started to pull up stars danced in front of the horizon. Prepared to land once again flat on her back, instead she found herself cradled in the stranger’s arms.

His dark eyes were heavy with concern. “I’m still not so sure about this idea of yours.”

To tell the truth she was starting to have some doubts herself, but there weren’t a whole lot of choices because she sure as hell wasn’t going to get on the backend of that motorcycle, nor was she willing to leave Starburst standing in the field by herself. The only choice she had was to pull up her big girl panties and get herself home, but first she’d have to extricate herself from this man’s arms and prove she could stand on her own two feet. “You can put me down now.” 

Of all the possible thoughts crossing his mind, cooperation didn’t appear to be one of them. For just a moment or two she thought he might actually refuse and simply carry her all the way home. Another long pause hung between them before he slid one hand out from under her, letting her feet touch the ground, then cautiously eased the other hand away as well. Taking in a deep breath, she stuck her foot in the stirrup to climb up again, only this time his hands were at her side just in case. 

Swinging her leg over, she straightened in the seat and blew out a grateful breath, relieved to be perfectly balanced. “Better give me a head start. I don’t need Starburst spooking again. When I’m almost out of your sight it’ll probably be safe for you to start that contraption up. Agreed?”

Another moment of hesitation passed but he had to be as aware as she was that they had little other choice. “Agreed.”

Grabbing hold of the reins she tugged left, turning Starburst in the direction of the ranch. The unexpected and almost absurd encounter had her glancing around looking for any sign of a mysterious dog. Nothing in sight. Too bad. Would’ve made one hell of a story to tell her grandchildren.

 

****

 

There wasn’t a single thing about the unfolding scenario that rubbed Dale the right way. He felt terrible if it had indeed been his motorcycle that spooked the horse, but he couldn’t help but think horses shouldn’t spook that easily. Then again, what made him an expert on horses?

Waiting longer than he would have liked, and not nearly as long as he probably should have, he knocked the kickstand up and gave the engine a start. The Harley beneath him roared to life. Maybe he really should’ve just gone east on I-20. Keeping her figure ahead in his sights, he shook his head. Or not.

Riding slower than he’d ever gone on a motorcycle in his entire life, including when he learned how to ride one in the first place, he followed behind the young lady at a safe distance. More than once he’d been tempted to inch up a little closer, but fear of watching her fly off the horse again kept his impatience at bay. Sort of.

The fence along the side of the road shifted to whitewashed wood that blended easily into a large stone wall under an impressive metal archway. Capaill. Most likely the tiny house in the distance wouldn’t be so tiny once they pulled up closer. If he remained by the gate he could see that she made it inside. The fewer people he dealt with the better, but there was no way he could drive off without seeing that she was safe. And personally, handing her to… Who? He hadn’t even gotten her name. Didn’t know if she lived alone, with a husband, with her parents, or the doctor cousin that she promised to call. 

Once she’d stepped onto the front porch, he picked up speed to arrive more quickly, but not so fast as to spook the horse again. Just because she was no longer in the saddle didn’t mean that he wanted to upset the animal. He was nearly to the front of the house before cutting the engine and walking the rest of the way in.

The gal had spunk. Arms crossed and toe tapping, she greeted him. “As you can see I made it home just fine.” 

The front door opened wide behind her and a tall dark-haired man with an air of familiarity stood filling the doorway. “We were starting to wonder if we should send out a search party.” The man’s eyes drifted to the bike and then back to the woman. “I see you’ve made a friend.”

“Yes. Connor, this is…” Her words trailed off as she pointed at him. “So much for southern hospitality. I don’t even know your name.”

“Da…vid at your service, ma’am.” The fake name was improvisation, but the polite exchange left him with an inexplicable urge to click his heels and bow at the waist. How stupid would that have looked?

Arm extended, his damsel in distress smiled. “Nice to meet you, David. I’m Hannah.”

“Connor Farraday.” In turn, the man on the porch extended his hand.

Farraday? So he’d reached Farraday country. Of course. The doctor cousin—Brooks. Now it all made sense. “You may want to have a doctor take a quick look. She fell off her horse.”

“You what?” Connor’s head whipped around in Hannah’s direction, his alarmed gaze scanned her quickly from top to toe.

“This isn’t the first, nor will it be the last time my derrière has hit the ground.”

Connor turned to face him. “She does have a point. But look at us standing here on the porch like a couple of city folk. Please come in. I’ll get my wife.”

Dale wasn’t in a hurry exactly, so there was no reason to object, but somehow he felt this wasn’t his decision. Meeting Hannah’s gaze, he waited a second for her to nod slowly before raising her hand to the back of her neck.

“Let me see.” Without waiting for approval, he took a step closer and stretching out his arm, placed his hand beside hers, gently touching the affected area. “You’ve got a nice bump there. Better get some ice for that while we wait for the doctor.”

“Doctor?” An attractive redhead now stood in the doorway where Connor had been moments before. “Are you okay?”

Hannah rolled her eyes and blew out an exasperated breath. “Oh brother. It’s just a bump on the head.”

Panic quickly filled the redhead’s eyes. “Head? Connor’s on the phone with Brooks. I suspect he’ll be here very quickly. In the meantime we’d better get you inside and off your feet.” As an afterthought, she turned and looked at him over her shoulder. “Are you hurt too?”

“No, ma’am. You might say I’m the reason she fell off her horse.”

Confusion mangled with distrust stared back at him.

“What he means is,” Hannah drew the redhead’s attention away from him, “the sound of his motorcycle spooked Starburst. She bucked like a bronc and sent me flying.”

“I see,” she said cautiously. “And it’s Catherine, not ma’am.” A curly haired little girl came running up to them, stopping short at the sofa. Her inquisitive little gaze transferred from the redhead to Hannah to him and back. “Are you sick, Aunt Hannah?”

Smart kid.

“No, sweetie. I’m just fine.”

He noticed she failed to mention falling off the horse, and the redhead didn’t add to it.

“Is Starburst okay?” the little girl asked.

“Yes, she is. But I bet she’d like a treat from her favorite girl.”

The little girl beamed up at them, nodded, and spun about, running in the direction she’d come from, calling out, “Daddy, I need a carrot for Starburst.”

“Hold up there.” Connor nearly collided with the child. “She’s out front still. Get a carrot from the fridge and take it to her. I’ll be out soon and we’ll take her back to the barn and clean her up.” 

Still grinning, the little girl nodded and rushed past her father into what he could only guess was the kitchen. Hannah dropped gingerly onto the sofa, the muffled sound of movement drifted in from the kitchen and before anyone moved, the little girl came rushing back in, waving a carrot, and hurried out the front door without a word. 

The redhead winced as the little girl slammed the door shut behind her and turned to Connor. “Do you think there will ever be a day when I’m not worried about Stacey and the horses?”

“Deep down,” Connor smiled at his wife, “we all worry just a tiny bit about everything our children do out of our sight.”

The redhead smiled back at him. “I suppose you’re right. Soon it’ll be boys then cars that make me nervous.”

“You mean cars, then college, then work, then boys. Because we all know she’s not dating till she’s thirty five,” Connor deadpanned.

The words may have been said as a joke, but Dale knew deep down, there was probably more truth than jest in the father’s statement. 

“Did you get a hold of Brooks?” Catherine asked.

“He and Toni are actually already on their way to the ranch to pick up some pans Toni needs to borrow from Aunt Eileen. Apparently she’s in baking overload. He’ll be stopping here first.”

“Ah, nesting,” Connor’s wife confirmed. 

“Yeah, well, soon Brooks will tell you I’m just fine and everything can get back to normal around here.” Lifting her hand halfway to the knot on her head, Hannah seemed to think better and dropped her arm to her side.

“It might be a good idea to give her a bag of ice for that bump she’s got. My guess is it’s going to be a real goose egg, which is way better than a hematoma, but she might want a couple of aspirins to go with the ice pack.”

“I’ll get it.” The redhead turned to face him. “I’m sorry, where are my manners? Can I get you something to drink while I’m in the kitchen?”

“No, thank you, ma’am. Just passing through. I won’t be here that long.” There was at least one thing he was sure of—it was in everyone’s best interest for him to keep moving.

 


CHAPTER THREE

 

“It’ll take a lot more than a bump on the head to take down a Farraday.” Brooks Farraday stuffed his stethoscope into his bag. 

“Told ya.” Hannah flashed her cousin a toothy grin. The way this family was fussing about, you’d think she’d never been around a horse in her life. Every single member of the Farraday clan had fallen off a horse more times than they could count on both their hands and feet. Well maybe at least both their hands. Why they were making such a fuss now she had no idea.

“At least you can give her a ride back to the ranch.” Catherine shifted her attention from Brooks to the guest still in the living room. “And I’m sure Aunt Eileen will want to thank you for watching out for Hannah. It’s getting close to supper and she’s probably cooked enough for an army.”

“I’d say more than just the Army. Throw in the Navy and the Marine Corps too.” Normally Hannah would’ve been just as glad to get rid of this guy. Put the whole incident behind her. Certainly not give her aunt any more excuses to worry about her. But for some reason, Hannah liked the idea of getting to know a little bit more about this stranger besides his first name.

Now that she had a chance to sit and look him over, she realized she must have been hit harder in the head than she’d thought. That was the only possible explanation for not spotting those twinkling caramel eyes right off the bat. Not to mention the guy was built like a man who knew his way around hard work. Or a gym. Or perhaps both. 

“Absolutely.” Toni sat beside Hannah, waiting with baited breath for her husband’s conclusions. “Aunt Eileen will be annoyed with all of us if we let you get away without at least feeding you.”

“That won’t be necessary.” David briefly flashed a tired smile. 

Hannah hadn’t given it any thought, but he’d probably ridden a long while, which would explain why he’d been standing by the side of the road. Finding her sprawled out in the middle of the field probably had taken its toll on him as well. “Have you got a place to stay tonight? We have plenty of guest rooms.”

The varied reactions in the room to her suggestion almost made her laugh. Toni patted her leg as though it had been a brilliant idea. Catherine cast a glance at the stranger again and gave an almost unnoticeable shrug. Brooks on the other hand looked like an owl with his claw stuck in an electric socket. She wasn’t sure if David noticed or not, but she thought she saw the corner of his lip twitch with the hint of amusement.

“That’s very thoughtful of you, but there’s no need. I’m heading to a bed and breakfast in Tuckers Bluff that looks like a good spot to bunk for the night.”

“Meg’s place,” Catherine said enthusiastically.

“Meg?” 

“She’s married to my cousin Adam.” Hannah pushed to her feet. “I say we debate this over supper. I’m hungry, I’m tired, and did I mention I’m hungry?”

Brooks shook his head. “Tell us something we don’t already know. Are you ever not hungry?” 

This time David definitely smiled. A killer smile. “I should really,” his words caught as he stood from the old recliner, rubbing his thigh and grimacing, “be on my way.” 

Frowning, Brooks moved toward him. “Cramps?” 

“No. Just stiff.” 

“How long were you on the bike?” 

David straightened into his full height and pressing his lips tightly together, stretched his back before retreating a step. “Not long. A couple of hours. Maybe three. Maybe more.” 

“More?” Brooks’ gaze narrowed, focusing more intently on the man in front of him. “Where’d you come from?”

“East.”

The crevice in Brooks’ forehead deepened. “I see.”

Hannah had to agree with what she knew was running through her cousin’s mind. East was an awfully vague answer. Especially since more than half the country was east of West Texas. “Sounds like a walk to stretch your legs and loosen your back would do you some good. If you join us for supper, maybe the doc here can give you some exercises to help ease the discomfort.”

“You probably know just as much about that as I do.” Brooks flashed her a bright smile.

David’s hands fell quickly to his sides. “You a physical therapist?” 

“Not even close. Equine assisted therapist. As a matter of fact, if the doctor says it’s okay, and you’re sticking around a while, a little time on the horse could help strengthen your back.” 

David shook his head. “Just a little stiff. Besides, that kind of therapy would take a lot more time than I have to spare.” Almost as if trying to soften the blow of the rejection, he flashed her a bright grin.

“You can leave the motorcycle here,” Catherine offered. “It will be more comfortable riding over to the ranch in the Suburban.” 

“That won’t be—”

“Bike will be waiting here after dinner. By then you should be up to the ride into town.” Catherine turned to the rest of the family. “All right, let’s get moving. Now we’re all hungry.” She waved her arms, encouraging everybody to move forward. Without an argument from anyone, the adults fell into a single file line out the door.

Falling in line behind Catherine, Hannah leaned into her in-law’s side, lowering her voice. “You handled that just like Aunt Eileen.”

Catherine beamed at her, a slow steady smile spreading across her face. “I did, didn’t I?” 

“Yeah, you did.” Following their guest to Brooks’ Suburban, Hannah swallowed a smile of her own. Life in West Texas Farraday country sure was turning out to be a hell of a lot more interesting than she’d ever imagined.

 

****

 

In only a few hours the picture of the Farraday family had become very clear in Dale’s mind. He couldn’t have been in the house more than fifteen minutes before Aunt Eileen had him relaxed on a recliner with a heating pad behind his back. Once assured that Dale wasn’t on any additional medication, she’d insisted he have one beer. Thirty minutes later she had him up walking around the room stretching before letting him sit back down with the heating pad again. His brief stint at the hospital hadn’t come close to the care this woman was giving him.

“Would you like another beer?” she asked.

“No, ma’am. One’s my limit on the bike.”

Aunt Eileen beamed at him as though he were a teenager who had just given his mother the right answer. He couldn’t help but return the smile. The entire meal, the banter, the teasing, the camaraderie had explained so much. And the pretty brunette across the table from him was doing more good to his tired soul than the heating pad, the beer, or the family love bouncing off the walls.

Hannah pushed back out of her chair and picked up both their plates. “Would you like some ice cream with your pie?”

He was all set to decline dessert when he remembered somebody had used the words fresh-baked midway through dinner. He wasn’t sure he’d ever had a homemade blueberry pie, and wasn’t about to pass up the chance for a first time now. Though he had a feeling if he stuck around much longer, there’d be a lot more firsts in store for him. “Plain is fine. Thank you.”

The very pregnant woman at his other side leaned in conspiratorially. “Ice cream is homemade too. You may want to try it. Just saying.” Nestled back upright, resting her hands on her well-rounded stomach, she winked at him. 

“Sounds good,” he agreed. “Thank you.” 

“We Yankees have to stick together.”

With more out of state residents than Texans living in the Dallas suburbs, he wasn’t used to being called out as a Yankee, but was rather pleased with the newfound kinship.

“Where are you from?” Toni asked.

“Born in upstate New York. Philadelphia for high school, and just about any place Uncle Sam sent me after that before settling in Texas.”

“In the military?”

“Marine.”

“Ah, a jarhead.”

He gave her a big smile despite the needling nickname. The lady was just too cute to be irritated with.

“Don’t look at me like that.” Toni rolled her eyes at him like an older sister silently putting her baby brother in his place. And wasn’t that just a hoot. “I have three brothers-in-law, two of them former Marines, one of them a helicopter pilot soon to be added to the ranks of former Marine.”

He shook his head at her, but continued smiling. “You know what they say—”

“I didn’t say ex-Marine,” she cut him off, “I said former.”

Connor came walking up to the table with two dishes in hand. “Once a Marine—”

“—Always a Marine,” both men echoed.

Toni rolled her eyes again and muttered, “Men.” 

The pie was well worth the delay and probably on his new list of favorites. “This is amazing.” He waved a fork at the aunt. 

“Glad you like it. You’re welcome back for more any time you’re in the area.” 

“Thank you.” Maybe, someday, if he got his future back, he could take her up on the offer. By the time he’d polished off the pie and the ice cream and the cup of coffee Aunt Eileen insisted he have, another hour had passed. “Thank you so much for your hospitality, but it’s time I hit the road.”

“Listen, man,” Connor came up beside him, “it’s a bit of a ways into town and a ride on that bike has got to be tough after a long day. Why don’t we toss it in the back of the truck and give you a lift into town?” 

The cowboy looked at him, his expression blank, his gaze steady. 

If Dale had to make a flash decision, he’d say the offer wasn’t simply expected politeness but sincere. “Thanks, but that won’t be necessary.”

“Correct. It isn’t necessary, but I’m offering nonetheless.” Connor hadn’t come right out and said as much, but the implication, the reminder of Semper Fi, was clear.

“Appreciated, but it’s best I just get on my way. Thank you for the hospitality.” He turned to Hannah. “And I’m glad to see you’re feeling fine. I really am sorry about the horse.”

“All in a day’s work.” She smiled up at him. “All in a day’s work.”

Aunt Eileen stood in front of him, her hands on her hips, her sweet smile clearly meant to disarm the most stubborn. “I cannot think of a single good reason not to accept Connor’s offer of a lift into town. There’s no weakness in admitting you’re hurting.” 

The way the last words rolled off her tongue, Dale had the distinct feeling she was talking about much more than his injured back. Added to the small snickers and smiles spreading across the faces of the few people still at the table and Dale wasn’t at all sure how to respond besides a simple, “Thank you, Miss Eileen.”

“It’s Aunt Eileen. There’s no miss around here.” 

“Excuse me. Thank you, Aunt Eileen. But honestly, I’m fine to drive. Really. You’ve taken excellent care of me. Probably better care than I’ve had, well, in a long time. I’ll be fine, I promise.” 

Easing her stance, her hands fell by her side and she nodded. The glimmer of acceptance in her eyes made him feel marginally better. A small part of him wanted to take them up on the easier ride. Another small part wanted to join this crazy familial world that he had now become even more at home with over the course of one single dinner. 

But this was not his world, and there was no way he would bring his world down on these nice people. Not now. Not ever.

 


CHAPTER FOUR

 

Dale saw the lights of the small town ahead. From what he already knew, Tuckers Bluff was one of those one stoplight towns, but not until actually riding down Main Street, passing the café, the small shops, the town square, did he realize exactly how small was small. Up ahead he saw the lit sign for the lone police station and decided now was as good a time as any to deal with the reason he’d chosen to ride through Tuckers Bluff. Pulling his bike into a space in front and setting down the kickstand, he slid off the bike, straightened to his full height and unstrapped his helmet. Taking longer than he needed to settle his headgear onto the motorcycle, he steeled himself for the next bridge to cross. 

Even though it was against standard procedure, he couldn’t go through with the plan without setting at least one person straight. Opening the door and stepping inside the country office, he looked left and spotted the dispatcher at her desk. A middle-aged woman on the phone repeating “Yes, ma’am, I understand,” and a few “I know it’s not easy,” she looked up at him, smiled, and lifted a finger. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll see to it that someone comes by and takes a look right away. I’m sure it will be fine. See you on Sunday.” She stood and met his questioning gaze head on. “What can I do for you?”

“I’d like to speak with the police chief.” 

The dispatcher sized him up from head to toe and then from toe to head. “Police chief Farraday is out of the office at the moment. Perhaps I can—”

“No, ma’am. I’d rather wait for the chief.”

Her steely gaze sharpened. “It may be a while before the chief is back in the office. If this is an emergency…” She let the words hang.

“No, ma’am. Not an emergency. A courtesy. I’m staying at the bed and breakfast in town. I will stop by after I’ve checked in. Perhaps I can catch him then.” 

“Shall I give him a message?”

“No, ma’am. As I said. Just a courtesy call.”

The officer looked at him long and hard. Finally she offered a brief nod of her head and retook her seat. With a return nod, he pivoted around and marched out the front door. If he read her face right, and he was pretty sure he could read this one, the second the door slammed shut behind him, she would be on the phone to DJ telling him there was a stranger in town looking for him. Dale liked the look of her face. He had the feeling that if all hell broke loose, she was one of the officers that could be trusted to have your back. For a small-town police force, DJ probably put together one of the best in Texas.

 

****

 

“Well that was a nice young man.” Aunt Eileen stood at the sink loading the dishwasher. “And he just rode up and spooked the horse, knocking you out of the saddle?”

“Yep, that pretty much covers it.” Hannah wiped the counter down. 

“And you’re sure there wasn’t anything else around to have spooked the horse?”

Hannah rolled her eyes. This was the third time Aunt Eileen had asked her about something else in the vicinity. The woman was poking for the mystery dog. Apparently her aunt’s matchmaking radar was on high alert and only the absence of a shaggy dog was preventing her from hogtying the stranger and dragging him back to the house until he proposed. “Sorry, Aunt Eileen. No dog on the road, no dog in the fields, no dog in the shadows. No dog.”

Her aunt nodded. “Well, he does seem a bit broken.”

Hannah bit back a groan. She wasn’t sure if her aunt was referring to the back or something inside the man. Not that it mattered. She’d seen that isolated look in his eyes in too many people. There was definitely something that was hurting and she felt sure his back wasn’t the half of it. Then again, most people had something at some point in their lives that hurt them deep inside. The people we love the most can do the worst damage. Life was a cycle. Death, love, joy, pain, so many different things contributing to who we are. Whatever the pieces of the puzzle were that had made their dinner guest the man he was, she’d admit, at least to herself, this guy definitely intrigued her.

“Are you two still talking about that dog?” Her uncle Sean came up behind her and kissed her on the cheek then shook his head at his sister-in-law. “Sometimes, Eileen, I wonder when you got bit by this silly notion that every single person within Tuckers Bluff city limits should be married.”

Aunt Eileen wiped her hands on the dish rag and tossed it on the countertop, then turned to face her brother in law. “Every single person in town? Really?” She shook her head, smiling. “Heaven knows nobody would want to marry off the sisters. Not to mention all the young ones who need time to grow up. But if there’s a good match I certainly wouldn’t want somebody to miss out on it. Look how happy your children are. When it’s right, it’s right. That’s all I’m saying.” She leaned forward and kissed Hannah on the cheek. “I’m off to bed early to curl up with a good book.”

That sounded like an excellent idea. Hannah had bought a book not too long ago in town thinking that curling up with an old-fashioned paperback could be a nice reprieve from the last-minute stresses of the upcoming riding programs. Except she hadn’t had a single moment to herself where she wasn’t too tired to hold the thing in her hands. Tonight was going to be the night. “I’m going to call it an early night too.”

Her uncle Sean followed behind a few steps before snapping his fingers. “I almost forgot.” He turned and headed back toward his office, returning a few seconds later with an envelope in hand. “This was slipped inside my Texas Monthly magazine. Meant to give it to you earlier today.”

“Thanks.” Eyes nearly crossed, Eileen studied the return address and if Hannah wasn’t mistaken, paled a shade or two.

“Bad news?” Sean Farraday inched closer.

So Hannah wasn’t the only one who thought her aunt’s reaction to the envelope hadn’t been a good thing. 

Aunt Eileen shook her head, lifted her chin, and slipped the envelope into her pocket. “No. Probably junk mail. You’d think by now advertisers would learn people don’t read snail mail and stop sending us all this crap.”

Uncle Sean hesitated before smiling, satisfied with the explanation. “I think the post office needs it to stay in business.”

Aunt Eileen returned the smile. “Sleep well.” Her hand in her pocket, she headed up the stairs. 

Hannah followed on her heels to the door of her cousin Adam’s old room. For Hannah, it felt the same as being home. As young girls, she and her cousin Grace had spent many a night giggling and laughing and tormenting the older boys, hiding under the bed, in the closet and anywhere else where they might play tricks. Together, they’d laughed and joked, they’d teased, they’d tumbled and practiced somersaults and hand stands. And of course, like all giddy young girls, shared secrets from their diaries. Yep, just like home. 

Another round of good night and sleep well crossed between her aunt, her uncle and herself as each one entered their room and closed the doors behind them. Watching her aunt and uncle was like watching her mom and dad. Though much about the relationship made no sense. Hannah’s cousins had been long grown, and yet Aunt Eileen was still as much a staple at this household as Uncle Sean. 

Once the kids had started moving away, if it had been Hannah, she would have been looking for her own match, or maybe someone for Uncle Sean. Then again, what the hell did she know about raising children and growing old. She had her hands full just understanding horses and struggling students. Some questions in life simply weren’t meant to be answered. 

Opening the anticipated novel, she read the first few lines. The hero was tall and handsome with dark hair, dark eyes, and of course the requisite chiseled features, strong arms, tight shirt. No matter how hard she tried to make a different image come to mind, every time the hero came on the scene, David popped into her mind. Maybe reading a book hadn’t been the best idea she had.

 

****

 

“Esther, slow down.” DJ had already been on his way back to the station when his dispatcher had reached out to him, huffing about a stranger in town. That was not like Esther. Of all the people in his office she was usually the one who could keep the calm in the chaos. “What exactly did he say?”

“I told you that three times already. He said ‘It’s just a courtesy call.’ I had my share of courtesy calls and they’re usually preceded by ‘I am officer so and so, from whatever city, and I’m here to report to the police chief, whatever.’” Under her breath she muttered, ‘Courtesy call my ass.’ “I’m telling you, this guy has something to hide. I don’t know who he is, or what he is, but he’s staying at your sister-in-law’s bed and breakfast. And I, for one, think it would behoove you to get your backside over there sooner rather than later.”

The sense of urgency in Esther’s voice hadn’t eased up as she repeated the same information. He wasn’t sure about this one. His cop gut was keeping suspiciously quiet, but he trusted Esther’s gut. With his life if he had to. And especially with his sister-in-law’s life. “What about Reed? How far away is he?”

“Now you’re thinking like a cop. And of course if he’d been closer, I’d have sent him. He’s not. The job is yours. So get moving.”

For a split second, DJ felt he was the subordinate and Esther his superior. But he did as he was told. His father and aunt hadn’t raised any fools. “On my way.”

Not ready to turn on the lights and sirens to fly through town for no darn good reason, he was perfectly willing to hit the gas pedal and perhaps bend a few minor speeding laws. Careful not to become a road hazard, he made it to Meg’s place considerably faster than he might have on a regular evening drive. Pulling into the driveway, he noticed the motorcycle parked by the curb wheels out. He checked the plates, taking note for later. Just in case.

Especially aware of every inch of the surroundings as he approached the house, looking for any sign of something even slightly off thanks to the stranger in town, DJ hadn’t expected to reach the front door and hear the sound of laughter. Not till he blew out a relieved breath did he realize how much he’d come to trust Esther’s instincts. To the best of his memory Esther had never been one to overreact but, thankfully, that appeared to be just the case. This time. 

Opening the door DJ followed the amused voices to the kitchen. Meg stood by the sink, a tea kettle in hand, laughing so hard tears rolled down her cheeks. Adam stood off to the side holding a couple of coffee mugs that he’d pulled from the cupboard, a rumble from deep in his chest matched his wife’s. No wonder the sound of laughter had carried down the hall and through the front door. Seated at the large center island, his back to DJ, Esther’s stranger chuckled along with the others. 

DJ wasn’t all that sure who was telling the stories but he was willing to bet it was the guy whose face he’d yet to see. “Sounds like everybody’s having a good time without me.” He approached the island. 

“David here has been telling corny jokes.” Meg poured water into the two cups that Adam had set before her. 

Curious to see the guy’s face, DJ got a little closer. Before he could casually ease around for a better look, the man stood and turned, extending his hand to him. “I’m David Brubaker. How do you do?”

DJ stood dumbfounded. David Brubaker? The guy held a straight face, looked him dead in the eye, didn’t blink, didn’t flinch. None of it made sense. DJ accepted the proffered hand. “Nice to meet you.”

“David is just passing through.” Meg filled her own cup with hot water. “Wouldn’t mind if he were staying a few days. I’d love to have a repertoire of good jokes to share with the guests. It’s so hard to find cute clean jokes nowadays.” 

“I’ll be glad to leave a few written down before I go,” David said with a smile. “My grandfather loved telling stories. It’s fun to share them. Almost like having Grandpa here again.”

“Oh that’s so nice,” Meg practically cooed before lifting up the coffee pot in DJ’s direction. “Would you like some tea or coffee, DJ?”

He’d just finished a supersized cup of coffee before the call had come in from Esther, but he’d look pretty silly stopping by at this hour for no good reason. “Just what I needed. Thank you very much.” He pulled up a stool next to the stranger. Right height. Right build. Right face—wrong name.

 


CHAPTER FIVE

 

The second that Meg and Adam disappeared from the kitchen, Dale knew he was in for a lot of explaining. 

Sure enough, DJ looked him straight in the face. “Want to tell me what the hell is going on?” 

“That’s why I’m here.”

Meg walked back into the room. “I forgot to take the cinnamon rolls out of the freezer. I have to put them in the oven first thing in the morning, and it never works the same if I bake them frozen.”

The two men tracked the gracious redhead as she crossed the room and retrieved the pan from the commercial grade freezer, set the frozen rolls on the counter, and then smiling, waved to them on her way out of the room again. “If you need anything don’t hesitate to ask. Like I said, Adam and I are up on the third floor.”

“I’ll be fine, thank you. The room looks very comfortable and you’ve given me everything I could need and more.”

Meg nodded and both men waited until the sound of her heels clacking disappeared up the stairs.

DJ shifted in his seat. “Start talking.” 

“I wanted you to see for yourself that I’m okay. Cap told me you’ve been keeping tabs on me at the hospital.”

“I have. You’re looking awfully good for a guy who not very long ago was touch and go.”

“Yeah, that’s the whole thing.” Now that he stood in front of DJ, Dale had second thoughts about how much he should tell the best partner he’d ever had about what put him in the hospital in the first place and why he was riding clear to New Mexico via every back road in the state of Texas. 

DJ didn’t let the silence linger. “I’m sure you didn’t drive all this way just to tell me you’re fine and not tell me anything else.”

“Actually, that’s exactly what I did.” He needed to say more. “But no one can know I was here.” 

Shaking his head, DJ pushed the half-empty tea cup further away. “How bad is it?”

“Under control.” He hoped.

DJ stared long and hard at him. “You’re not supposed to be here.”

Dale shook his head. If anyone knew he detoured through Tuckers Bluff to reach out to DJ, it would be more than his life on the line. It could be DJ’s. “No. That’s why I’m only here for tonight and then I’m moving on. But I needed you to know for yourself no matter what you hear, this is my reality.” 

Gaze narrowing and the muscles along his jaw clenching, DJ eyed his friend. Odds were every cop instinct DJ had were drawing conclusions pretty damn close to the truth. But DJ was a good enough cop to know that he was better off guessing and not confirming. His head bobbed once. “Okay. We’ll do this your way. For now.”

“Thanks.” Relieved, Dale reached for his coffee.

“About the accident—”

“It’s not what you think.” Dale shook his head.

“How do you know what I think?” 

“You’re worried that murder suicide call was too much for me. The final straw.” 

“Was it?” DJ’s expression remained stoic, but his eyes did a lousy job of hiding his concern. 

Best partner and friend Dale ever had. He sucked in a long breath. That miserable night was damn near close to the last straw. He’d done a good job of wallowing in a few drinks after his shift. Civilized world his ass. “I won’t BS you. Close. We’ve seen too much.” When all this was over, if it ever ended, it might be a good time for a change.

The slightest dip of DJ’s chin, showed he understood exactly how Dale felt. 

The rest of what was going on in Dale’s life was better left unsaid. “There’s one thing you need to know. On my way here I had a little run in with your cousin Hannah.”

“Run in?”

“Yeah. My motorcycle spooked the horse she was riding and knocked her on the ground.”

Alarm flashed strong and hard in DJ’s eyes.

“She’s fine,” Dale said hurriedly. He probably should’ve said that first. “But she did take me back with her to Connor’s house. I couldn’t just let her ride off with a bump on the head. I wanted to make sure she was okay. Brooks checked her over and confirmed she is indeed fine. Then your Aunt Eileen insisted on feeding me. I couldn’t get out of it.”

Tension eased from DJ’s face momentarily as a smile teased his lips. “That’s not a surprise.”

“Yeah. Since dinner, things make a lot more sense to me.”

This time DJ laughed outright. “I bet.”

“It shouldn’t mean anything. And there shouldn’t be a problem. Or I wouldn’t have stayed.”

“I know that.” 

“But just in case, you need to know. I was there.”

“Got it. Are you sure this is the way you want to handle it?”

If DJ had asked him that five hours ago Dale would’ve answered with an emphatic yes. But now, he just wasn’t so sure. 

 

****

 

While the rest of the ranch was in the habit of waking before sunup to beat the midday Texas heat, Hannah’s routine didn’t start until something more akin to business hours. Except for this morning. Eyes wide open in the pitch of black, she gave up on sleep, and decided simply starting her day at the crack of dawn made more sense.

“You’re up awfully early this morning.” Aunt Eileen stood over the stove poking at a frying pan.

“I’m anxious to get more time in with the new horses.” While the statement was the truth, she’d left out it wasn’t only the horses that kept her mind working overtime. Something about yesterday’s visitor poked at her much the way her aunt was stabbing at the bacon in the frying pan. She couldn’t quite put her finger on why she just couldn’t let go of the stranger. “How can I help?”

“The boys will be back and sitting down any minute. I’m running just a little behind. Why don’t you set the table for me and grab a couple of containers of orange juice from the fridge?”

“Will do.”

By the time Finn and her uncle Sean had joined them at the table a hint of daylight peeked through the kitchen window. She was itching to work some more with Starburst and the other new horses. A little disappointed that the new Fjord was more skittish than she liked, she knew time would tell if the horse would be too nervous, or too sensitive, for their riders.

“Connor tells me,” Uncle Sean reached for the butter, “even though y’all aren’t open for business yet, you already have your first person signed up.”

Hannah quickly swallowed the last bite from her plate. “That’s right. A teen with cognitive issues. She and her mom are coming today for a look. I’d intended to set things up last night, but the fall changed my plans.” 

“You want a ride over?” Finn asked. 

“Nah. I’ve got time to walk. Think through my plans.” 

Finn nodded. He understood the importance of quiet time before a big day. 

In charge of the adaptive riding program, Hannah had way more to think through than she’d realized when she’d first signed on with her cousin for this project. She had an outstanding example to follow using the Dallas stable she’d worked at, but the amount of details involved without much support staff was almost overwhelming. 

The job Connor and Catherine had done expanding the original plans to include an adaptive riding program was to be commended. Heaven knew the arena they’d built had been much bigger than anything they would have needed for a breeding stable. Still, Hannah knew they were stretching pennies to make this happen on top of building a new breeding business almost from scratch. She’d given Grace a list of possible donors she’d worked with in Dallas. It was time she reached out to a few special ones with a private note. Mrs. Marie Stewart, the grande dame of children’s charities, whose granddaughter Hannah had worked with would be top on her list. 

“Morning.” Connor popped his head out from one of the stalls. “Didn’t expect to see you here at this hour.” 

Hannah shrugged. “Thought I’d get an early start.” 

“Works for me.” Connor pointed to the opposite side of the stable where the therapy horses were. A loud thumping sound carried across the cavernous structure. “Maggie is tired of waiting for her turn outside.” 

“So I hear.” Shaking her head, Hannah crossed to the fussy horse banging the stall with her leg. “You sure are the squeaky wheel, aren’t you?” 

Maggie whinnied, bobbing her head up and down. 

The gesture made Hannah laugh. So many people underestimated the minds and hearts of these gorgeous animals. Opening the upper half of the door, she reached in to scratch the anxious animal’s chin. “Are you going to be a good girl and play nice with the others?” 

Maggie kicked at the door again and stared Hannah down. 

“Temper tantrums will get you nowhere fast.” 

The horse took a half a step back and shook her head. 

“So you’re going to play nice?” 

This time Maggie dropped her head and let out a muffled sound before lifting her head and wiggling her lips at Hannah. 

“All right.” Hannah laughed out loud, opening the stall door. “You are such a charmer.” 

Like a good girl, Maggie followed her to the open barn door. 

Stopping at the bright sunlight, Hannah gave the horse a light tap on the rump, and smiled. “Off you go.” 

The horse took off at a quick clip. Such elegance as her mane blew in the breeze. No matter how many times Hannah stopped to just watch, the scene was always amazing. A foot on the bottom rung of the fence, and her arms hanging over the top, she took in the animals galloping off to play at just being horses. Lord, how she loved her job. 

 

****

 

Spooning in bed with her husband first thing in the morning was the best part of the day for Margaret ‘Meg’ Farraday. Well, maybe one of the best parts. And that thought brought a smile to her face. Whoever had said coffee was the best part was lying through their teeth. “Sorry, handsome, gotta get up. David is leaving today. I want to make sure he gets some of those cinnamon rolls before taking off. Maybe make him a sandwich or two.”

Adam Farraday kissed his wife and slid out the other side of the bed. “Got a long day ahead of me too.”

Crisscrossing in front of each other’s paths, in and out of the bathroom, sharing a peck on the cheek and a quick pat on the rump rather than linger the way she’d like to, they’d hurried to dress. Meg rushed downstairs to find her guest at the front door. “Leaving already?” 

“Got everything all set and ready to take off. You’ve been a wonderful hostess. I’ll be sure to recommend this place to anybody who coming this way.”

“Appreciate it, but have you had anything to eat yet?” 

“No, ma’am. I’ll grab something fast on the road.”

Too funny, Meg thought. Poor guy had no idea. “There’s no such thing as fast or on your way anywhere in this part of the country. The only place to have breakfast within a hundred miles is the café, and as good as Abbie is, it won’t be that fast.”

Her guest looked out the front window in the direction of the other side of town. 

Watching the shift in his stance as he made up his mind and turned back to her, she wasn’t willing to bet his decision was what she wanted to hear. Just in case, an extra pinch of coaxing might be in order. “Cinnamon buns are homemade. Sugar is a fast rush but at least there will be something in your stomach.”

David glanced at his watch and then lifted his gaze to meet hers. His expression softened with a smile. “I guess a few more minutes won’t hurt.”

“Good choice.” Meg spun around and hurried into the kitchen before he could change his mind. 

Adam’s booted heels hammered loudly as he descended the steps. “Good morning. You’re still here. Good.”

David turned to Adam, looking much more relaxed. “I’ve been bribed with fresh cinnamon rolls.”

“Smart man.” Sidling up behind his wife, Adam slung an arm around her waist. It had only been a few minutes since she’d been in his arms upstairs, and yet she treasured every second as if it were the first or even the last.

“Interested in some eggs to go with those rolls?” Adam asked, slowly stepping away from his wife.

David’s head shifted from side to side. “I’m not really a breakfast eater. This is a treat for me.”

“My sister-in-law Toni is one of the best bakers in the state of Texas, probably west of the Mississippi, and possibly across the entire country. It’s going to be one hell of a treat, trust me.” Adam reached for the coffee pot and holding it up, turned toward his guest. “Would you like a cup?”

“No, thanks. I want to make it straight to New Mexico without stopping.”

Adam glanced down at David’s hand rubbing slightly at the back of his calf. And Meg knew her husband was thinking the same thing she was. This man with an aching back last night and a sore leg this morning had no business getting on a motorcycle and riding all the way to New Mexico without stopping. He probably had no business riding to the corner. 

Pushing to his feet, David removed his jacket and wiped at his forehead.

The buns in the oven and the timer set, Meg turned on her heel. David’s face had paled a shade or two lighter. Even though he’d just wiped at his face, another trickle of sweat appeared between his brows.

“Guess it’s going to be a scorcher today.” David slung his jacket over the empty stool next to him. “Maybe a cool glass of water would be nice.”

The man took two broad steps in the direction of the refrigerator, froze in place, his face pinching in pain before he smothered a loud groan and dropped hard to the ground.

“Oh my God.” Meg flew around to his side, hovering close to the floor. Her husband only a half-step in front of her already had his cell phone out and on speaker.

A single tone rang out before Brooks answered, “Morning, bro.” 

“It’s David. He began sweating profusely a few moments ago. Pale. Groaned loudly, then dropped to the floor like a two-ton anchor. He’s fighting for air, so I have him sitting against the wall.”

“Shit.” Brooks’ voice came through loud and clear. “It’s that damn leg. Sounds like he’s thrown a clot. Keep him upright and elevate his legs if you can. Be there in a minute.”

Meg had never been so thankful to have her brother-in-law just around the corner as she was this very moment. By the time Brooks came running through the front door, medical bag in hand, Adam had removed their guest’s boots and shoved two pillows under his legs.

Brooks bent down and lifted first the right leg and then the left, shoving his hand under the jeans up to the knee. “Just what I expected. That area behind his left knee is warm, and he flinched when I touched it. Classic phlebitis symptom. Probably brought on by the long motorcycle ride with his knees bent the entire time.”

Standing out of the way, Meg hugged herself watching her brother-in-law pull a vial from his medicine bag and quickly fill a hypodermic needle. 

Brooks grabbed an IV from his medical kit and pushed the entire syringe full of medicine into it. “Go find me something to hang this on. The faster we get the Heparin into him the better.” No sooner had the words left his mouth than he was placing a tourniquet on David’s arm and searching for a vein. 

Just as Meg returned with a hat rack from the hallway, he had an IV needle in place and quickly adjusted the flow of the life-saving medicine to wide open. “Let’s get him off the floor. The sofa will have to do for now. Be careful not to jar the needle.” Brooks slid an arm underneath his patient’s shoulders, Adam came from the other side, and Meg hurried forward just in case she could help make a difference. Together the three of them maneuvered the man into the other room and set him down on the couch as comfortably as possible for a man of his height. “Damn good thing you didn’t let him out the door. Had he thrown a clot on route out of town there’s no way in hell he’d be breathing now.”

“Have to go.” David’s voice came out low and rough, his eyes remained closed.

Meg squatted beside him. “Don’t worry. No hurries. You need to take care of yourself.” 

“Can’t stay.” Eyes still shut, David waved the arm with the IV in the air and thrust the other in the opposite direction, knocking Meg off her feet. 

“David,” Brooks shouted, sounding more like a drill sergeant than a doctor.

“Go,” David muttered and nearly twisted off the sofa. Adam and Meg scrambled to keep the man from hurting himself. 

“Shit.” Brooks reached into the bag beside him and grabbed the pre-filled syringe that he kept handy for just this kind of situation. Quickly, he injected the Versed into the IV tubing, and within seconds, David’s shoulders relaxed and his eyes closed.

“Is he going to be okay?” Meg tried desperately to keep her tone calmer than she felt.

“I hope to hell so.” Brooks placed three fingers on the sleeping man’s wrist and nodded. 

Meg didn’t have a clue who this man was, if he had family, or people who cared about him, but right now she was frantic enough with worry for all of them.

 


CHAPTER SIX

 

“How did I let you talk me into this?” Hannah pulled into an empty space at the café. 

“You’ve worked non-stop day and night. After that fall you took yesterday—”

“I’m fine.” 

“Yes, but you still deserve a break. You put in a couple of hours with the horses this morning and now it’s time for a little R&R.”

Knowing better than to argue with her aunt was probably why Hannah was here in the first place. And maybe, just maybe, a small hope at a second chance to bump into last night’s stranger. Perhaps if she had another opportunity to visit, to talk, she could get some closure and put this guy out of her head once and for all. On the other hand, she wasn’t a daydreaming teen anymore, what she should do is stop letting her imagination run away with her and move on with real life. 

“It’s about time you got here.” Sally May waved for her friend to hurry up. “Ruth Ann is just about to deal.” 

“Deal Hannah in, too.” Without skipping a beat, Aunt Eileen was in her seat and scooping up the cards. 

“Any word on how Grace’s trip to Houston is going?” Ruth Ann asked as she dealt. 

“Nothing much. You know how Houston is—”

“Humid,” Dorothy and Sally May cut her off and the entire table laughed. 

“Sure hope she gets a chance to check up on the Thompsons between rubbing elbows with the rest of those hotshot lawyers and horsemen.”

Aunt Eileen fanned her cards. “Oh, I’m sure she will.”

Nora, Brooks’ nurse, smiled up at Hannah. “I see you got roped into a game.” 

“Wasn’t that hard.” Hannah smiled back. 

“I bet,” Nora said through a chuckle at the same moment her phone sounded with a text. “Hm.” 

Before Nora could fish her cell out of her purse, Aunt Eileen’s cell dinged as well. Not much reason for concern in a city where folks were glued to their phones with the same fascination as a passerby and a car wreck, but in Tuckers Bluff, where folks still preferred to drop in for a visit than to call, the synchronized timing was curious.

“Damn.” Nora jumped to her feet. “Best hand I’ve had all morning.” She dropped her cards on the table. “We’ve got an emergency. I need to go.” 

Aunt Eileen’s brows buckled with concern. “DJ wants us at the B&B.” 

“That’s where the emergency is.” Nora slung her purse over her shoulder. “Guess I’ll see you there.” 

Aunt Eileen nodded, and looked at Hannah. “We’d better haul ass.” 

“We’ll hold the table down till you get back,” Ruth Ann called. It wouldn’t be the first time three of the social club ladies kept a game going. 

Hurrying to the car, Hannah hit the unlock fob. “What’s going on?” 

“DJ didn’t say.” 

“Only one way to find out.” Hannah turned the ignition, backed out of the space, and as her aunt had said a few minutes ago, hauled ass down the street. 

At the B&B, Hannah took the porch steps two at a time. The only thing stopping her heart from pounding out of its chest was knowing if any of the family were in trouble, Aunt Eileen would have gotten a phone call not a text. At least that’s what Hannah kept telling herself. 

The first thing to grab her attention was Nora in the front parlor hovering over a lump on the sofa. What had her and her aunt moving on to the big living room was the sound of her cousins’ voices increasing in decibel. 

“What the hell is going on?” Aunt Eileen came to a stop in the middle of the room. 

“We have a situation,” DJ said. 

Brooks glared at his brother. “Not if we don’t make it one.” 

“Butler Springs is not an option,” DJ countered.

Brooks whipped his stethoscope from around his neck and tossed it on the sofa. “And the ranch is?” 

“With limited information, this is the most logical step.” 

“No.” Brooks shook his head vehemently.

“Maybe,” Aunt Eileen stepped between her two nephews, “y’all should let me in on why you’re bickering like a couple of young bucks.” 

The two brothers stared at each other for a moment longer than Hannah was comfortable with. She’d seen the wrath of Aunt Eileen growing up and didn’t put it past the woman to haul both grown men off to the woodshed. 

Brooks was the first to ease his stance, rubbing the back of his neck as he spoke to his aunt. “Your dinner guest from last night threw a clot this morning.”

“Oh, my.” Aunt Eileen’s hand flew to her mouth.

“He needs to be monitored. Have daily blood tests,” he turned to his brother, “in a hospital,” then faced his aunt again. “It will be at least a few days before the prescription blood thinners kick in. Until then we need to keep him on a Heparin IV.” 

“He’s not in a hospital now and he’s stable.” DJ spun around and faced his aunt. “Here’s the deal. I spoke last night with David—who by the way, usually goes by Dale. He’s supposed to be under the radar.”

Aunt Eileen’s lips tightened into a thin line. 

DJ continued, “I’m concerned if he checks into a hospital, any hospital—”

“He won’t be under the radar anymore,” Aunt Eileen finished. 

“Exactly. It’s also probably best if the whole town doesn’t know he’s still here.” 

This exact scenario could have been taking place in Hannah’s family house. Only in her case the one asking for special favors would be Jamie, the free spirit, and the one arguing for following the rules would be Ian, the by-the-book lawman. And of course, the one making the final decision, probably in Jamie’s favor, would be her mom. 

Aunt Eileen spun around to face her other nephew. “Can we keep an eye on him at the ranch?” 

Eyes closed, Brooks blew out a sigh before leveling his gaze with his aunt. “It could be done. We can do Heparin shots, but it’s not optimal.” 

Spinning about to face DJ again, Aunt Eileen seemed to weigh what both men had shared. “Will this be putting anyone in harm’s way?” 

DJ paused longer than Hannah was comfortable with. Of all the crazy things she’d come up with in her lifetime, and a few had been whoppers, none would have put anyone in any kind of danger. 

“It’s a possibility, but I think it’s low. If I learn different…” He let his words hang. 

“I’ll have to talk to your father, but in this family we do because we can. As long as we know what we’re up against we can certainly take care of ourselves. If it comes down to it, we all know how to use a gun.”

DJ sighed and nodded. Hannah knew Aunt Eileen and guns were a sore spot in the family. 

“I don’t see any reason Sean will say anything different,” Aunt Eileen continued. “I have a good feeling about that young man. If it’s all right with your father, it’s all right with me.” And if her Uncle Sean was anything like Hannah’s dad and her mom, whatever was right with Aunt Eileen would be fine with Uncle Sean. 

 

****

 

Dale had the mother of all headaches. 

“Don’t move,” a soft voice urged. 

Maybe if he was really lucky, the voice was that of an angel and this mess of a life as he knew it was over. Taking way more energy than it should have, he managed to open his eyes. Or at least one of them. 

“Hi,” the angelic voice said. This time there was a face to go with the words. A pretty face. A familiar face. “You’ve had a rough day.” 

Had he? Struggling to focus more clearly, he let his gaze skip over the pretty face and glance around. Nothing else seemed even remotely familiar. The pleasant homey room implied he wasn’t in any danger. Steely blue eyes narrowed at his prolonged silence and it dawned on him he should say something. “Hi.” Not exactly Shakespeare, but what did they say about less is more.

“Stay still, I’m going to get my cousin.” Quick-paced steps disappeared down what sounded like wooden stairs.

Cousin? This time his gaze turned to the IV in his arm and then scanned the room again. The place didn’t look a thing like any hospital he’d ever been in. Why couldn’t he remember where he was, or how he got here? The last thing he recalled was talking with DJ. No. Breakfast and the fabulous smell of fresh baking cinnamon rolls. Then nothing. He was still wracking his memory for more details when multiple footsteps pounded in his direction. 

The door eased open and the angel, no not an angel, DJ’s cousin came in the door with a DJ clone. “You look better than you should.” 

“Thanks.” Though that wasn’t the first word that had come to mind. 

“I’m Brooks Farraday. Remember me from last night?” 

Barely, but Dale nodded anyhow. 

The good doctor pushed the bottom end of the bed sheet to one side and reached under Dale’s left leg, nodding. “Good. Not so warm anymore. You threw a clot.” 

A flash of recollected pain came to him. “My leg.” 

Brooks nodded. “I noted signs of recent injuries.” 

Not a question. Dale didn’t bother nodding. 

“Your doctor should have warned you that several hours on a motorcycle with your legs locked in a single position is just asking for a problem.” 

This time Dale nodded. The doctor had mentioned several similar things when they’d made the switch. 

“Now you’re grounded.” 

“Grounded?” What the hell was the guy talking about?

“You’ve been on an IV of Heparin to prevent more clots. You’re damn lucky we got this under control quickly. Had I not noticed you rubbing your leg last night, had my brother not noticed you sweating and called me right away, had I not placed the Heparin in my bag, you would probably be dead now.” 

Dale wasn’t a doctor but even he knew what a blood clot to the heart or lung could do and how fast it could kill a person. “Thanks.” 

“That’s my job.” The hint of a smile took the edge off his words. Another humble Farraday. And another one that Dale was very pleased he was better than good at his job.

“Now what?” He needed to get moving. Out of town. Out of Texas. 

“My brother seems convinced putting you in the hospital isn’t in your best interest. I’m going to remove the IV. You have a prescription for blood thinners to take until your next check up with your regular physician. We’ll do injections for a few days until there’s enough of the Warfarin, the prescription, in your system for you to ride off into the sunset again.” 

“No.” Setting the un-needled arm at his side to shove off the bed with, Dale paused at the soft grip on his shoulder. 

“Not a good idea,” the angel whispered. 

“She’s right. Like it or not, it will take time for the blood thinner pills to kick in. Even after that, you’ll still need to be under a doctor’s care to stabilize the meds and blood clots. Then—”

“Stop. That sounds like a lot more time than I have.” 

“You like breathing?” Brooks asked. 

Dale remained quiet. 

“Then you take the time.”

“I can’t check into a hospital.” 

“You’re not.” The angel smiled at him. “You’ll be staying here. Brooks is going to monitor you.”

“Where exactly is here?”

“You’re at the ranch house. I’m sure you’ll be way more comfortable here than at the hospital in Butler Springs.”

“I can’t do this either.” He knew she was right. He’d be a lot more comfortable here. And he knew the doctor was right, getting on his motorcycle was not the best idea. But he knew even more importantly, staying here was most definitely not a good plan.

“It’s DJ’s idea.” 

“DJ?” Had his friend lost his mind?

Brooks nodded. “That was my first thought too. But whatever you and my brother are not telling me, starting with why you gave us a different name, he seems to think this is the best place for you.”

Maybe a few years in the country had made DJ soft. That had to be the only answer. Once again trying to push off his free arm, Dale raised himself upright. The stiffness in his back and pin prickle sensation in his leg reinforced the notion that staying put was in his best interest. But since when did he do what was in his best interest? “Thank you, Miss—”

“Hannah.” 

That’s right. “Thank you, Hannah.” He went to sling his legs over the side of the bed and realized his pants were nowhere in sight. 

“If you’re looking for your britches,” Aunt Eileen came into the room carrying a tray, “forget about it. They had to cut them off you.” 

“I have more in my bag.” Less concerned with where he was, he took another look around the room for his bag.

“I’m sure you do.” Aunt Eileen set the tray on a nearby dresser and turned to face him. “Now you get back into the bed and raise your legs. You do exactly as you’re told because you are in my charge now, young man, and nothing is going to happen to you on my watch.”

Dale came within seconds of arguing with the older woman when muffled laughter reached him. Taking unexpected interest in the ceiling, Hannah stood to one side, her fingers over her mouth in an effort to better hide her amusement. Brooks, on the other hand, wore a satisfied smirk. Something told Dale that arguing would get him nowhere. The question at hand now was how did he explain to these nice but misguided people that it was in their best interest to give him his pants and let him go?

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Now things were starting to get interesting. Hannah kept to herself as Aunt Eileen set the drink and dish on the night table. 

Clearly ready to leave, Brooks snapped his bag shut and looked at Dale. “Hannah and Aunt Eileen have instructions on what you can and can’t do. I’ll be by tomorrow to check up on you. DJ will be by tonight. Until then I suggest you just go with the flow.” Shaking his head, Brooks didn’t wait for a response. He turned, gave his aunt a kiss on the cheek, then Hannah, and headed straight for the door. “Remember, if Aunt Eileen isn’t happy, nobody is happy.”

Sitting upright with the sheet wrapped around his waist, Dale painted a very pretty picture. Well, maybe not pretty. Perhaps handsome was a better word. Or maybe hunky. Or maybe calendar material. Or maybe Hannah should stop thinking about how good-looking this guy sitting in front of her was and start thinking about how he almost died this morning. Then she could start to wonder about why he was so anxious to get the hell away from Tuckers Bluff and why DJ was so anxious to keep him here and the town thinking he’d left. Whatever the case was, her aunt could handle it for now. “I’ll let you two decide who’s going to win this round. I want to pop over a minute to Connor’s and check on Starburst again.”

“You go ahead, sweetie.” Aunt Eileen held a glass of water out to their guest. “We’ll be just fine.” She leveled her gaze with Dale. “Won’t we?”

Mr. Hunky barely blinked. Nodding, he lifted his leg back onto the bed and let Aunt Eileen help him adjust the pillows before accepting the water. Whatever happened over the next few days, Hannah decided this could prove to be the most entertainment she’d had in a long time.

Her foot hit the bottom step just as Brooks opened the front door. “You want to give me a lift over to Connor’s?”

The way he glanced up the stairs and back, Hannah thought for a moment he was going to say no. “Sure, no problem.”

“You’re really worried about him, aren’t you?” She wasn’t referring to just the man’s medical condition and Brooks knew it.

“I’m not sure yet.” Brooks held the door open for her and stepped aside. “There’s just enough I don’t understand to make me want to know a whole lot more before letting this guy spend even another hour in this house. On the other hand, I trust my brother with my life, and if DJ says this is the best thing for everybody, I won’t argue with him.” He shifted his bag from one hand to the other and gestured for her to lead the way. “Might as well get moving.”

Up until a few seconds ago Hannah was anxious to get back to the stables since Connor had brought in more horses than she had expected for potential therapy rides. Once Grace had started seriously working on the nonprofit end of the adaptive riding business, the entire family had been overwhelmed by the amount of interest and need in this part of the state. Everyone had assumed this far out in the middle of nowhere they’d be limited by whom they could help. As it turns out, plenty of people were willing to drive insane distances to get good help for their loved ones.

As excited as she was with every inquiry, new horse, new piece of equipment, new board nailed into place and every inch of the program coming together, and as much as she wanted to go and work the stable now, suddenly the thought of leaving Aunt Eileen alone in the house didn’t sit right with her. “On second thought, the horses will still be there in the morning.” As her cousin had done a few seconds before, she looked up the stairway and back. “Besides, Aunt Eileen may need some help.”

Brooks smiled at his young cousin. “Aren’t we the pair of worrywarts?”

A puff of dust kicked up in the distance. A parade of cars turned onto the long driveway. Shading her eyes with her hand, Hannah squinted to get a better look. The sight almost made her laugh. “Looks like we’re not the only two. That’s Sally Mae’s car leading the pack. My guess is the rest of the social club is following in tow.”

“You and I may be worried. The rest of those ladies are overprotective on steroids. But I do feel better having a houseful of people here.”

Hannah nodded in agreement. “You’re probably right.”

“Still want a ride?” Brooks offered again.

“Nah,” Hannah took a step back, hiding from view, “I think I’ll stick around. Things might get a bit interesting.”

“Suit yourself. But just in case, if any of them come bearing cake balls....” He glanced over to the first car pulling up in front of the house and shook his head, holding back a smile. “Lock the guns and run for the hills.”

“Got it, cuz.” Hannah really did love being around so much family again. Jamie and Ian had left home so long ago that she often felt like an only child. All this concern mingled with humor reminded her of her own family when she was a kid. “If things get really rough I’ll send up smoke signals.”

Still shaking his head, Brooks made a mad dash for his car, pausing a moment to wave at the ladies as they one by one slammed their car doors and made their way to the house.

Hannah closed the door and hurried up the stairs. Whatever the plan was to keep the presence of the new house guest under wraps, she was pretty sure none of it included an afternoon call from the Tuckers Bluff Ladies Afternoon Social Club. 

 

****

 

“Y’all didn’t have to come all the way out here.” Eileen repositioned her playing cards.

Ruth Ann looked to her friend. “The way you and Hannah took off this morning—”

“That was nothing.” Eileen tightened her grip on her cards. If they were going to pull this off, distracting these women for the next couple of hours would be key. “Poor Meg was just all aflutter over her guest passing out.”

Sally Mae threw a chip into the pot. “I’d have thought Meg was made of stronger stuff than that. On the other hand, it can be rather frightening to have a supposedly healthy person suddenly drop at your feet. Good thing for everyone it was just his blood sugar.” 

Eileen focused on her cards. The last thing she needed was for her friends to see on her face the fib that the young man had recovered and ridden out of town. 

“But what really got me worrying,” Sally Mae continued, “was Hannah feeling poorly enough that the two of you skipped our game and headed home. Especially with her just having taken that fall yesterday.”

“It was a new horse so she didn’t know his quirks yet. Dragging her into town too soon was my fault. I should’ve made her take it easy today.” Eileen rearranged her cards for the umpteenth time. “But I’ve taken care of that now. Hannah is installed nice and cozy upstairs with a barrage of pillows, lots of snacks and plenty of DVDs.” An ace peeked out from behind a playing card. She needed to grab her thoughts and pay more attention to her hand, only right now her mind was more concerned with the pretense of a sickly Hannah and wondering what the heck was going on upstairs. “After this hand I’ll check on her.”

“Better take more food.” Sally May laughed. “Bump on the head or not that girl is always hungry.” 

Eileen chuckled in earnest. The girl did eat like one of the boys.

Since Brooks’ nurse Nora lived in town, she hadn’t come to the ranch with Brooks or the other ladies, which was probably a good thing. It was bad enough Eileen was pretty much lying through her teeth to her best friends, no point in putting poor Nora on the spot too. It was best for everyone to forget about the stranger and believe him long gone. But as soon as her nephew got home tonight, Eileen was going to get at the root of what in the name of heavens all this secrecy was about. Tight-lipped was one thing, but this complicated mess was bordering on ridiculous. 

 

****

 

This jam was going from bad to worse. Dale should have boarded a plane to Brazil and called it a day. All he had meant to do was drive through Tuckers Bluff, pop into the police station for five minutes, and let DJ, the only other person he’d trust with his life, know that he was indeed alive and well. Then he was supposed to get on his bike and ride into the sunset. Untraceable. No one to be the wiser. Instead, he’d landed smack dab in the center of the Farraday home.

Despite the limited information he’d shared last night, he’d been positive DJ understood the gravity of the situation. What Dale didn’t understand was, if DJ got that Dale was in trouble enough to keep him in hiding, why in heaven’s name would DJ insist he do it at the family home?

Hannah cleared her throat. “Are you going to play, or just stare at your hand until the next millennium?” 

“Sorry. Do you have any twos?” 

“Go fish.” Hannah grinned over the rim of her cards.

Maybe he was the one who had lost his mind. After all he was in a room alone with an attractive woman—on his bed no less—and he was playing a kid’s card game. Not even the strip version. He hadn’t played Go Fish the right way since kindergarten. But so far, she’d creamed him at poker, annihilated him at Rummy, conquered him at War, and now the only unskilled game he stood a chance at winning had dwindled down to Go Fish.

“Do you have any threes?” Hannah asked.

“You know I do.” He handed over his cards. The woman should play Vegas. Even dumb luck wasn’t in his favor. “You don’t have to babysit me. I promise I won’t run away from home.”

“It’s not that.” She shifted her cards frowning. “Have any tens?”

“Go fish. Then what is it?”

“I told you. Aunt Eileen plays poker Saturday mornings in town. Since she skipped the card game they brought the card game to her.”

“Yes, I got that, if Mohammed won’t go to the mountain, the mountain will go to Mohammed. And I understand that no one outside of the family is to know that I am staying here.” That was just about the only thing he’d been told since he woke up that made any sense to him. On top of his other concerns, he doubted DJ’s logic in telling the family his real name was Dale, and he had no clue how this would play out when Grace returned from her trip. No one else in the family knew him, but Grace was another story. “And you’ve been designated the guard keeper.”

“Not really. The only excuse my aunt could come up with quickly for the two of us not staying in town was that I wasn’t feeling well after yesterday’s fall. So by having me stay up here, she has an excuse to come check on you without making any of the ladies wonder why she keeps coming up and down the stairs.”

“I understand, but she doesn’t have to come up to check on me, so you could have stayed downstairs and played cards. I’ll be fine.” 

The pretty woman in front of him laughed a tad too loud and slapped her hand over her mouth before speaking through her fingers. “For sure you don’t know Aunt Eileen. Like it or not, until you get a clean bill of health and traveling orders, you will be under her eagle eye. So, for now, we’re stuck here until the ladies go home.” She closed her cards and set them down. “How’s the leg feeling?”

“Not bad.” Considering the dumb thing had almost killed him, it felt pretty good. He really was anxious to get moving, yet at the same time he liked the idea of sticking around. Liked the idea of being with people who cared. Liked the idea of playing cards with Hannah. And he knew better than to be thinking of her as anything other than an off-limits member of DJ’s family. Watching the way she treated her horse yesterday, he could tell she had a good heart. And her willingly, and cheerfully, staying locked up with him in this room without complaint only confirmed that assumption. She was a nice kid. Well, maybe kid wasn’t quite accurate. But still, any other place, any other time, and he’d enjoy really getting to know her. Another good reason why moving on as soon as possible was the best idea he’d had in the last few days.

“They’re gone.” Aunt Eileen came through the door. “And boy am I glad. Couldn’t keep that one up any longer. Lost the last three pots on purpose, which,” she put one hand on her hip and waved a finger at Hannah, “is not easy to do when you get a royal flush.” 

“Ooh,” Dale whistled. “Man, that must have hurt.” 

Aunt Eileen grinned. “It did. And I feel better knowing you appreciate the sacrifice I made.” 

“Why did you throw the game?” Hannah asked. 

Shaking her head, Aunt Eileen scooped up the empty glass from the bedside table. “Hated pretending. Finally said I was too distracted with you up here to enjoy the game.” She shrugged. “At least that was mostly the truth. Didn’t mention I was distracted by two of you.” 

Hannah’s aunt wasn’t the only one. Which was probably why he’d done his best to keep the conversation during his confinement strictly about card games. 

“I think,” Aunt Eileen eyed Dale from head to toe, “we can let you downstairs to rest on the sofa as easily as up here.” 

Pushing himself upright, Dale had to hold back a grin at the two women hovering on either side of him as though he were at risk to self-combust. No wonder Declan Farraday was so well adjusted. Who the hell wouldn’t be having grown up with Mary Poppins and Florence Nightingale? 

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Hannah stood in the living room with two cups of tea waiting for Aunt Eileen to stuff another pillow under Dale’s legs. If she lifted them up any higher the man was going to be standing on his head. “I think that’s enough, Aunt Eileen.” The man didn’t say anything, but the twinkle in his eye and the grin tugging at the corners of his mouth told her that he thought the same thing.

Taking a step back and letting her hands fall to her waist, Aunt Eileen surveyed her houseguest, squinted slightly, then shaking her head leaned over and pulled the pillow out from underneath him. “Three pillows is enough.” Without another word, she turned and walked to the kitchen.

Both Hannah and Dale kept their eyes on her aunt’s exiting back until she turned out of sight.

“She’s thorough, I’ll give her that.” Looking over his shoulder to make sure Aunt Eileen couldn’t see him, Dale pulled the top cushion out from under his leg.

“She means well. But my mom is the same way. Sometimes they just don’t know when to stop. They seem to have gotten an extra mother-hen gene.”

“There are a lot of people who probably wish they had a mother in their life with that extra gene.”

“Don’t get me wrong. I love my Aunt Eileen almost as much as I love my own mother. Growing up I spent more time in the summer here than I did at home. In this family, a Farraday is a Farraday. And I can’t imagine having grown up anywhere else with anyone else. Not a lot of people would give up living in the big city, or at least as big as Dallas is, to work with cousins and aunts and uncles out in the middle of what most people consider nowhere.”

“But you’re not a lot of people, are you?” The corners of Dale’s lips lifted into a full-blown smile.

“Nope.” She took a sip of her tea. “Those same people who wouldn’t give up their lives in the city have no clue what they’re missing.”

Dale cocked his head to one side. “What are they missing?”

Hannah had to think about that a minute. She knew what the answer was for herself—family, community, and horses. While everybody needed family and community, she’d be crazy to think everybody needed horses. “Our lives have become fast-paced, hectic, and intense. Our minds are on constant overload with cell phones and computer screens and electronic gadgets. Out here, people work hard so they can enjoy their life. In the city people work hard so they can pay the bills.” 

“Not everybody,” Dale said. “I know a lot of people who love the work they do. Working long and hard is enjoying life for them.”

“Agreed. I’m one of the lucky ones who works at something I absolutely loved. The people who worked with me got to do what they loved. But too many of them had to work second jobs at things they didn’t love that ate up their hours to afford things that used to come more easily with a simple lifestyle.” 

“That sounds a bit cynical.”

Hannah shrugged. “Maybe it’s just a case of you can take the girl out of the country, but you can’t take the country out of the girl.”

Nodding, Dale studied her so long that she almost shifted in place to break the connection. Playing cards upstairs, the moments of occasional silence seemed normal, comfortable, pleasant. For some reason, being downstairs in the open living room, the silence felt awkward. Which of course made absolutely no sense at all. Where she should have felt awkward was alone with a near stranger on a bed behind closed doors. Maybe she was just losing her mind. Or had drunk too much sweet tea. After all everyone knew sugar was not the best thing for you. Maybe.

Hannah stood. Her aunt was perfectly capable of catering to a pleasant houseguest. And she wanted to check out another horse. “If you’ll excuse me. I’d like to do a quick run over to Connor’s.”

Dale swung his legs over the side of the sofa. “Great. I’ll come with you.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea. Our instructions were for you to take it easy today.”

“Take it easy, yes. Vegetate, no.” Dale stood up. “It’s a blood clot. I’m on blood thinners, movement is good for me.”

“I’m not so sure about that one.”

“I am. Trust me.” He glanced down at his laced footwear. “I don’t know where my boots are. Is this good enough?”

“Just don’t stand near the horses.” Now all she had to figure out was how to convince her aunt to let this man loose. Or maybe she should just get him back on the sofa and sit on him if necessary to keep him still. Suddenly a vivid picture of her straddling a six foot handsome hunk flashed in front of her, making walking in running shoes near thousand pound horses sound like a really safe idea. She was most definitely going to have to accept Andy’s invitation to dinner the next time he asked. So what if he’s a funeral director?

 

****

 

“Oh boy, am I glad you’re here.” Connor Farraday came strutting out of the barn to greet Hannah and Dale. “Looks like you’re doing better.”

“I see word gets around fast here,” Dale said.

Connor shrugged. “Need to know basis.”

Dale avoided the instinct to shift like a trapped animal. The scrutiny in Connor’s eyes was clear. Dale wasn’t sure how much DJ had told his family, but from the way Connor looked at him, it was enough to garner their cooperation to accept him into the fold, but not enough to satisfy all their burning questions. He couldn’t blame Connor or any of the others. He had a few burning questions for DJ of his own.

Connor faced his cousin. “I got a call from Adele Hampton.”

“Hampton?” 

“That’s the lady who lives in Midland. The only equine therapist her son liked working with moved to California. According to her, since the therapist left, he’s been surly and difficult and unable to get along with any other therapist in Midland, or pretty much anyone else. She feels they’re back to square one. Sounds pretty frustrated. “

“I bet.” Hannah snapped her fingers. “Now I remember. Mrs. Stewart referred her to me.”

“Yes. And apparently, they decided today would be a good day to drive out here and meet you.”

“You’ve got to be kidding?” Hannah’s jaw almost hit the floor. “That’s pretty darn short notice.”

“It’s worse than that.” Connor gestured apologetically with his hands. “She’s about thirty minutes out.”

“Thirty minutes? What if I were out of town today? Or had the flu? What was she planning on doing then?”

“I get the impression that this woman is used to getting what she wants.”

Hannah glanced from Connor to the barn’s open arena door, then over to Dale and back to her cousin. “I suppose if she just wants to talk it’s not a big deal. But if she wants to see me in action, I don’t have any therapy students.”

“I tried to tell her that. But she was very insistent. Polite. But insistent. And I’m sorry kid, but I promised Ken Brady I’d be there half an hour ago to help with their new horse. I can’t put it off any longer.”

“No, no. You go on. I can handle this woman.” Hannah spun around on her boot heel and smiled up at Dale. “You got any experience with horses?”

“Only the kind under a hood.”

“That’ll have to do. You’re about to get a crash course on the kind with four legs.”

Her words barely had time to process, when Dale found himself rushing to catch up to her.

“Thankfully everything in the arena is ready to go. Structurally that is. But I don’t have any training elements out. If you’ll help me, we’ll set up the stage.”

“I’m all yours.”

“Good.” Grinning, she glanced over her shoulder at him. “But for both our sakes, you better not say a word to Aunt Eileen.”

That much he didn’t have a problem with. What he was finding a little challenging was the cute way one side of her mouth tipped slightly higher than the other when she tried to hide a full-fledged grin. Though it was safer watching her smile than looking at the rest of her.

On the other side of the arena he followed her to a large storage room. Hannah moved with deliberate intent. Her focus was intense. It was surprisingly fascinating to watch her reach, grab, and carry what to him looked like swimming pool noodles, and when her arms were full she’d pass them off to him.

“Take these to the arena for me, set them down inside the door, then come back. We’ll load up with as many of the props as we can. It shouldn’t take too long to set up the training course. Hopefully we’ll have at least enough to give a good impression to Mrs. Hampton of how things will be and what we can do.”

Dale didn’t say a word. He simply nodded, accepted the noodles that were considerably heavier than he had expected, and spun back in the direction she’d told him.

He wasn’t exactly sure how much time passed as the two spread the noodles of different sizes and patterns at different sections of the arena. All patterns were set up around two main squares, one on either side of the arena.

“And how does this help the person on the horse?” He didn’t mean to seem dense, but he wasn’t following why leading a horse in and out of a square on the ground could somehow help a person with physical or emotional issues.

“That depends on the person. See those letters scattered on the wall?” She waited for him to nod. “The rider will stop at each and count to three then walk on to the next. All of these things are designed to help cognitive students with sequencing.” 

“What about someone with a physical injury?”

“There are a lot of different reasons why therapeutic riding can help. For instance, a horse’s hips move the same way ours do. This creates involuntary muscle memory and strength without the rider’s knowledge, so they can improve and grow strong doing something fun.”

“So say you have a stubborn teen who doesn’t want to do his regular therapy, riding a horse can make a difference. I think I get it.” 

“Good, because we’ve got about ten minutes left and it can take more than that to saddle up Maggie.”

“Maggie?”

“She’s a good horse. She’s not terribly fond of men so you’ll have to keep your distance, but she’s great with children.”

“Your eyes light up when you talk about Maggie.”

“I love that animal more than some people love their own family.”

That didn’t seem so hard to believe. He knew as well as the next cop that too many people didn’t have a clue what family meant, never mind love and respect.

Inside the barn area, Hannah stopped in a room similar to the storage room she’d gotten the props from. This room contained saddles, harnesses, all sorts of blankets, and leather horse things hung from the walls and on the shelves. With the same military precision she had used walking through the other area, she reached for what she wanted and handed things off to Dale. Even loaded with gear, including a bucket with brushes looped on his fingers, he instinctively lurched forward when she grabbed for what he knew had to be a heavy saddle.

“Don’t go macho on me. I’ve been carrying saddles since I was old enough to sit in one. Follow me.” Without hesitation, she turned and marched out the door and down the hall. Halfway down the stalls she eased her step. “You’d better wait here.” She set the saddle over what looked like a carpenter’s sawhorse and took the bucket and a few other things from his arms. “I’m going to clean her up quickly and then come get the saddle.”

“Are you sure I can’t help?”

“Yeah, I won’t be long.”

Despite that she couldn’t see him with her back to him, he nodded, even though the last thing he wanted was to wait on the sidelines. Not that he had a problem taking orders from a woman. He’d done that in the Marines and he did that on the police force. Heck, he’d been taking orders from his mother most of his life. But something about the way this young woman took command, especially in what many people would consider a man’s world, made him want to follow her anywhere. Even to hell and back. 

 


CHAPTER NINE

 

“Don’t we have our hands full?” Hannah pulled a treat from her pocket and held her palm out to Maggie. Back home she’d rescued the horse from a less caring owner. But it had been the jackass before that who had left Maggie gun shy of most men. “You like those, don’t you?”

Maggie gave a nod of her head before nudging up beside Hannah. Even though she was in a hurry, she took an extra second to scratch under the mare’s chin. Making quick work of brushing off any dust and picking out the horse’s hooves, Hannah moved to her neck, reaching for the mane and tail comb in her pocket and realized she must have left it with Dale. Giving Maggie a small rub behind her ear, Hannah whispered, “Be right back, girl.”

She came to a stop in front of Dale and his empty hands. Blast. “I must have left the comb in the tack room. Wait here, I’ll be right back.”

Dale gave her a nod, but like a few moments ago, said nothing. She picked up her pace, nearly trotting to the tack room, her mind bouncing around with multiple ideas. She needed to hurry. She didn’t like to leave Maggie alone in her stall half ready to ride, and she needed to make a good impression on Mrs. Hampton so the woman would give a good report to Mrs. Stewart before Hannah reached out to her for a donation. But more than anything, the thing bouncing back and forth in her thoughts was how much she wished Dale had actually spoken his response. Something in the timbre of his voice struck a nerve. A good nerve. She hadn’t realized how much she enjoyed hearing it, until he stopped speaking. And wasn’t that the silliest thing you ever heard. She was a full-blown grown-up now, had been for years, and yet she was thinking and behaving like a besotted teen. She seriously needed to get out and socialize more.

Grabbing the comb she’d dropped, she spun and hurried out the door toward the stall. For a quick second she wondered where Dale had gone. Even took another second to glance behind her to see if he’d wandered off to visit a different horse. Not till she was almost to Maggie’s stall did she hear the voice she had missed.

Her heart rate galloped as quickly as Maggie could cross an open field. And yet, it wasn’t adding up. A man in Maggie’s stall would have the horse kicking up her feet, knocking into the sides and making a whole heck of a lot of noise. The poor horse had almost been put down after badly hurting a stable hand who had ignored the sign on the door warning men to keep out.

Scared of what she might find, and completely confused over the soft voice and the quiet horse, Hannah approached the stall with caution. For a second she even considered that perhaps Maggie had gotten out and made her way to the pasture and Dale was simply standing there talking to himself. Not the case. Almost afraid to breathe, she peaked around to see Dale at the horse’s side, scratching her chin and whispering so softly Hannah could barely make out his next words. The timbre of his voice, the fluctuations in his tone, a gentleness that could have put a sacrificial lamb at ease, all worked together to instantly soothe any concerns she might have had. Obviously Dale’s voice was having the same effect on Maggie.

If not for the sound of clacking heels in the distance, Hannah would’ve gladly stood outside the stall for the rest of the day listening to that low murmur. Lowering her voice and moving forward slowly, she approached. “It sounds like Mrs. Hampton is here. I need to go greet her. Why don’t you come with me?”

Dale switched from scratching to gently stroking the horse’s neck. “Of course.”

Waiting for him to exit before her, Hannah couldn’t decide where to start. Whether to raise the roof over his having disobeyed her instructions, or to bow at his feet in awe of how he managed to get inside the stall without upsetting Maggie. She didn’t have time for either as she could see Mrs. Hampton walking toward them at a quick clip with Catherine at her side.

“There you are,” Catherine said with her public relations smile firmly in place.

“We were getting one of the horses ready to ride,” Hannah said.

Mrs. Hampton glanced up and over. “Very nice. But that won’t be necessary today.”

“We’re very proud of what we’ve built here.” Catherine continued to smile.

“Connor has spared no expense to create the best possible adaptive riding stable,” Hannah added.

“Yes, that’s what Mrs. Farraday here,” Mrs. Hampton gestured to her left, “has been explaining to us. Mrs. Stewart spoke very highly of you. But my son’s problems are very different from her granddaughter’s.”

“Therapy or adaptive riding works wonders for a wide variation of people in multiple situations.” Hannah joined her cousin in flashing the perfect smile.

“Yes, well broken bones will heal in time. But not so with the rest of the human psyche.”

It took an extra bit of effort for Hannah not to flinch at Mrs. Hampton’s words. Mrs. Stewart’s granddaughter had more than a few broken bones. She’d been badly injured in a car accident and had been challenged to improve muscle strength coordination and mental acuity. The will to move had been there but her mind and her body had somehow misconnected. Her bones had healed long ago.

“I have some work to do in my office.” Catherine took a step back. “If you will excuse me, Mrs. Hampton, Hannah can show you whatever you would like to see.”

The woman in casual attire that Hannah knew had probably cost as much as her monthly salary, smiled politely at Catherine and turned to face Dale. “And you are?”

“I’m here to help.”

“Oh, a volunteer.” This time she gave the man more of her attention, sizing him up so casually that most people might not have noticed what she’d done. Whatever she had seen she must have liked because the plastic society smile she’d worn since coming into the stables bloomed with sincerity.

“Yes, ma’am.” Dale returned the smile.

“Shall we take a look at the arena?” Hannah asked.

Mrs. Hampton nodded. “Yes, that is why I came.”

Leading the way, Hannah walked between Mrs. Hampton and Dale. “I thought you might be bringing your son.”

“I did.”

“Oh.” Hannah blinked quickly, looking around the open spaces. 

“He wouldn’t get out of the car.” The woman’s voice was harsher but Hannah recognized it as mostly frustration. “I’ll try again after I’ve looked around. Or better yet,” she stopped to face Dale, “why don’t you go see if you can talk my son into joining us? He’s probably tired of women telling him what to do.”

“I…” Dale cast a furtive glance in Hannah’s direction, a silent plea for what to do.

She didn’t like it but there wasn’t much she could say or do now besides offer a silent hint of a nod. They needed a good report to get back to Mrs. Stewart.

“Very well,” Dale continued, “I can certainly try. Where did you park?”

Mrs. Hampton pointed behind him. “In front of the office building.”

Hannah followed the woman’s finger then caught Dale once again seeking her approval with his eyes. She nodded again and watched for a short beat as he turned on his heel and walked briskly to the exit, a slight limp in his gait. She’d forgotten about his leg and his discomfort the night they’d met. Maybe she should try getting her new volunteer on a horse too.

 

****

 

Dale wasn’t sure what to expect. Once he was within view of the car, he assessed the lone figure on the passenger side. Clean cut young man anywhere from fifteen to twenty. Unlike your average person of that age, he wasn’t fidgeting with the radio or glued to his cell phone. He sat perfectly still, eyes ahead. Dale wasn’t even sure he’d seen the kid blink. The closer he got to the car, Dale realized the windows were both rolled down. Good, he didn’t have to worry about startling the teen by tapping on the window.

“Nice day, isn’t it?” He probably could’ve thought of something more original, but simple usually worked best.

The passenger turned to face him. “I want to go home.”

He’d faced angry kids enough times before to recognize when a really angry kid was in front of him. He also knew at this point trying to coax him out of the car would be a wasted effort. “Where’s home?” 

The kid didn’t bother to face him again. And he was definitely still a kid, no matter what his mother thought. Dale would venture a guess of seventeen. Maybe eighteen, but if he were a legal adult, Dale would bet a year’s salary the kid would not be here now. Dale was sticking with seventeen.

Almost under his breath, the teen mumbled, “Midland.” 

“Never been out that way. Always lived in Midland?” 

The kid nodded. No help in conversation here. 

“Worked with a guy once from around there. He claimed there was a desert with dunes as high as the Sahara.” 

No reaction. 

Dale waited a short beat. “Said he’d pretend he was at the dunes to make the sandbox more tolerable.” 

If the kid were a dog his ears would have perked. His shoulders stiffened and his chin lifted. Dale waited a little longer and sure enough the kid turned to face him. “Sandbox? You in the military?” 

“Not now.” 

“But you were?” 

“Marines.” 

Straightening a little taller in his seat, the reluctant teen met his gaze for the first time.

Dale stuck his hand into the window. “Dale Brubeck. Nice to meet you.” 

The way the young man stared at the dangling appendage Dale thought for a serious moment that the kid wasn’t going to respond. Slowly he raised his hand and shook. “Clark Hampton.” Dale considered what to say next when the kid added, “Thank you for your service.” 

Dale nodded, pleased the harshness in Clark’s demeanor seemed to be slipping away, but not sure where to go next.

“How long were you in?” the kid asked.

“Eight years.” 

Clark scanned Dale’s arms and legs quickly, met his eyes once again. “Why’d you leave?” 

“It was time.” Some of his buddies were still in. Willing, some eager, to put in their twenty, but for him and DJ it had been time to go.

“You work with SEALs?” Clark kept his attention on Dale. 

He supposed that was a good thing. “Some. Not often. I was an MP.”

“Military police.” The kid seemed to be weighing the words. Once more Dale didn’t have a clue if that was a good or bad thing, but common sense told him if he still had the teen’s attention, any attention had to be a good thing.

Footsteps grew louder behind Dale, and Clark’s gaze shifted past him. The tension that had slowly given away during what little conversation they’d shared sprang back to life.

Mrs. Hampton and Hannah approached the car in near parade formation, the only similarity their pace and gait. Where Hannah was young and casual, and even under the mantle of responsibility, her eyes sparkled with the joy of life. Mrs. Hampton, on the other hand, looked to have fallen off the pages of a fashion magazine. Pressed slacks, expensive blouse, not a hair out of place, and her leather boots with narrow heels would be more suitable for a stroll down Fifth Avenue than crossing a Texas ranch.

“I think this will be just fine, if we can get Clark out of the car next time.” The lady nodded at Hannah and quickly skirted around the front of the car without ever glancing at her son.

Hannah waited until the car was almost to the front gate before turning to face him. “Maybe I’ll warm up to her.”

“Or freeze.” He shook his head. “The kid’s angry, but reachable. Don’t know what the mother’s excuse is.”

“Frustration. I’d hope to have a few seconds at least to talk to her son, but she moved so fast I couldn’t even get in an introduction.”

“We didn’t really have that much time, but if I’m reading him correctly, he’s impressed by the Marine Corps.”

Hannah crossed her arms and cocked her head looking up at him. “A way with horses, and now a way with rebellious teens. What other surprises do you have in store for me?”

And wasn’t that a loaded question?

 


CHAPTER TEN

 

The startled look on Dale’s face wasn’t what Hannah had expected.

“I think it’s too soon to determine if I have a way with teenagers, horses, or anything else.”

“You may be right about the boy, but you definitely have a way with horses.” Hannah turned toward the barn. “Let’s get everything wrapped up and head for the house.”

“So when do the lessons start?” Dale kept in step beside her.

“Monday.”

“You don’t look very happy about that.”

“We’re pretty much ready. Insurance and other business details are in order. I still need to work on a volunteer list and a few miscellaneous loose ends. But all in all, we can make this work.”

“I don’t know how long I’ve been grounded for, but as long as I’m here, I’m willing to help.” Dale chuckled. “That is, if your aunt agrees.”

Hannah reached the open doorways to the pasture where Maggie and a couple other horses pranced about a fenced pasture. These animals remained indoors a good part of the day, cooped up in their stalls. Soon they would be working hard helping children and adults with their lives. Whenever possible, it was nice to just let them be horses. 

“That is,” she enunciated clearly, “if you know anything more about horses than how to sweet talk them.”

“I’m a fast learner.” 

Shifting focus from the horses to the man at her left, she bit back a grin. What she wouldn’t give to find the key to opening this man up and seeing what made him tick. Why was DJ willing to go out on a limb for a stranger? “I bet you are.”

Startled eyes wide as saucers blinked back at her. 

She couldn’t help smiling at him. “Has anyone ever told you you’re adorable when you’re flustered?” 

“I’m pretty sure neither the words flustered nor adorable are used very often in reference to me.” This time Dale’s startled look was replaced by a full-wattage smile that made her mind go blank.

Standing perfectly still a beat or two longer than required, she drew in the details of his face, the crinkle at the corners of his eyes when he smiled, the dimple on his left cheek, the flecks of gold in the sea of caramel. A whinny in the distance pulled her attention back to the business at hand. “It was amazing to see Maggie with you.”

Dale put his foot on the bottom rung of the fence, and leaning forward, rested his forearms along the top, watching the horses in the distance. “I just talked to her.”

“Well you must be fluent in equine, because any other strange male who would have tried to set foot in that stall would most likely have been catapulted into the next county.”

“I find that hard to believe. She’s a sweet girl.”

“And you would know that how?” Hannah leaned over the fence as well. Maybe at ease like this he’d be willing to open up some more. “Have you been holding out on me? Were you raised on a horse ranch in Wyoming, or perhaps in bluegrass country?” She was only kidding, but if he admitted either of the possibilities, she wouldn’t have been at all surprised.

“Nope. City boy through and through. Army brat to be more precise.”

“Right. New York and Philadelphia. Where do you call home?”

“I don’t.” He shrugged. “I guess home is wherever I hang my hat.”

For the first time since meeting him yesterday, despite the sore back, despite the scare this morning with the blood clot, only now did she feel sad for him. Maybe she was better off not knowing more. She always felt extremely lucky to have had such a strong tight knit family. There was something very special about home. As much as she loved being at Aunt Eileen and Uncle Sean’s, it wasn’t truly her home. And it hurt her to think Dale didn’t have any place to call his.

“Don’t look so serious.” Fingers casually linked, he turned to stare at her. “I’m happy. King of the road.”

“Ah, yes. The handsome king on his powerful iron steed, sweeping women off their feet. How could I forget?”

“You mean knocking them off their feet?” One side of his mouth tipped up in a lopsided smile. A smile that had her once again staring at his features with fascination. “I really am sorry.” 

“You’ve said that already. Apology already accepted.”

He shrugged one shoulder, and the other side of his mouth tilted up for an even smile. “Are you still going to check out a horse?”

It took him a few seconds to remember the reason she’d come to Connor’s in the first place. “It’s getting late. I don’t have time to put her through the paces.”

Dale rolled his neck from side to side, stretched his shoulders, and Hannah remembered his sore back.

“But, before I bring the horses inside, it wouldn’t hurt you any to show your stuff.” 

“Excuse me?” That flustered look took over Dale’s face again. 

“You heard me. Come on.” 

It didn’t take long to have Dale in front of Patience, shaking his head. “I don’t know about this. Your aunt might come after us.”

“What she doesn’t know won’t hurt her.” Hannah saddled Patience quickly and walked her in between the mounting blocks. “Just like climbing onto a motorcycle.” 

Dale reached for the saddle horn and hefted himself up and over with a slightly muffled groan. “Not exactly.” 

Leading him into the arena, they came to a stop by the first square. “I want you to warm up. Stretch your arms out and swing left then right.” She took him through several simple arm swirls and movements. “Feel all warmed up now?” 

“You could say that.” He flashed that impish grin. 

Hannah felt her cheeks warm. “Let’s start walking. Patience has a lateral gait. She’ll be good for those sore back muscles.” 

“It’s not my back I’m worried about.” Sparkling eyes filled with humor turned away from her. 

It was in her best interest not to let her gaze wander to his rear in the saddle. “Yeah, well, no pain no gain.” 

“Ha ha.” He didn’t look at her, but she could see his smile expand nonetheless. 

Not wanting to overdo it, they walked around a few more minutes before returning inside for him to dismount. 

“That wasn’t as bad as I expected.” 

“You’ll feel it tomorrow, but the day after you can ride again. We’ll do this till you leave. You’ll be surprised how much better your muscles will feel.” 

Dale didn’t look all that convinced, but the way he helped remove the saddle and clean Patience up, she had the feeling he was teasing her just a little. 

With Patience in her stall for the night, Hannah climbed onto the bottom rung of the nearest fence, one hand at the top and the other hand to her mouth, she whistled loud and strong for Maggie.

Not far ahead the horse lifted its head, pawed at the dirt and turned away.

“Little stinker,” Hannah muttered and ignored the chuckle coming from Dale. Both hands to her lips she blew out the familiar call for the horse, shifted her weight to blow one more time, and felt her balance give way. Arms flailing and letting loose a loud squeal, she moved her legs to find a foothold, only to be scooped and cradled in strong arms for the second time in two days.

“You okay?” Dark narrowed eyes filled with concern drilled her.

“Thanks to you, yes.” Her words did little to ease the concerned gaze taking her in.

Was it totally ridiculous that she had an overwhelming urge to lay her head on his shoulder, wrap her arms around his neck and stay curled in his arms till, oh, whenever? She actually had to consciously keep from pouting when one arm fell away from underneath her, letting her legs reach the ground. When she was standing steady on her own two feet, his other hand eased away and that high wattage smile reappeared. “We really should stop meeting this way.”

 

****

 

Dale was thankful that Hannah was so easy to talk to. Finished brushing the horse down, putting her back in the stall, and taking the short ride back to the Farraday ranch, he’d asked her everything and anything he could think of to keep his mind off how much he had wanted to keep her in his arms.

Even now the urge to reach out and snatch her hand in his was surprisingly strong. He hadn’t felt like this about a girl he barely knew since he was a teen crushing on the head cheerleader. “How old were you when you sat your first horse?”

“Too young to remember.” She sprouted a cute grin that told him she remembered more than she was willing to share.

“When did you know you wanted to do equine therapy?”

The car rolled to a stop. Hannah shifted gears and popped the door open. “I’m not really sure exactly when it made sense to mix my degree with my history with horses.”

“So you were already in college?” Dale climbed out of the car.

“Oh, yeah, for sure.”

The front door flung open and her aunt filled the doorway. “This, I’m sure, is not what Brooks meant by take it easy.”

Hannah shrugged. “I’m not a doctor. But even I know people get blood clots from laying still.”

“I’m not a doctor either, and I know that people throw clots by moving around.”

Dale didn’t dare get in the middle of this one, even if it was about him. One thing he had learned early in life was when to stand his ground and when to take cover. Right now, diving for the nearest recliner and taking it easy as the woman wanted seemed the safest move.

Aunt Eileen ushered him into the other room. “Come on inside and let’s get you settled. Brooks will be here soon, and DJ won’t be far behind.”

“Twice in one day is a lot for Brooks to come out here.” Hannah grabbed the cushion out of the recliner and tossed it onto the sofa. “What can he do that we can’t?”

Aunt Eileen stood by the chair, fists on her hips, clearly waiting for Dale to settle in, but staring down her niece. “Blood clots are a serious matter. Which is why,” she turned to face Dale, “you are going to stay put until Brooks arrives.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Dale almost saluted before dropping into the nearby recliner.

“Good. Would you like something to drink?”

“No, ma’am. Thank you.”

“All right, I’ve got a little more work in the kitchen. Just took a couple of pumpkin pies out of the oven.”

Hannah whiffed the air. “Is Meg coming?”

“How did you know that?” Aunt Eileen asked.

“Seriously? Even I know Meg’s favorite is anything pumpkin. That’s the only reason I can think of you would bake a pumpkin pie out of season.”

Aunt Eileen smiled at her niece, patted her cheek with one hand and kissed the other cheek. “You always were a smart kid.”

“Need help in the kitchen?”

“Nope. Just make sure this guy stays put.”

Hannah took a seat on the sofa closest to him. Dale chose to wait until the aunt was out of sight. “She really is something, isn’t she?”

“Oh yeah. And when she and my mom get together, heaven help us all.”

“Really? Two peas in a pod?”

“Two crazy peas in a pod.”

He took a minute to consider that. The woman was caring, perhaps a little over the top, perhaps not. Loving, kind, a little bossy, but from love obviously. All those qualities said a lot about Aunt Eileen, but so far he hadn’t read crazy. “How crazy?” 

“Well,” Hannah blew out a small huff, “maybe crazy isn’t quite the right word. Maybe silly is better. They always break out in song. You don’t want to be behind them at Wal-Mart if a song they like starts playing. They wind up dancing down the aisle and embarrassed you’ll duck behind the displays.”

Dale laughed at that one. So far he’d pictured Aunt Eileen more like a drill sergeant than a chorus girl.

“They tell jokes no one else gets, spit old movie quotes back and forth at each other.”

“That seems rather harmless.”

“In the living room of course it does, but at restaurants, grocery store, and other places where waitresses and cashiers are trying to do their job, except the two of them aren’t paying attention because they’re reciting word for word scenes of dialogue from movies. Whatever you do, don’t ask her to recite the What pants should I wear scene from My Cousin Vinny.”

Another burst of laughter escaped from deep in his chest. At least Aunt Eileen had good taste. The woman sounded like a firecracker. He really liked that—a lot. 

“Of course when she gets all the friends together you’ll want to hide the rifles.”

Okay, that sounded more serious, teetering on dangerous, but before Dale could inquire further the front door creaked open.

“Glad to see you’re still with us.” Brooks came in 

“Alive and kicking,” he confirmed.

The door still open, Meg and Adam crossed the threshold. The redhead had barely made it into the house when, nose to the air, she sniffed like a bloodhound following a scent. “Oh please tell me that’s Aunt Eileen’s famous pumpkin pie I smell.”

“Two of them.” Hannah grinned.

Adam turned to close the door and stopped midway. “I see brother Declan has arrived.”

“Looks like we’re going to have a full house.” The pregnant woman settled her hands on her rounded tummy.

Boot heels clattered down the wooden steps. The first person to emerge from the second floor was the family patriarch. By the time DJ made it into the house, the youngest brother Finn was descending the stairs. Brooks’ wife wasn’t kidding. Adding in siblings and houseguests and in-laws and cousins, this family was as big as a church. Sort of ironic. After all, churches offered sanctuary too. 

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

DJ had hoped for less of an audience when he got to sit down with Dale. Not wanting to accidentally set off any red flags in Dallas, he’d resisted checking into things, but he did call the hospital to follow up on his friend the same as he done every few days for the past weeks. As soon as he’d been informed that Officer Dale Johnson had died, DJ understood better some of what was going on. What he needed to figure out now was if keeping Dale here was putting his family at risk.

“Where’s Becky?” Hannah asked.

“My wife and her grandmother are helping Kelly make new slipcovers. Though I’m a little concerned how much progress they’re going to make.”

Meg sidled up to her brother-in-law for a quick kiss on the cheek. “What makes you say that?”

“It might have something to do with the two bottles of white wine and a batch of Toni’s Chardonnay cake balls.” DJ smiled.

All heads turned to Toni. Patting her tummy, she grinned widely and hefted her hands in a casual shrug. “Hey, I had to do something to help liven up a Saturday night with slipcovers.”

High-fiving with her sister-in-law, Meg said, “If I had the slightest clue which end of a sewing machine was up, I’d have been there to help just for the cake balls.”

“Those suckers really are popular.” Brooks looked to his wife. “If you ever got a bee in your bonnet to open a cake ball business, I could probably retire.”

Toni patted her husband’s arm lightly. “Keep dreaming, sweetie. Keep dreaming.”

“I could eat the rear end of a rhinoceros at this moment.” Sean Farraday looked past his sons and their wives to Aunt Eileen entering the room. 

“Me, too,” Hannah grinned. 

The patriarch looked to Aunt Eileen. “Whatever’s cooking smells delicious.”

Aunt Eileen rolled her eyes at her brother-in-law. “After a long day like today, you’d say that if I were brewing leather and shoelaces.”

“That’s only because,” Sean smiled, “your culinary skills are such that even leather and shoelaces would be delicious.”

“Suck up!” two of the brothers hollered.

DJ slapped his dad on the shoulder. “What did you break?”

“Nope,” Adam shook his head “my guess is he bought something.”

“Lord I hope it’s new boots.” Aunt Eileen waved a finger. “You can only resole a pair of boots so many times.”

Sean Farraday shook his head at his sons. “Fat lot this bunch knows. I didn’t break anything. I didn’t buy anything. And your aunt is a great cook and y’all know it.”

Several heads in the room nodded at the woman now smiling from ear to ear.

“And I’d like to think,” Sean pointed from son to son, “that I have taught each and every one of you to give man, or woman, credit where credit is due and praise when warranted.”

His dad was right, but they all appreciated their aunt and what she’d done for them and no one minced words in this family. That left the detective in DJ a little surprised by the sternness of his father’s rebuke. Then again, after twelve hours working the ranch, the man had a right to be a little grumpy.

“Well,” Aunt Eileen blew out a light breath, “supper’s taking a little longer tonight. I think we’re going to be in the market for a new oven. Knob says 350, but I took a thermometer reading and it’s fifty degrees under. Y’all might as well grab a drink. It’ll be a bit longer.” She spun to face DJ. “And I’d like a few minutes with you when you have a chance.” 

DJ swallowed and nodded. He knew what she’d want, but the whole reason Dale said nothing to him was about to be showcased. DJ couldn’t tell his aunt what he didn’t know. Taking advantage of the time till supper, he turned to his friend. “Why don’t you join me for a cold one on a country porch?”

“He can join you on the country porch,” Brooks got to his feet, “but no cold ones.”

Aunt Eileen turned to Dale. “How does some fresh squeezed strawberry lemonade sound?”

Dale’s face lit up as though she’d offered him the winning lottery numbers. “Like heaven on earth, ma’am.”

Adam followed Dale out the back door. Brooks remained seated by his wife. The guy might be a doctor, but when it came to Toni and her pregnancy, Brooks behaved more like a mother hen. His dad and Finn escaped to the office for a few minutes. Any paperwork done before supper meant one less thing to deal with before bed.

“Oh, man, the lemonade is out of this world.” Dale practically licked his lips.

“Dad wasn’t kidding,” Adam spoke up. “Aunt Eileen really is great in the kitchen. She’s probably the best cook in the county. Her jams and pies are always winning blue ribbons at the state fair.”

“I’ll make sure to leave some room for that pumpkin pie she baked.” 

From the way Dale eyed him over the rim of his glass, DJ knew his friend recognized he was itching for a chance to talk alone. Taking another sip, Dale scanned from left to right across the horizon. “This is a lot of land.”

“Over 100,000 acres before we bought some of the Brennan land,” Adam said.

Dale shifted his attention toward the barns. “Is that for cows or horses?”

DJ muffled a laugh. “Sometimes we have to keep a calf or a first-time pregnant heifer inside. But usually we keep horses in the barn.”

“I’d love to take a look. Want to show me around?”

And this was why DJ had loved working with Dale. That guy could follow a breadcrumb of a hint. Together their work sang. “Sure, we have a little time.”

Not until they’d crossed into the barn did Dale speak. “I appreciate what you’ve done. But I’m not sure this was such a great idea.”

“That’s what I’m about to find out.”

Dale nodded and stepped further inside, pausing at the first stall to scratch the chin of a horse whose head hung over the doorway.

“I called the hospital today,” DJ said. “Dale Johnson passed away two days ago.”

Remaining silent, Dale continued to scratch the horse’s chin with one hand, and stroked his neck with the other. “Who else did you call?” he finally asked. 

“No one. It was one thing for me to check the hospital the way I’ve been doing all along, it was another to start poking under rocks. Never know which –”

“—snake will jump out and bite you.” It was an expression they’d used often when they were partnered on the Dallas PD.

“I think I can figure a few things out for myself.”

Dale turned sideways to face DJ, but continued to scratch the horse’s chin.

“The different name is obvious to any idiot. If Dale is dead it wouldn’t do any good to have people reporting that they’ve chatted with you after the funeral.”

“There is no funeral. Mom flew home when I was transferred out of ICU and into a regular room. As far as anyone in Dallas is concerned, Dale Johnson was sent home to his family.”

“And you’re sure nobody’s checking up to see that your family is burying a body?”

“Very sure.”

Something in the way Dale said that struck DJ as odd. They both knew in this business no one could ever be absolutely sure of anything. “What am I missing?”

Dale’s hand fell away from the horse. He blew out a heavy sigh and turned to fully face DJ. “Peter Mackinaw didn’t like people. You know the kind. The ones all the fighting changes, soon the wife leaves them, the parents don’t understand them, and anger and pain fester inside like a cancer.” 

DJ knew too damn well what he was talking about.

“I had the bed by the window, Pete had the bed by the door. Sometimes he’d shuffle over to the window and stare for hours. I offered to have the hospital switch beds on us, but he always said no. Until the other night. It was late and he’d been standing staring out the window at absolutely nothing for so long I expected him to just drop from exhaustion. This time when I said Hey man, why don’t you sleep here and I’ll take the other bed, he never answered. He merely turned, walked to my bed, and started to sit before I could climb fully out.”

Far-off look in his eyes, Dale’s mind had no doubt gone someplace very unpleasant. Whether he was thinking about Peter, or the murder-suicide he’d responded to weeks before the accident, or the accident itself, DJ had no way of knowing. But he understood nonetheless.

“I’d taken some meds for the pain and fell fast asleep. Had the craziest dream. I rolled over, opened my eyes, and saw a tall figure injecting something into Peter’s IV. Then, like the Grim Reaper, the dark shadow casually strolled out of the room, closing the door behind him. I thought for sure it was a sign that my days were numbered since Peter was actually in my bed. All of a sudden machinery started beeping. Alarms were going off, nurses and doctors were running through the room. The scene looked like a cartoon football huddle. Not till I woke up at six in the morning to an empty bed beside me did I realize it was no dream.”

“Damn it, man. I’m so sorry,” DJ said. “You think that was meant for you?”

“I know it was. I wasn’t pining over a breakup. Despite what you or anyone else might have thought, I could still compartmentalize life and work. Though it may drive me over the edge one day, it hasn’t yet.” Dale pushed away from the stall and took a few steps closer to DJ. “I didn’t drive off the road. I was run off the road.”

 

****

 

“You seem awfully quiet tonight.” Aunt Eileen handed Hannah another tomato to slice. “Something you want to talk about?”

“Just thinking about a new student.”

“For the new riding program?”

“Yes. Looks like starting Monday, we’re open for business.”

Aunt Eileen wiped her hands on a dishrag. “But I thought there was a long waiting list?”

“There is for the subsidized sessions. We’re still getting the funding in place for those. But I’ve got a paying student who starts Monday. His mother didn’t want to wait for the official start in two weeks. And after hearing his story, I can’t say that I blame her.”

“Young boy?”

“Teen. Senior in high school. I can’t say much more right now.”

Aunt Eileen nodded. She knew better than anyone, sometimes life just handed out a raw deal. “Let me finish the salad. You go tell the men on the porch it’s time for supper.”

“DJ and Dale are in the barn. I noticed them walk off a bit ago.” She didn’t want to tell her aunt that she’d been watching carefully and had kept an eye out the window for their return. They’d been gone long enough for Finn to have joined Adam on the porch. “I can run out and let them know.”

Her aunt broke out in a wide grin. “You do that, sweetie.” Hannah was halfway out the door when her aunt shouted over her shoulder with an even bigger grin. “And you let me know if you see that dog anywhere.”

She couldn’t be upset with her aunt, even she’d been looking for a dog the first time she met Dale. It seemed the whole town was judging whether or not another Farraday would find their mate by if the stray dog appeared. How absurd was that? But she had to admit, it was going to make for some great storytelling to her cousin’s grandkids.

On the porch she glanced toward the barn and back to her cousins. “Aunt Eileen’s putting supper on the table. She wants y’all inside. I’ll head over to the barn and collect DJ and Dale.”

Too far away to make out the words, she’d walked close enough to the barn to hear the low rumble of the male voices and recognize the serious tone of the conversation. Curiosity had her considering what two near strangers could be discussing so seriously. She was going to have to mind her own business when it came to this particular stranger. Houseguest or not, way with horses are not, his life was none of her business. A few more days and he would be on his way again. She’d best keep reminding herself. Whether she liked it or not. Unless…

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

“So why in the hell was somebody running you off the road?” DJ stared at Dale as though he expected him to answer.

“I can’t tell you that. The less you know—” 

“Don’t hand me that bullshit. This is me. We had each other’s backs in the sandbox long before Dallas. I’ll have your back now, but you have to tell me what the hell I’m up against.”

“Even though it wasn’t my first choice to hideout here, for only a couple of days everything should be fine. I bought the bike with a full tank of gas off a guy from the paper. Worked my way out of Dallas on the back roads. Avoided street cameras and tollways.”

“Which is why you were hurting so bad by the time you got here. Must’ve taken you twice as long to get to a camera-free part of the freeway.”

Dale nodded. They both knew how easy it was to be found even when somebody did their utmost to stay hidden. But he’d covered his bases. He had a decent wad of cash in his pocket thanks to his captain, the only other person besides the DA who knew the truth.

“How long are we talking?” DJ asked.

“Not too long, I hope.” He considered a moment just how much he wanted to stay, but DJ was right about one thing. They’d been partners too long and in too many places to leave him completely in the cold. “The DA’s putting a case together. When it’s done I’ll be back to testify. Then it will be over.”

“You two look awfully solemn for a couple of guys out playing with the horses.” Hannah stepped into the barn. The way the setting sun shined at her back, she truly looked like an angel.

“He’s a Red Sox fan.” DJ sprouted a scowl and flung a thumb over his shoulder at Dale. “Enough said.” Without looking back, DJ left the two of them still rooted to the ground.

Frowning at her cousin’s back, Hannah cocked her head to look up at Dale. “I didn’t think he cared that much about baseball.”

“Who knew?” Dale shrugged casually—he hoped. Truth was he really was a Red Sox fan even though he never lived anywhere near Boston. “What about you? You into sports?”

Hannah fell into step beside him. “If you’re asking me am I a Red Sox fan, the answer is no. Go Rangers all the way.”

“You like baseball?”

“Season tickets to the Frisco Rough Riders. Though I suppose that makes no sense now that I’m going to be living out here.”

“Season tickets?” Dale tried not to gape. A woman who loved baseball enough to buy season tickets and she had to be DJ’s little cousin, and at a time in his life when sticking around wasn’t an option.

“Mrs. Stewart, a major donor to the equine center I used to work at, has the sweetest seats for the Texas Rangers. Her family has had them since the old stadium. Second row behind the Ranger dugout.”

Dale whistled.

“I know. Mrs. Stewart had to substitute for the hostess of some big charity gala last fall. Her granddaughter was having a riding session when she got the call. I must’ve mentioned in our conversations that I liked baseball because she offered me four tickets for that Friday night’s game. My brothers Jamie and Ian and my cousin Grace came with me.” She chuckled low in her chest. “Ruined me for any other seat in the house.”

“I bet.” When she laughed she looked so sweet, so beautiful. And so young. Knowing he should pick up the pace to the house but preferring to amble at the slower West Texas stride, he savored this chance to spend time alone with Hannah. “So, who’s your favorite player?”

“All-time favorite Ranger? No-brainer, Pudge Rodriguez.”

“And now?”

Her eyes twinkled with amusement. “Beltre. The man seems to be having so much fun when he plays ball. Always teasing and laughing with players.” She kicked at a stone in the path. “Listen, there’s something I wanted to ask you.”

He braced himself. “Okay?”

“Today, when Mrs. Hampton sent you out to talk to Clark.”

Dale nodded, steeling himself for what might come next.

“Normally I like to be the first one to reach out to a new student. To connect. To evaluate. But she put us both on the spot. Given how important it was to make a good impression on her, especially if I want her friend Mrs. Stewart to help us with this new program, I didn’t say anything.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to step on any—”

“No,” she cut him off, “it wasn’t your fault. And frankly I was a little surprised to see how you connected with him. I’d like to use that to my advantage maybe.”

“What did you have in mind?”

“Our first session is going to be Monday morning. There’s always a volunteer during a class who stands nearby in case the student needs help or if the horse has to be led.”

Dale nodded again, but wasn’t sure he would like the next thing she said.

“Grace is out of town in Houston on a combination fundraising public relations jaunt, and Catherine is terrified of horses. I was hoping,” she looked skyward as though searching for something before glancing back at him and piercing him with her gaze, “you might be willing to step in as a volunteer with Clark.”

Right now there wasn’t anything he’d like more than to step in and help Hannah with anything she asked, but in a couple more days he should have the okay from Brooks to travel with only the oral medication. Sticking around any longer than necessary would not be a smart idea. And he was definitely a smart cop. But he was also a man who recognized a kid in trouble, who never could refuse a damsel in distress, and too often—his own worst enemy. “Sure, I’d love to.”

 

****

 

“Here we go.” Eileen set down two bowls of fresh whipped cream to go with the pumpkin pies she’d made earlier in the day.

While she cut the first slice and handed it off to their guest, DJ picked up the bowl and scooped a massive dollop over Dale’s piece of pie. “You are going to want to taste this. Hand whipped from farm fresh cream.”

Dale reached for his fork. “I’ve always had a soft spot for whipped cream.”

“Tell me about it.” DJ shook his head and put the bowl back in place.

There it was again. That odd hint of familiarity. More than once Eileen had thought she noticed a quiet communication that she usually only saw in married people. And she might not understand where these responses were coming from, but she was darn sure the two had never been married. Cornering her nephew before serving dinner hadn’t done a dang bit of good in ebbing her curiosity. If the man had secrets, he knew how to keep them. 

“Oh.” Eyes closed, Toni groaned and every head in the room snapped around. “This is so good,” she muttered. When she realized she was the object of everyone’s attention, she rolled her eyes. “The pie, people. The pie.” 

“I’ll have another piece please.” Hannah handed off her plate. 

Eileen would kill for her niece’s metabolism.

“So,” Dale pointed his chin at Toni. “When are you due?”

“Any day now.” 

“Oh.” He looked from her to Brooks and back. “Guess he or she isn’t in a hurry.” 

“First baby foot-dragging syndrome.” Brooks patted his wife’s hand. “They come when they’re good and ready, not when we tell them.” 

“I’m good and ready.” Toni stabbed at another bite of pie. “Hope that counts for something.” 

It did Eileen’s heart good to see all her boys so happy. Even Grace the baby had found a perfect match. She just wished the matchmaking dogs would bring someone nice for Hannah. Not that there was any hurry to marry her niece off. At almost twenty-six, Hannah was the youngest of all the Farradays including the cousins, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t have someone special in her life. Everyone deserved to share their world with someone. 

Eileen looked to each of the young couples at the table, then over to her brother-in-law before gently tapping the letter in her pocket. Everyone deserved somebody.

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Sundays were Hannah’s favorite day of the week. The one day when every member of the family came together after church for supper and occasionally an extra friend or two would tag along. Having been the only one left at home in Hill Country for the last few years, she really loved the crowd. Normally, this Sunday would have been the potluck lunch at church. She’d actually been looking forward to that. But under the circumstances, with Dale at the ranch keeping a low profile and all the shenanigans with the social club yesterday, it was decided she’d stay home with their guest. The extended family wouldn’t descend on the ranch for hours.

“You really could’ve gone to church with everyone. I don’t need a babysitter.” Dale dried the last of the lunch dishes.

“Same deal as yesterday. It has nothing to do with you needing a babysitter and everything to do with keeping up appearances. As far as the folks in town are concerned I’ll rest again today, and tomorrow I’ll be up and ready for the world.”

“It’s not like any of residents of Tuckers Bluff are going to know what you’re really doing.”

Hannah didn’t even try to hold back a laugh. “You have clearly never lived in a small town.”

“I’ve lived in a few smaller towns.”

“Nope.” She shook her head. “Not buying it. Anyone who truly understands a small town would know that it does not matter how far out of town we live, everybody knows everybody’s business. My cousin Grace likes to say they know the date your milk carton in the fridge expires.”

“Okay. Maybe the towns I’ve lived in weren’t quite as small as this one. But I think y’all are putting a bit more intrigue in this than is necessary.” 

“Maybe.” She shrugged. “Or maybe not. All I know is if DJ says it’s best nobody knows you’re here, then this is how it’s going down.” Her cousin was very good at what he did and she knew it. Sometimes she wondered if there was a law enforcement gene somewhere in the family. Her brother the Texas Ranger was also very good at what he did. Sometimes she wished Ian would settle into a small town like this and take on a job that dealt mostly with reckless teens and other misdemeanors, but Ian loved what he did and she had to believe with the grace of God, he could take care of himself.

Nonetheless, she wondered what in the heck was the story of this man in front of her. Who was he running from? Why was he hiding? Or was everything truly blown out of proportion the way he said?

“You’re frowning again.”

“Am I?” Instinctively Hannah raised her fingers to the crease between her brows.

Dale handed her the last dry dish to stow in the cabinet. “Normally when a young woman’s mind wanders, I tend to think it’s over a man. When someone as pretty as you frowns, if it’s over a man, he has to be a blithering idiot.”

“Don’t you think that’s a little chauvinistic?” Hannah closed the cabinet door and turned to face him. “After all, if a man’s mind wanders, he’s thinking about a cure for cancer, the state of the union, the championship sport scores. But if a woman’s mind drifts someplace else, it has to be over a man. Rather narrow leap, don’t you think?”

“My apologies. Of course you’re right. So why were you frowning?” He reached out and brushed at her forehead. “You’re doing it again.” 

“Am I?” 

“What you need is a distraction.” Dale bowed at the waist, then made a broad gesture toward the living room. Straightening, he extended his elbow to her. “Follow me.” 

She considered asking where or why, but the words were stuck in her mouth. Before she knew it, her hand was tucked neatly in his elbow and she followed him into the living room and silently watched as he grabbed a couple of the larger pillows from the sofas and tossed them onto the floor.

“Wait here please.” Spinning around, he marched back into the kitchen straight to the pantry.

“What are you doing in there?” If this was supposed to make her stop frowning, it wasn’t working. She was more confused than ever.

“Considering this food closet is the size of a small house, I’m figuring your aunt has everything I want.”

Hannah started for the kitchen. “Tell me what you want and maybe I can help you find it.”

“Nope.” Dale popped his head out. “I’ve got it covered. Make yourself comfortable. I’ll be right there.”

“But if you can’t find –”

His head popped out again. “Let’s try this. Please make yourself comfortable in the living room.”

“Well, since you asked nicely.” She hid a smile. Doing as she was told, she briefly hoped he wasn’t messing up her aunt’s pantry, but mostly she wanted to know what was the man up to. All settled in on the floor, she could hear the drawers in the kitchen opening and closing, the contents rattling around inside. “Are you sure you don’t want my help?”

“Got it covered.” Another door slammed and she heard footsteps coming in her direction. “I noticed the fireplace has a gas starter.”

Hannah glanced at the wooden mantle, her eyes scanning the perimeter and landing on the metal key inset in the brick wall. “Yep, it does.” 

In one hand Dale carried a couple of kitchen utensils. No wait, barbecue utensils. By the time he’d reached her, she realized in his other arm he carried what he’d scavenged from the pantry. He dropped onto the cushion beside her and set down a box of graham crackers, a bag of marshmallows, and a bag of chocolate candy. Leaning forward, with the flip of his wrist, he turned the chrome key and then striking a match from the top of the mantle, held it low in the fireplace. The neatly stacked logs burst into dancing flames.

Sitting back on his haunches, he grabbed one of the barbecue forks and ripping open the bag of marshmallows, skewered two fat ones before handing the makeshift toasting device to her. “Nothing cheers a person up like a chocolate covered sugar rush for dessert.”

“S’mores?” She couldn’t stop grinning. It had been ages since she’d been camping. Letting out a hearty laugh she accepted the extra-long fork and grinned at her cohort. “Love s’mores.”

“See. No more frowns.”

“No.” She held the white blob over the flames, twisting and turning, and grinning as the caramel color took over. “Nothing to frown about here.” 

 

****

 

The bright grin on Hannah’s face was enough to make Dale want to belt out a hokey Broadway tune—and he couldn’t sing. This entire scenario since the day he became the DA’s prime witness felt other worldly, especially since landing in Farraday country. It hadn’t taken long to figure out the siblings were named in alphabetical order and then Hannah explained it was due to her Aunt Helen’s love of the musical Seven Brides for Seven Brothers. Since Hannah was born after Grace, in honor of her Aunt Helen, her mom chose a name beginning with H to continue the musical tradition. Under the circumstances, perhaps breaking into song, no matter how off key, wouldn’t be so uncalled for.

“Ouch.” Hannah sucked a white droplet off her finger. “I forgot how hot roasted marshmallows can be.”

Dale leaned closer for a better look. A pale pink dot grew slowly darker. “We should put that under running water.”

“Nonsense, it’s a marshmallow burn. We got them all the time as kids by the campfires and nobody went running for cold water. I’ll survive.” Lifting the smooshed and melting s’more to her mouth, she paused and pulled it away, smiling at him. “But thanks for caring.”

“You’re welcome.” Now if he could just ignore the little dollop of chocolate and marshmallow that just landed at the edge of her mouth. It was all he could do to stop from leaning forward and licking it up himself. Instead, he grabbed his fork and shoved the marshmallow onto the end with enough force to almost skewer his hand as well.

“So what made you think of s’mores?” Hannah took another bite, then licked the sweet goo from the tip of her fingers. 

He really should have thought of something a little less messy, or at least that didn’t involve those pretty pink lips puckering, sucking, and licking. “It was the only dessert I couldn’t mess up.”

“You can’t cook?”

“I can cook. Well, I can grill. I serve a mean steak, pretty good chicken, no one can match my corn on the cob, and I do okay with hotdogs and hamburgers. But unless it involves scooping out cookie dough ice cream, desserts are not my specialty.”

“I love cookie dough ice cream.” Hannah almost bounced off the cushion. “I love cookie dough anything. Almost as much as I love s’mores”

“There are lots of brands with s’mores flavored ice cream.”

“Yeah, but I’m waiting for Blue Bell to master it.”

“Ah, a true diehard Texan.”

“Born and bred.” She lifted her chin proudly then pierced another marshmallow. “Last one. I promise.’ 

“It’s okay,” he shrugged, “they say chocolate is an antioxidant.” He was enjoying sitting on the floor with her in front of the fireplace almost as if he didn’t have a care in the world. 

The sound of car doors slamming carried into the house. Turning his wrist, the time of day startled him. He’d have sworn they’d only been chatting and eating for a brief while. No wonder she was swearing off any more s’mores, they’d been stuffing their faces between conversations for over two hours. 

“Oh my God, what a great idea!” For a woman carrying an extra load of baby front and center, Toni Farraday made a beeline for the fireplace with the agility of a much lither person, and dragged the nearest chair up close to Hannah. “May I borrow your fork?”

“Absolutely.”

“Oh wow.” DJ’s wife followed her husband into the house and hurriedly scrambling around him, caught up with the others in front of the fireplace. “Grace is going to be really mad she wasn’t here for this.”

One by one all the Farraday women gathered around the hearth, a few of their husbands hovering nearby. After squealing with delight, Aunt Eileen scurried into the kitchen and back. “I knew I’d get to use these someday.” She handed everybody a yard-long narrow utensil reminiscent of a fondue fork.

Slipping his phone into his pocket, Connor was the last to enter the house. Taking a moment to scan the room, he zeroed in on Hannah. “I have a feeling things are about to really start hopping.” Leaning over to help his daughter Stacey hold the marshmallow skewer higher in the fireplace, he looked to his cousin. “Apparently Mrs. Hampton likes to talk. I don’t know what you said to her yesterday, but without her son having a single class with you, she is already spreading the word that you come highly recommended by Mrs. Stewart and should be an excellent replacement for the equine instructor who moved to California.”

Hannah picked at some crumbs on her lap. She looked adorable casually nibbling on the dropped graham crackers. Any minute now Dale expected her to give in and make herself another S’more. 

“That’s a good thing,” she muttered, sucking the crumbs off her finger. “Why do you look like there’s too much starch in your shorts?”

“Because one of the women who also used that instructor wants you to work with her daughter.”

“Another good thing. More paying customers. Or does this person need subsidizing as well?”

A fresh s’more in his hand, Connor shook his head and took a quick bite before answering. “Paying customer.”

“My favorite kind.” She beamed.

“Only this paying customer wants to start tomorrow.”

Hannah’s exuberance for the moment fell away. “Tomorrow?” 

“She’s visiting her parents in Abilene for a few weeks and wants to take advantage of the closer proximity.” 

“You know,” Catherine leaned forward on her knees, “equipment-wise, we’re ready to go. There’s no real reason not to take on both of these clients starting tomorrow.”

Hannah looked to her cousin.

“It’s up to you.” Connor shrugged.

“This girl has cognitive issues and her mother fears she’s regressing without the interaction with horses,” Catherine said.

Dale could almost see the gears moving in Hannah’s head. She was going to make this happen. And to his own surprise, he was more than pleased he’d be a part of it.

 

****

 

Trying to get Dale away from the others long enough to get the rest of the story out of him had proved harder than DJ had expected. Originally he had planned to leave the church picnic ahead of the others in order to be first at home. When Sister and Sissy cornered him outside their boutique to carry on about how much fun they had at the wedding and how they could hardly wait for the next celebration, he knew he was in trouble. Then when they proceeded to prattle on for ten more minutes wanting to gab about not one, but two dogs playing matchmaker in Tuckers Bluff, he knew any chance of getting home before the rest of the family was shot to hell.

When Brooks insisted on taking Dale upstairs for a quick checkup, DJ saw his chance and ran with it. Slipping away while everybody else kept busy fixing after dinner drinks and setting up board games or chat sessions, he quietly followed his brother and friend upstairs.

“I was wondering how long it was going to take you to corner me.” Dale sat down on the bed, ignoring the bewildered look on Brooks’ face.

“Longer than I’d planned.” DJ turned to his brother. “I hate to do this, but why don’t you go wash your hands in the bathroom or something.”

Brooks looked at his watch. “I’ll give you fifteen minutes.”

The moment the door closed, DJ turned to his friend. “You said the DA was trying to build a case.”

“That’s right.” Dale took a seat on the bed.

“How are you communicating?”

“I have a burner cell I picked up in Tyler on my way out of town. I check in with her every few days.”

“Tyler? That’s a couple of hours east of Dallas. Talk about a detour to West Texas.”

Nodding, Dale smiled. “If for any reason somebody picks up that I’m alive and have left Dallas, I made sure they believe I’m heading east.”

“I should’ve known.” DJ muttered. Dale had a mind as sharp as a tack and could think three steps ahead of the bad guy. “Why don’t we start at the beginning?”

“We only have fifteen minutes.” He turned his wrist. “Probably fourteen by now.”

“Let’s not waste any of it.” DJ leaned against the dresser, crossed his arms and waited.

“I still don’t think this is a good idea. The less you know…”

“We’re not taking that route again, are we? Just tell me the truth please, and make it quick.”

“All right, you win. But I want it on the record that this is under protest.”

DJ nodded. 

“The whole thing started a few months back, maybe longer, right after I broke up with Grace’s roommate. Stopped at a restaurant near the University for a drink, sat at the bar. I had a beer, maybe two, when a woman screamed and a ruckus formed around the table behind me. You know how it is, instinct kicks in and before you know it you’re right in the thick of things. Turned out to be fairly simple. Some moron screamed a man was having a heart attack. Another person yelled for CPR. But it was obvious the way the victim couldn’t speak that he was choking on something. Took a quick glance at his plate as I positioned myself behind him and saw he’d ordered pork chops for dinner.”

“Choked on the bone.” DJ hadn’t meant it as a question.

“Yep. Serves the guy right for not using a knife and fork. Anyhow, after I dislodged the thing from his throat, this character turns around and shakes my hand so vigorously he almost dislocated my shoulder. Something about him looked incredibly familiar, but with the beers and the adrenaline rush and all the people around, I didn’t put my finger on it right away. He insisted I join them, ordered me another drink and asked if I’d had dinner. I hadn’t, so the next thing I knew I had the biggest damn steak in front of me that I’d ever seen in my entire life.”

“Times going by fast. Can we cut to the chase, please?”

“As soon as I sat down, I recognized the face. Joe Bettina.”

DJ was pretty sure his eyes had popped out of his head. “The Joe Bettina?”

“The one and only. I had a knock on my door at 6 o’clock the next morning. By 7 o’clock, as far as Bettina and his mob were concerned, my name was Dale Henderson, salesman extraordinaire.”

“You went undercover with the Famiglia Crime Organization?” DJ almost couldn’t spit the words out. This was some serious crap.

“Not really. Just being chummy. Casual. Eventually I’m sure it would have gone deeper, but so far I’d simply made myself available for the occasional card game or late night drink. One day we played golf. I’m not about to tell you who made up the foursome.”

This time DJ agreed. He didn’t want to know. “Keep going.”

“The turning point came when I got invited to Joseph’s daughter’s birthday celebration. At his house. On my way to the bathroom, I turned left somewhere instead of right. Found myself to one side of a slightly open door and eavesdropping with a limited view of Joe standing with his back to me and another guy across from him. In case they weren’t discussing the weather, I pulled out my phone and turned on the video, but by the time I’d shifted angles for a better view, it was too late. Joe had put a bullet in the back of someone’s head. He whipped around to the guy across from him, waving the gun and shouted, that’s the way you do it, then he spun around to his other side and growled, are you happy now? It’s done. Just the way you wanted. Whoever gave the order responded in a language that wasn’t Spanish before tossing Joe a coin. I caught one word, Dobro.”

“Russian?” The hair on the back of DJ’s neck bristled. Dealing with the mob was never a good thing, but some had no mercy, no honor code among thieves, and the Russians were one of them. 

Dale waved his arms and shrugged. “Maybe. Could be any of the Slavic countries where Dobro means good.” 

“Well at least we can be sure he wasn’t referring to a guitar.” DJ blew out a sigh. “What did the guy look like? Were you able to make him?”

“No.” Dale shook his head, his fingertips running across his left temple. “I didn’t see a damn thing. I barely heard the voice, it was low and rough and hard to hear. The recorder got it, though. DA has it.”

“Would you recognize it if you heard it again?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

Even DJ felt a headache coming on. “So you’re the reason Joe Bettina is in jail?” 

Dale nodded.

“And let me guess, there’s a leak in the department and your cover was blown.”

Tapping the tip of his nose with his finger, Dale nodded. “That’s when I found myself coming around the curve on an empty street with no brakes and a dark sedan riding my ass. Next thing I know I’m waking up in ICU with enough wires and tubes sticking out of me for a high school science experiment.”

DJ needed air. He stood and walked across the room. The bedroom door inched open. Brooks popped his head in, took one look at DJ and Dale, and whispered “Ten more minutes” then closed the door behind him.

“You see my dilemma,” Dale sighed. “I could’ve stayed at a safe house in Dallas, but my gut said hell no. With only two people knowing I’m alive and zero people knowing where I am—”

“One person,” DJ smiled. 

Dale scoffed but smiled. “Okay one. On my own I like my survival odds a whole lot better.”

“Agreed.” There were only a handful of people in this world outside his family DJ would trust with his life. Dale was one of them. Hand rubbing the back of his neck, DJ doubled back toward the bed. “All we have to do is get you on the stand in one piece. But without the kingpin, you’ll never have a day’s rest. WITSEC?”

“That’s pretty much it in a nutshell.”

“Does the DA have any new leads on who this person is?”

“Oh come on. Long before either of us had been on the force, these guys have had their fingers in everything from counterfeit money to identity theft, prostitution, gun smuggling, and whatever else rolls in the big bucks. Still, not once has anyone been able to find a clue or turn a perp to uncover who the top man is. We get as high as Joe Bettina and then all the leads run dry.”

Shaking his head, DJ sat down again. Now he really had something to think about. Dale may have been right. Bringing him here might be the worst thing DJ could’ve done for the Farradays.

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Even though Hannah wasn’t working the ranch today, she and Dale rose with the rest of the family for an early breakfast. 

The equipment had been left out in the arena from yesterday. She would take her new student through the paces and see where they were at.

“Where do we start?” Dale asked.

Hannah came to a stop in front of Patience’s stall. “Even though you and Maggie got along like a house on fire yesterday, I’d rather not take any chances with a new student around. I read the paperwork the mother filled out for us and the history she submitted from the previous equine center, but I don’t know what I’ll be dealing with until I work with her. Since we don’t have a mechanical horse to do an initial assessment with, it has to be on a real animal and I don’t need to be worrying about the horse too.”

“Makes sense. So now what?”

“We’re going to get Patience saddled and ready for when Melody gets here. Just like we started to do with Maggie yesterday.” Once again, with Dale at her side, she gathered up what was needed to prep the horse. “When we’re done, I’ll leave you with the mare while I go greet Melody and her mother.”

“You alone. Got it.”

“Thank you. Once we’re ready, you can walk Patience over to the mounting blocks. Depending on her size and skill we’ll determine how she mounts. At least we know she’s not in a wheelchair and won’t need the ramp.” 

Dale nodded. “And after that?”

“You stay nearby. You’ll walk alongside Melody and the horse. If necessary you will hold the lead, but from what I understand so far, she’s able to do this on her own. At some point I need you to step in to assist Melody or to take the lead for something new. Either way, I’ll let you know what’s going on.”

“Sounds simple enough.”

“It should be. We’re not training for the Olympics here or gunning for a barrel racing championship. This is all about mastering the horse, building a feeling of success in kids who rarely feel they can succeed at anything in a normal world. We’ll move slow and easy.” She didn’t feel she needed to explain anything more. The concept really was quite simple. Though she’d never gotten a straight answer these last two days of what he’d done recently for a living, it was obvious he was very bright and adaptable. 

Wearing her own helmet, Melody walked in beside her mother. The girl’s face broke into a smile as soon as she caught a glimpse of the horses in the stalls to the side.

Gesturing for Dale to go get Patience, Hannah extended her hand to Melody’s mother. “I’m Hannah Farraday, nice to meet you.” She turned to face Melody. “Thank you for coming to visit us.”

“I like horses. Miss Jennifer moved away.” Melody stood at about five foot four and looked like any other girl in her early teens. Her face scrunched in a frown. “I don’t like Mr. John. He has a mean voice.”

Hannah glanced over the girl’s shoulder to the mother, looking for some affirmation. Melody’s mother merely shrugged. Hannah could only take that to mean Mr. John wasn’t a good fit for a teenage girl. “I hope I don’t sound mean.”

Melody shook her head vehemently. “You have a pretty voice, like Miss Jennifer.”

“Thank you.” The sound of hooves clomping on the concrete floor drew everyone’s attention to Dale and Patience. “I’m going to introduce you to Patience. She’s a sweet girl too. And she likes girls your age.”

Grinning, Melody approached the horse with ease from the front side. She removed a treat from her pocket and held her hand out stiff for the horse to nibble. Then taking another moment to rub the side of the horse’s neck, she turned to face Hannah and proudly announced, “I like her too.”

Without a word of instruction Melody turned away and walked to her place on the mounting blocks, patiently waiting for Dale to bring the horse beside it.

“We,” Melody’s mother started, “had been training for the horse show in Houston the end of next month. We’re hoping we’ll still be able to do that out of this stable.”

Hannah hadn’t considered getting involved in any of the events or competitions that some local cities held for horsemanship so soon. But the way Melody gleefully nodded at her as her mother spoke, Hannah didn’t have the heart to say anything but, “I’m sure we can work something out.”

It seems flying by the seat of Hannah’s pants was becoming a regular thing for her.

 

****

 

Dale stood near Patience and Melody as Hannah walked them through the paces. So far he hadn’t been needed to do anything, but watching Hannah work had been fascinating. Her youthful appearance completely belied the training and expertise she exhibited working with this sweet young teen. Hannah’s gaze held a seriousness, a glimmer of understanding that told of a person who had seen a harsher side of life and was willing to do something about it. Sort of a kindred spirit. He and she both wanted to make a difference. He may have been too distracted to notice before, but Hannah Farraday was definitely all woman. 

“That’s it, now turn in the box.” 

The horse began to slowly step backwards. 

“Where are your hands?” Hannah asked softly. 

Melody lifted her hands to show Hannah and the horse took another step back.

“Yes.” Even though Hannah smiled at the young girl, Dale got the feeling that was not the response she had wanted. “What do you do with your hands to stop the horse?”

Melody pulled on the reins.

“That’s right, and what do you do to the reins if you want her to move forward?”

Without hesitation, Melody loosened her hold on the reins.

“Very good. That’s right.”

So mesmerized with the delicacy of Hannah’s interaction with this honestly sweet young girl, he missed when she said for them to move across the arena for another obstacle course. “Sorry,” he mumbled softly for only Hannah to hear.

With a soft smile, she gave him a slight nod. The woman embodied peace and tranquility. She was most definitely made for this job. Now he understood where her reputation had come from.

For another twenty minutes he stood beside the horse, not too far, not too close, and watched in awe as Melody worked her different skill sets and Hannah coaxed her through what would lose her points and what was more important to remember. Melody did exactly as she was told with as much intensity as any other rider might have displayed. For a moment he thought he might have a sliver of understanding of the sense of accomplishment, the confidence, improved self-esteem, that would come from handling one of these beautiful animals.

The session over, Hannah and Melody’s mother spoke outside the arena while Dale walked the horse back to her stall. 

Catherine came hurrying in from outside. “Sorry, crazy morning. Is the first student done?”

“Yes.” Dale undid the straps under the horse and noticed Catherine take a step back. He’d almost forgotten that Hannah had told him Catherine was uneasy around the large animals.

Catherine glanced over her shoulder and back. “How did it go?”

“I’m no expert, but it seemed to go really well.” He lifted the saddle off the horse and set it down on a nearby railing. “Such a sweet kid and such a shame she’ll never really grow up.”

“Don’t write her off,” Catherine came a step closer, “she’s still capable of living a productive life, and probably a lot happier than the rest of us who are cognizant of all the crap in this world.” 

Dale nodded. “And what Hannah did in there with her is going to be a big part of it.”

“Possibly.” Catherine smiled.

Slipping the halter off the horse’s head, then hanging it on a nearby hook, Dale turned to face Catherine. “It was amazing to see. I’ve watched lots of people negotiate in my time. Seen them talk someone off the ledge, both literal and mental. But it was fascinating to see her work.”

“When Connor and I first considered attaching a facility for equine therapy to the new stables, we drove out to one of the best equine therapy places in Dallas. We got a chance to watch Hannah work for hours with several students. We walked away feeling the same way you do right now. We couldn’t have been happier when she agreed to leave her career in the city behind to come live and work out here. We’re more than fortunate to have her. We’re truly blessed. Not only is she an outstanding equine instructor, she is also a licensed therapist which is really important in a small operation like ours.”

“What’s the difference?”

“The goal of equine therapy, or adaptive riding, as it’s more commonly referred to now, is to strengthen people physically, emotionally, mentally, any one or all three through horseback riding. The instructors who work with special needs are very good at what they do, but not always prepared for what the proper response is if a student has an emotional breakdown. Whether it’s because of a major accomplishment, or because of a sense of failure, or just because that’s where they’re at. The best stables always have a separate licensed therapist on staff.”

“And you have Hannah.”

Grinning like a newly engaged bride with a rock the size of Gibraltar on her left hand, Catherine nodded. “And we have Hannah.” She patted Dale on the arm and cocked her head towards the chatter at the end of the hall. “I’d better get to the office and see where we stand now with our new student.”

Near the main office, Hannah shook Melody and her mother’s hands as Catherine stepped in to escort them to the front of the building.

He should’ve continued doing what he knew to unsaddle the horse, but he couldn’t stop himself from watching Hannah walk toward him. 

The way her eyes shone, he could tell she was pleased with the session. “Need some help there, cowboy?”

“Cowboy? I’ve been called a lot of things in my day, but cowboy has never been one of them.”

She reached into the bucket and grabbed a brush before coming to a stop in front of him. “You keep handling the horses like that, you’re going to earn that title.” Her arm brushed against his as she stepped closer to Patience, and softly praising the horse, began brushing her down.

Grabbing another brush from the same bucket, he stepped around to the horse’s other side and mimicked her strokes, laughing to himself. Cowboy. Like he could ever fit in to this simple way of life. 

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Soaring on an adrenaline high, Hannah was surprised her feet were still touching the ground. She adored when she could connect with one of her students, but today was especially sweet, the first official session at Capaill Stables.

“I don’t know about you, but I am starved.” Dale latched the stall gate behind them. “How much time do we have before Clark gets here?”

“Not till later this afternoon. I wish I could take you into town. Frank at the café makes homemade biscuits twice a day and right about now I’ve got a hankering for those babies with fresh butter and Mrs. Cheney’s honey.”

“Not fair, you have my mouthwatering.”

The two pulled into the drive a car length ahead of Finn, who’d done a run into town for supplies. With Joanna in Dallas doing the final wedding prep with her mom, he’d had a hard time keeping busy. It was funny seeing the change in him since his fiancée came into his life again. The quiet, serious one of the family was now always smiling and rarely quiet. And most definitely happier than a pig in slop. 

“Here.” Aunt Eileen waved from the kitchen. “I thought you’d barely have time to sneak away for lunch today.”

“Are you kidding? I’m starved.” Hannah went straight to the oven and turned on the light to peek inside. 

“That’s zucchini bread.” Aunt Eileen pointed to the oven. “Miss Cheney dropped off a bag of zucchini with her honey this morning. She accidentally planted twice as much as usual and now she has a bumper crop.”

Finn came into the kitchen and kissed his aunt on the cheek. “Well, if that puts us on the receiving end of your zucchini bread, I won’t complain.” 

“It’s also going to have you on the receiving end of zucchini tots, zucchini fries, and zucchini hash browns. I’ve also been marinating some sliced zucchini. Thought tonight you and your dad could grill some with the rib-eyes.”

“Works for me.” Finn poured himself a glass of ice water.

“Me too.” Hannah loved vegetables that didn’t taste like vegetables. Even though the zucchini fries weren’t the same as French fries, they were still pretty darn good, and the zucchini tots are better than tater tots. Her aunt did the same thing with cauliflower. For the longest time as kids they didn’t even realize they were eating vegetables.

Finn’s cell phone rang and his face lit up. “I’ll take this in the office.”

“Judging from that grin plastered on his face, that has to be Joanna.” Aunt Eileen pulled the bread out of the oven, and setting it on a cooling rack, shoved a couple of other trays into the oven. “Which means we won’t see him for a good half hour.”

“I’ll set the table.” Hannah opened a kitchen drawer to collect silverware.

“Set extra places for Connor and Catherine. They’re going to join us.” Aunt Eileen turned to face Dale. “Would you mind heading over to the barn and letting Sean know that we’ll be having lunch in about twenty minutes. He’ll want to come in and wash up first.”

“My pleasure.” Dale flashed a sweet grin, dipped his chin, and turned to do as he was told.

Aunt Eileen stared after him for a few seconds before turning her attention back to the stove. “He seems like such a nice fellow. But have you noticed he doesn’t talk much about himself?”

“Some.” What Hannah had noticed was that she didn’t have any idea what he did for a living, where he lived, where he came from, or where he was going. And yet oddly enough she felt as though she knew so much about him.

“Has he said where he’s from?”

At least she could sort of answer to this one. “He’s not really from anywhere. He’s an Army brat, and you already know a Marine.”

“Yes. That explains a few things.”

Hannah looked up from the table. “Like what?”

“For one thing, why he and DJ seemed to hit it off as if they were old friends.”

“DJ hits it off with everybody, no matter what they do.”

Aunt Eileen shrugged. “I suppose.”

“Do you have a problem with Dale?”

“Actually, quite the opposite. There’s something solid about him. Feels like he fits right in.”

Hannah didn’t have to be hit over the head to know where this was going. “Just remember, once the blood thinners Brooks prescribed have kicked in, our guest will be on his merry way.”

“I know that.”

So did Hannah. She just needed to remind herself a few more times a day for the next few days.

 

****

 

Halfway to the barn, Dale heard a rustle in a thatch of low shrubs ahead. For a split second he wondered if he was going to come face-to-face with the West Texas snake. Before he could take evasive action, the greenery moved again and a small fluff ball pranced straight for him. Squatting down, Dale extended his hand palm up. The little fur ball yipped, then rolled over on its back for Dale to rub his tummy. “Well, aren’t you a cute little thing.”

Usually when there was one puppy this small, there were more, but taking a quick glance around him, Dale didn’t see any signs of more puppies. “I guess your brothers and sisters must be with your mom.” Off the side of the barn he could see the empty dog run. He knew enough about cattle ranching to know a good cattle dog was worth two men and often a rancher would want a puppy or two to keep the bloodline going. This pup probably came from great stock. If Dale didn’t know this was one of the Farradays’ dogs, he’d have sworn the pup had some wolf in him.

Remembering he had been tasked with notifying Sean of lunch time, Dale reluctantly pushed to his feet. “We’ll have to try this again later, little boy.”

The puppy rolled over onto its feet and nodded as though answering, and made Dale laugh. If they started out this smart when they were young, no wonder a good dog was worth two men. The puppy gave a soft bark and turned to run in the opposite direction when Dale noticed Mama sitting, observing, not too far in the distance.

“Well, where did you come from?”

Mama dog stood up and nudged the little dog as it reached her feet. The puppy seemed to nod at his mom and then Mama met Dale’s gaze before turning toward the rear of the barn.

“Guess your housing is on the backside,” Dale muttered out loud. He was going to have to check Mama and the rest of the puppies out later today. Maybe after supper.

Sean Farraday appeared on the path. “Were you looking for me?”

“As a matter of fact, I was. Aunt Eileen sent me to fetch you. Said you’d want to know lunch will be ready in, well by now, probably fifteen minutes.”

“Oh, she’s running earlier than I expected.” Sean fell into step beside Dale on the return path to the house.

“That may be our fault. Hannah and I came back to the ranch after her morning session.”

“So how did her first official session go?”

“Everyone seemed very happy. And the young girl has a standing appointment now so…”

“All is good. And how are you feeling?”

“I feel great. But then again, I felt great before I mimicked a rug on Meg’s kitchen floor.”

“Too often it takes something drastic, perhaps even life-threatening, to make us see what’s in front of our own noses. The way I hear it, had you collapsed anyplace else in any other time, you might not be here right now.”

Dale swallowed hard. That was a difficult reality to accept. But it was what it was, and not something he was about to mess with. The whole point of hiding out was to save his life. He wasn’t about to let a rogue blood clot get the better of him. Like it or not he would do exactly as Brooks said. And as fate had it, he liked following orders in West Texas way more than he thought he would.

Connor and Catherine came in the front door at the same time Sean and Dale entered from the rear and Finn emerged from his office. It was almost as if the smell of food was a siren’s song for everyone. The din of chatter and bodies moving about with dishes handed over and set on the table reminded Dale more of a holiday feast than a weekday lunch. The huge platter of fried chicken was enough to have Dale drooling.

“Before someone accuses me of trying to clog your arteries, these are baked sweet potato fries.” Aunt Eileen handed Dale a large bowl to place on the table of one of his favorite foods. “Finn, dear, the biscuits should be ready. Would you please pull them out of the oven?”

“You bet.”

By the time everyone had taken a seat around the large kitchen table, there was enough food to have supplied his entire platoon back in the day. 

“Since I had a little breakfast sausage left over, I made gravy.” Aunt Eileen pilfered the biggest biscuit and poured a healthy dose of gravy over the top. 

“I’m going to have to do extra time on the treadmill.” Catherine blew out a resigned sigh and smiling, reached for the gravy. “But there is no way I am not having some of your biscuits and gravy.”

Connor broke open a steaming biscuit and looked to Hannah. “Catherine tells me that you’re considering the Houston horse show and competitions for Melody.”

“I haven’t had much time to think about it. But it’s something she’s been looking forward to and it would be a shame to disappoint her if we don’t have to.”

Connor dipped his biscuit in his wife’s gravy, took a small bite, and grinned like a loon at her territorial glare. “I actually think it could be very good for a few reasons, but I have an idea that I’d like to run past you.”

“Shoot.” Hannah bit into a fry.

“What if we put together a small pre-Houston barbecue competition of our own on a much smaller scale to give Melody a little exposure?”

Hannah put the half-eaten French fry back on her plate and stared intently at Connor. Dale could almost see the wheels turning, pieces of some unknown puzzle coming together in her mind. 

The crease in Hannah’s brow lifted and she nodded. “That may be a fantastic idea. Last night I read up on the paperwork that Mrs. Hampton forwarded. According to her son’s file, he’s a senior in high school and until the accident he was the star football player.”

“Which,” Catherine interjected, “could explain some of that stubborn anger thing going on.”

“Some of it,” Hannah agreed. “He was also accepted into Annapolis. He has a lot to be angry and frustrated about.”

Dale set his fork on his plate. “That explains his interest in my Marine Corps history, and why he asked if I knew any SEALs.” Now things made a lot more sense. “How long ago was the accident?”

“About a year.”

“Car accident?” Catherine asked softly, some of the color draining from her cheeks.

Hannah shook her head. “Oil rig. His dad’s an engineer with an oil company in Midland. Clark went with him to one of the rigs. I’m not sure exactly what happened but some piece of equipment crushed his foot. They had to amputate above the ankle.”

Now Dale really understood. He had more than a few friends who had lost a body part on active duty. Some handled it better than others, but it wasn’t easy for any of them. “I hate to ask this but how is horse riding going to help him?”

“A few ways. He has to learn to work with the horse, he has to care for the horse, and he’ll have to put something before himself. Before working with his last instructor he’d refused traditional physical therapy. A rider on horseback uses his legs to talk to a horse, to direct the horse. And as I explained before upper body strength can be built up unconsciously by balancing on a horse. Depending on the horse’s movement, if it’s lateral, anterior, posterior movement, etc, they all work to build different muscles.”

The more Dale thought about it, he had a few friends who could probably benefit from a program like the one Connor, his wife, Hannah and her cousin Grace were putting together.

“Anyhow,” Hannah continued, “Clark was an athlete, and supposedly a good one. He has to have a competitive nature.”

“So he’ll eat up working for a competitive goal?” Dale said.

“And,” Catherine joined in, “not only could this be great motivation for a difficult student, we can use it to invite the town and locals to come see up close what we’re all about.” 

Everyone at the table nodded. For a few seconds, Dale thought one of them was going to spring up and suggest they put on a show in the barn. He’d definitely watched too many old musicals growing up, but sometimes this family seemed too good to be true. His gaze fell on Hannah, her cheeks pink with excitement. And some people were too good to be true. 

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Practically bursting at the seams with the thought of an event that would really pique Clark’s interest, Hannah prayed he’d react the way she hoped.

“You ready?” Dale asked. “You look ready to pop.”

“It shows?”

“Your enthusiasm? Hell yes.” His gaze softened. “It’s pretty cool how much you care about these kids, and you barely know them. Actually, you don’t know Clark at all.”

How could she explain? “It’s the ultimate high. Sharing something I know that somebody else needs and watching them move to a better place because of it. Does that make any sense?”

“It makes a lot of sense. It’s why your cousin is a cop and the other a doctor and the other a veterinarian, why your brother is a Texas Ranger, and even why your other brother is a bartender. They all help people in one way or another.”

From where they stood in front of the tack room, the sound of a car door slamming shut carried easily.

“I bet that’s them.” Hannah shifted for a view out the front doors. “It would probably be too much if I went out there and met them, wouldn’t it?”

Dale chuckled. “I don’t see how it would hurt. It beats bouncing off the walls, waiting for them to come in. Let’s go.”

Fueled by her eagerness to share her news with Clark, her enthusiasm waned quickly at the site of Mrs. Hampton standing at the passenger door arguing with her son. “Uh oh.”

“Clark William Hampton, we did not drive all the way out here for you to sit in the car. Your father made it very clear. Either we do this or you get shipped off to that therapy hospital. But you cannot spend the rest of your life sitting in a closed room.”

Taking in a deep breath, Hannah blew it out slowly and put on her all-is-well-I-didn’t-hear-a-thing face. “Good afternoon.” 

Something told Hannah the only reason Clark even glanced in her direction was a testament to what had once upon a time been good upbringing. Even angry, frustrated, and here sort of against his will, he couldn’t completely ignore her. “I don’t see what’s good about it.”

The one hope she clung to was that a small part of him must have wanted to be here, must have wanted to improve, or he wouldn’t have gotten in the car in the first place. Some things were better off ignored. “Patience is all ready to give you a ride today. She’s my personal horse. Brought her here from my family’s ranch in Hill Country. I think you’ll like her.”

Clark looked from Hannah to his mother and back. “Let’s go home. This is stupid.”

“The only way to find out is to give it a try.” Hannah tapped lightly on the car door and took a step back. “Come with me and let’s give the horse a test run.”

“I want to go home.”

Clearly coaxing him wasn’t going to get her any further than it had gotten his mother. Now she was especially glad to have the championship carrot of the Houston horse show to wave in front of him. “It’s my understanding you have the fine motor skills of an athlete.”

That remark earned her a dirty look. 

“I could use a good horseman on our team.” As she’d hoped, his gaze met hers with the last word. “This will be the first competition for our stables and it would be fun to come home a champion.” Now she had his full attention. “If you’d like to come in I can tell you more about it.” He didn’t move. “Of course, if you want to go home…” She let her words hang and said a silent prayer. 

The way his gaze skipped from the car door to the front of the office, she thought for sure he was going to accept the challenge and come inside, until she saw the exact moment his fear triumphed over his curiosity. “I want to go home.” 

“Officer on deck!” Dale shouted from behind her. The sound was so gruff, she actually took a step back. “Miss Farraday is the high man on the totem pole around here. She deserves the respect due an officer.” 

Clark stared at him. The only sign she had that he’d even heard was the muscle tick at his jaw line. 

Damn, Dale. Shifting left to cut him off, she was all set to undo the damage when Dale repositioned himself in front of Clark. 

“Did you hear me, midshipman?” 

Clark’s eyes popped. “I’m not—”

“I don’t want excuses,” Dale roared. “Either you have the heart of a warrior or you didn’t deserve the honor of attending Annapolis. On your feet. Now!” 

Hannah almost stopped breathing when Dale ordered Clark on his feet. Of all the…She didn’t know where to turn to first. She could see Mrs. Hampton bug-eyed on her left and Dale, arms crossed and breathing fire, to her right. What she almost missed was Clark pushing the door open and the rubber-clad bottom tip of a crutch easing out. 

Mrs. Hampton must have been as surprised as Hannah the way her jaw nearly hit the floor. 

“Sir, yes, sir.” Clark stood stiffly in front of Dale, the effort at balancing himself on the crutches obvious. 

For a second she thought she saw a flash of concern, or perhaps remorse, spark in Dale’s eyes, but just as quickly the growling drill sergeant was back. “We don’t have all day.” 

Clark nodded and swung forward on the crutch. 

“I didn’t hear you,” Dale bellowed. 

Stunned, it took everyone a moment to follow the thread of the comment, including Clark. He figured it out a beat before she did. “Yes, sir.” 

“And…” Dale urged. 

Another second of confusion passed and Clark turned to Hannah. “Yes, ma’am. Sorry, ma’am.” 

Single file, Clark led the parade to the arena. She followed after Dale, literally biting her tongue. What the hell just happened?

 

****

 

Keeping a careful eye on Clark’s center of gravity, Dale was far enough back to give the kid space and yet close enough to step up if he lost his footing. He could also feel Hannah’s eyes drilling an angry hole in his back. He might find himself on the road out of town sooner than his doctor expected. 

“Have a seat while we get Patience.” Hannah gestured to a line of chairs along the wall at the head of the stalls. “It will only take a minute.”

“I’ll get her.” Dale took one step when he spotted the sharp glare Hannah tossed his way and cut a wide berth to his right. He had a feeling the next hour might very well be the longest of his life. 

From what Mrs. Hampton mentioned, Clark had been fitted for a prosthetic but refused to wear it. It was almost as if the kid was trying to sabotage his own recovery. Then again, he was only a kid.

The horse ready and Clark in the saddle, Hannah unbuckled a strap. “Let’s tighten your girth. There. Are you ready?”

Clark gave a curt nod and then quickly looking over his shoulder to Dale, spun back to Hannah. “Yes, ma’am.”

Kid was a fast learner, but if the icy glare Hannah shot Dale’s way was any indication, she wasn’t impressed.

“Okay, tell Patience to walk on.”

The student did as he was told and the horse proceeded out of the mounting block and into the arena, Dale to one side of the horse, Hannah at the other.

Settled by the large square to the south side of the arena, Hannah stepped back. “What do you like to do to warm up?”

Dale stood aside while the young man rolled his arms as well as a few other exercises much like what he’d done the other day. Except he could see Hannah evaluating Clark’s strength and skills.

“All right, what would you like to do today?”

For most of the next hour Clark went from one exercise to another, showing off his strengths and weaknesses. Hannah’s face was unreadable, though she showered the young man with praise. Pretty much every exercise was followed by “good, well done, excellent, looking good.” After the hour, he had hoped to see a more enthusiastic participant, but frankly the kid’s expression held the same blank angry stare, though he did see a hint of regret when it was time to dismount. Maybe there was hope.

For the last few minutes of the session, Catherine had stood on the other side of the gate watching. While Dale took the horse back to his stall to remove the saddle, Catherine and Hannah escorted their newest student out of the building. Dale hadn’t gotten very far when he could hear the excited chatter of the two women returning.

“This is going to be so exciting,” Catherine said.

“Now you know why I do it.”

“Yeah. I felt it before. But now it all seems so very real. There is a heady rush that comes with winning an important case. With doing the right thing for someone who can’t defend themselves. I always thought nothing could top that. Now I’m not so sure.”

“All I know is I can’t imagine myself doing anything else.”

“Amen sister.” Catherine gave Hannah a big hug. “I better get to work if we are going to set this thing up in only a few weeks. Wait till Grace gets back and finds out all the work we’ll have piled up for her.”

To Dale’s surprise Hannah entered the stall and standing on the opposite side of the horse, worked with him to take care of Patience. He hadn’t expected to get off the hook so easily. He’d been bracing for a major tongue thrashing. Though everything she had done until now displayed nothing but a sweet, pleasant woman, the fire in those glares told him all hell would break loose when she was angry. And right now he thought she was pretty angry. But then again, understanding women was never a man’s gift. Maybe he’d gotten it all wrong.

They worked in silence until they were all done. Hannah walked Patience to the barn doors and with a slap on her rump sent the animal off to play in the fields.

The stomp in Hannah’s step as they walked through the stable and turned to exit the building made it clear to anybody watching that she was not happy. On the other hand, she was a therapist, so maybe that made her one of those who stewed on her anger until she’d sorted her own feelings out and then would talk about things in a calm and rational way.

The office doors closed shut behind her. They’d made it all the way to the side of the truck when Hannah spun about with the force of gale wind. “What the hell were you thinking?”

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Her blood boiling, it had taken everything Hannah had in her not to explode all over her volunteer. The last thing she needed to do was upset the horses. As it was she was pretty damn sure that Patience could sense her anger even though she’d tried to hide it. Most horses were incredibly sensitive animals which is what made them such great therapy aids. Some were even too sensitive. So much so that they would try to compensate for the student’s shortfalls, which of course wasn’t doing the student any good at all. Hannah hadn’t wanted to upset Patience or any of the other horses in the stable with a temper tantrum.

But now, out here in the parking lot, all bets were off. She’d held her anger in for about as long as she could before spinning around and stabbing a finger at Dale’s chest. “Who the hell do you think you are?”

A solid wall of muscle stood firm. “Someone who cares.”

“That doesn’t give you the right to use do-it-yourself psychoanalysis on my students. You could have pushed that kid completely over the edge. Could’ve sent him to places none of us could pull him back from. Could’ve made his situation a whole hell of a lot worse. And it all would’ve been sitting in my hands.”

“But I didn’t.” His eyes remained trained on her. “He did what you wanted him to do. He got up, he got inside, and he got on the horse. And unlike a lot of men I’ve known, he’s going to get better.”

“Great.” She flung her arms in the air and took a step back, sucking in a calming breath. “All’s well that ends well. That won’t cut it, not in my stable, and sure as hell not with my patients.” Her hands fisted at her side. There weren’t enough words to express how furious she was. “You have the unmitigated gall to ride in here off the street on your metallic steed and your do-gooder’s sense of honor, and think you have all the answers. I’m the one with the training in psychology. I’m the one who does this for a living. I’m the one who was raised around horses, and I was scared shitless I could screw this up.”

“You don’t think I was scared?” Dale shortened the distance between them. His voice rougher, deeper. “I don’t have a psych degree, I don’t have a therapy license, but I know people. If you don’t have someone’s respect then you won’t get anything done. You think your blood is boiling now? It’s exactly how I felt watching that kid disregard you, ignore you, disrespect you. You could’ve stood here from now till next Thursday and you wouldn’t have talked him into going inside. The kid’s got an anger chip on his shoulder as big as the state of Texas.”

“He’s not the first or last angry kid I’m going to deal with. These things do not get cured overnight, and especially not with a lot of yelling and browbeating. It takes time, it takes patience, and it takes understanding for things to happen.”

“That’s right. And sometimes those things that happen are bad things. The entire world is not your Pollyanna Farraday country. Damn it Hannah, I couldn’t do a damn thing to save Peter from himself, but I can sure as hell do something to help this kid!”

“What?” Now he was talking nonsense. 

Sucking in a deep breath, he took a half step back, ran his hand across the back of his neck, and stepped up close to her again. “Not everything is won over with friendly loves and hugs and pats on the back. Sometimes you have to fight for what you want. And fight hard. Sometimes, it gets down dirty and nasty. The kid has been blanketed with love and kindness and people tiptoeing around the problem long enough. It was time for some tough love.”

“And here we are again. Who the hell are you to make that kind of a judgment call?”

“A man who spent eight years in the United States Marine Corps. A man who understands what Semper Fi means. A man who understands the meaning of no man left behind. It’s not just in physical battle. That kid’s eyes are filled with hunger to be one of us. And today I gave that to him. For the first time in a long time, he had a choice to act like a warrior or wallow at being a victim.”

“He’s just a kid. What would you have done if he had not stood up? How would you have handled a more broken child?”

Dale leaned forward, their faces only inches apart. “I would have counted on you.”

The shift from macho man know-it-all to expecting her to have his back threw her momentarily off stride. “So you go in willy-nilly breathing fire, and expect me to come in behind you and clean up the debris?”

“I see it more as hard meets soft. I have the roar of a lion and you have a heart of gold.”

“That’s it? That’s your defense?” Once again she jabbed his chest with her finger. “I have news for you. Bark loud now and think it through later is not going to work for me.”

Dale closed the last sliver of gap between them. “I don’t know about that.”

She sucked in a startled breath at his nearness, then held onto it as his mouth came crashing down on hers. Strong hands pulled her tightly against him, leaving no choice but to wrap her arms around him for balance.

Except the last thing she felt was balance. Stars danced before her eyes and she could swear she heard music in the background. Soft sweet music. Knowing she should pull back, step away, break the contact, didn’t matter. Her lips tingled, her fingertips were eager to roam, and her toes curled in her boots. Wow. If this is what kissing was all about, then she’d never been kissed before.

 

****

 

Somewhere in the back of Dale’s mind, a still small voice desperately tried to make him stop. He needed to back up, back away, back off, and yet, right now he wasn’t sure he cared. Everything about Hannah in his arms felt right. Her mouth under his was the perfect mix of sweet and soft and hard and hungry. All the more reason why he had to stop, like it or not.

Letting his hands fall to his side, he managed a small step back. Still close enough to feel the heat between them, he sucked in a breath and retreated another step. He needed some distance. Thinking was not an option at the moment. At least not with the head on his shoulders. “I’m sorry.” The words tumbled easily.

Eyes closed even after he’d put some distance between them, Hannah slowly lifted her chin. Leveling her gaze with his, he was delighted to see the same yearning inside him reflected in her eyes.

“Car won’t start?” Catherine came out of the building. “Do you need me to give you a lift home?”

Hannah sprang backward. She had that same frightened look as a deer caught in bright lights. “Uh, no.” 

Scanning the car and then Hannah, Catherine’s brows knit together in confusion. “Did you forget something?” 

“No,” Dale answered. “We were just discussing Clark.”

Still frowning, Catherine looked from Dale back to Hannah. 

“How to handle his sessions,” Hannah said. 

Catherine nodded slowly, then shrugged. “Well, if you don’t need my help, I’ll get back to work.” 

“Thanks,” Hannah and Dale echoed. The two remained standing in place until Catherine had disappeared.

Hannah didn’t know what to say. She hadn’t expected the kiss, and she certainly hadn’t expected to respond the way she had. This was a guy she’d only known a few days, and she melted into his arms like butter in a frying pan. “We better get back to the ranch.”

Dale merely nodded, then scurried around her to open the driver door.

“Thanks.” What she really wanted to do was toss him the car keys and walk back to the ranch. Fresh air would go a long way to clear her thoughts. Sitting in an enclosed space only a couple of feet away from the man who had just kissed her socks off wasn’t going to do much to help sort out the rush of emotions surging inside her.

Keeping her eyes on the road, she was thankful that at least the short distance made for a quick drive home. Pulling in front of the house, she turned the engine off and quickly hopped out of the car. 

“Listen,” Dale grabbed hold of her hand before she could step onto the porch, “I need to say something before we go inside and extend this awkward silence for the rest the night.”

Hannah nodded. She briefly considered insisting there was nothing to be awkward about, but that would’ve been an outright lie and they both knew it.

“I’m sorry.” Dale hung onto her hand. “About a lot of things. I’m sorry I overstepped my bounds, even though I believe I was right. I should have spoken to you first, told you what I was thinking. Let you decide how you wanted to handle it.”

She hadn’t expected that. His words did as much to warm her heart as his hand did to warm her blood. “Thank you.”

“And about that kiss.”

The mere mention of it had her lips tingling again.

“I should apologize for that.” He shook his head. “Wait, let me rephrase. I’m not sorry that I kissed you. I’m only sorry about the timing. Besides the fact that you deserve to be kissed in the sunshine, or under the stars, with roses and music, and not in the heat of battle, there are a lot of things going on in my life right now that I’m not at liberty to share. That, more than anything, is why I had no right to kiss you.”

If his words were meant to brush aside what had just happened, they’d done the complete opposite. Right now she wanted little more than to kiss him again. Wasn’t that just asking for trouble?

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Reluctantly, Dale let go of Hannah’s hand. He didn’t even have the right to do that. Hell, after only knowing Hannah a few days he barely had the right to talk to her. And considering the mess he was in, waiting for somebody else to come up with the evidence to keep him from a life in witness protection after testifying, was enough reason to not even become casual friends. Even if that much was already too late.

They were halfway through dinner before Dale realized that having DJ show up for supper every night was not the norm. And according to Aunt Eileen, showing up early for supper was very unusual. He couldn’t blame the guy for wanting to keep an eye on the situation himself. It was, after all, the people he loved most in the world who were at risk having Dale in their home.

Sean Farraday swallowed his last bite of pie. “What time is Brooks coming by tonight?” 

“He’s not.” Aunt Eileen stood from the table, picking up her plate. “Nora is coming for today’s bloodwork. She should be here soon.”

“Today’s only the third day,” Dale picked up his empty plate, “and I’m already feeling like a pin cushion.”

“I’m sure you are, but it’s the only way to tell when you’re well enough to leave.”

Dale flashed the family matriarch a teasing grin. “Trying to get rid of me already?”

Flustered, Aunt Eileen’s eyes widened and her jaw went slack until she realized he was teasing her. Rolling her eyes, she whacked him lightly across the elbow. “As far as I’m concerned, you’re welcome to stay as long as you’d like. But if riding out on that contraption all the way to China is what you want to do, then being pricked every day is the only way to do it.”

Carrying his dish to the sink, DJ looked to Dale. “What did Brooks have to say about yesterday’s blood test results?”

“Not much really.” Without thinking, Dale turned on the water and began rinsing off dishes. “We’re waiting for my Warfarin levels to be high enough that I no longer need the Heparin injections. As of yesterday’s blood test, we’re not there yet. But he gave no indication of how much longer it might be.”

Hannah opened the dishwasher door to load the rinsed dishes.

A plate in either hand, Aunt Eileen turned and smiled. “Isn’t this a lovely sight. Busy people cleaning up the dinner dishes, and I’m not one of them.”

Looking up from the dishwasher, Hannah waived an arm at her aunt. “You go watch something on TV or play cards with Uncle Sean. The rest of us can handle the kitchen tonight.”

For a short second her aunt looked as though she was going to object, but she merely handed the dishes off to Hannah and marched slowly to the den.

While DJ brought more dishes over from the table, Finn put the leftovers in glass containers to stack in the fridge, Dale filled the empty pots with warm soapy water to soak, and Hannah reached for the old radio that had sat on the kitchen shelf for as long as she could remember. Immediately one of her favorite country songs came on, and she sang along softly, almost mumbling the lyrics.

“You have a pretty voice.” Dale turned off the faucet to better hear her.

DJ placed the last empty dishes into the sink. By the time he’d returned to the table with a sponge he was humming along with Hannah. “That’s a catchy tune. What’s the name?” 

“Not sure.” Hannah shrugged. “I like the chorus where it goes If you were mine I’d always be there.”

“Sort of gets in your head and won’t let go.” DJ paused, listening.

Finn put the last food container into the fridge, and standing beside his brother, focused on the song. “Definitely one of those songs I can see myself humming for the next few weeks. Who sings it?”

“Some new group.” Hannah stuffed the dish rag over one of the cabinet handles. “Their name is Tow the Line.”

Finn and DJ froze in place. Only the startled look in their eyes implied something was not right. Immediately, DJ whipped out his phone and began tapping away.

“Is something wrong?” Hannah asked.

DJ swiped the phone once and again, and then letting out a heavy sigh lifted the phone face out for Finn to see. “It’s her. Do you think Ethan knows?”

“Ethan?” Hannah inched around her cousins to look at the face of the phone. Nothing struck her at first glance. Certainly nothing that her cousin finishing out his time in the Marines in California would need to know. “I don’t get it. What am I looking at?”

“I had to dig a little, but one of the backup singers is Fancy Langdon.”

“And?”

“She’s Brittany’s mother.”

Hannah had to think a minute. Why did this matter? “Is this a big deal?”

Finn shrugged and looked at his brother. “What do you think?”

“I honestly don’t know.” DJ looked at the screen again. “But I think we’d better talk to Ethan.”

Dale stepped up next to DJ as well. “Anything I can help with?”

“Nothing you can do that I couldn’t do.”

Hannah looked from Dale to DJ, thinking what an odd come back. “Is there something you two aren’t telling me?” 

DJ pinched his brow. “When is Grace coming home?”

“Saturday morning. Why?”

“No reason. Just curious.” DJ ran his hands along the back of his neck. 

Not that Hannah believed DJ’s answer for a minute, but she was even less inclined to believe him when he shifted gears by calling Brooks for an update and stepped outside.

Hannah looked to Finn. “Is he upset about Fancy or Grace?” 

Her cousin shook his head and even though he wasn’t asked, Dale smiled and shrugged. 

An odd reaction for someone who shouldn’t know anything. Or did he?

 

****

 

With the kitchen cleaned up and DJ on the porch still, Dale decided a little fresh air was in order. “I think I’ll go outside and stretch my legs.”

Finn nodded, but eyes squinting, Hannah looked suspiciously through the window at DJ and back to him before nodding as well.

“I see. Uh huh. All right.” DJ pinched his brow again. “We’ll have to play this by ear. Thank you, bro.”

“Not good news?”

“That all depends. Brooks is pleased with your progress in general.”

“I detect a but coming.”

DJ nodded. “He’s projecting you’ll need a few extra days here.”

Dale dropped into the nearest rocker. “I’m sure I can get the shots somewhere else.”

“Too risky.” DJ shook his head.

“Not really. Nobody knows I threw a clot and am on Heparin.”

DJ blew out a sigh. “Have you heard anything more from the DA?”

“Nothing you want to hear.”

“Well,” DJ looked his friend in the eye and sighed, “if nothing’s changed, all we can do is wait and see how long we can keep this thing quiet.”

A part of him knew DJ was right. Odds were pretty slim anyone was looking for him, and even if they were, a cattle ranch wouldn’t be the first place to look regardless if his old partner was the chief of police. But another part wanted to get as far away as possible from these nice people to avoid any chance of bringing harm down on them. Especially one. “You sure?”

“I’m not sure of a blessed thing, but it’s what we’re going to do for now.” DJ turned to open the screen door. “Coming?”

“No. It’s been a long day. I think I’ll just sit here for a short while.”

With a nod, DJ stepped inside and the screen door slammed shut behind him.

One thing that Dale loved about the West Texas sunset and being this far away from a big city was the splattering of bright stars in the sky. Staring off in the distance, watching the sun kiss the horizon and waiting for darkness to fall, he felt a rushing pressure against his leg.

Another clot was the first thing to cross his mind, but before he had time to process the options, he felt the nudge and tap at his knee and looked down. “Well, how are you today?”

A soft grumble that wasn’t quite a whine and wasn’t quite a bark came from the furry pup.

“You’re a talker, are you?” He scratched under the puppy’s chin. “Guess you may have a bit of husky in you too.”

The puppy circled his leg and then nudged Dale’s hand with his nose.

“Wonder where Mama is?” Continuing to scratch the puppy behind his ears, he scanned the area for the mother. “Guess you’re on your own tonight.” He was going to have to remember to ask the family what this fellow’s name was, and if there were more to the litter.

The fuzzy guy curled up beside Dale’s foot, resting his chin across his boots and thoroughly enjoying the scratch. “I bet you will give me all of two or three hours to stop doing this, won’t you?” Dale wasn’t completely sure, but he thought the dog opened one eye and looked up at him before flopping back down again.

Enjoying the relaxed moment with the puppy nearly as much as the little dog clearly was, Dale was startled by the sound of his cell phone. Usually he was the one to check in with the DA and no one else had the number. The unexpected call had him on alert. Not that he expected his enemies to have found him here at the ranch, but just the same he stood and walked to the edge of the porch, scanning the distance left to right and across the other way as he answered the phone. “Yes?”

“Thought you might like to know,” the DA said easily, “the henchmen who witnessed Joe pull the trigger is in ICU.”

“Apparently he was expendable.”

“A loose end perhaps. Either way, we’ve got double guards on duty. If he wakes up and we dangle the WITSEC carrot, we might flip him.”

Disappearing into witness protection would most likely be the only way for that guy to stay alive if the mob wanted him dead. “What are his chances of waking up?”

“50-50. If you believe in prayer, start praying.”

That was something he had a lot of practice at. “Thanks for the update.”

“Dale?” Her voice lowered slightly. “I won’t let you down.”

“Back at you.” Disconnecting the call, he slipped the phone into his breast pocket. Hopefully this time, luck and a prayer would be enough.

 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Unless she was dealing with a student, waiting patiently was not one of Hannah’s strengths. She’d waited in the den with the rest of the family for nearly half an hour for Dale to come back inside and finally gave up with any pretense of watching whatever show was on television. With some lame excuse about heading for the barn, she made her way outside.

At first glance she didn’t see Dale on the porch or on the path and wondered if he was in the barn. Then she spotted movement to the right of the path. Hands in his pockets, his back to her, Dale stared off in the distance.

Having grown up with two older brothers, she understood the concept of man cave. Usually when one of her brothers was upset, or one of her cousins, they’d withdraw into something they love to do on their own. For all she knew this was one of those times for Dale. But something deep inside wouldn’t allow her to turn around and go back into the house alone. Instead, she carefully went down the steps and across the path. She’d only made it halfway when he turned around to face her.

“I was hoping that was you.”

Six little words and she had to bite back the urge to grin like a fool. “Wasn’t sure if I should interrupt.”

“Watching the sunset and the stars. Something that’s always better with company.” He flashed a sweet smile that almost made her knees wobble. “Everything is so peaceful here.”

“You mean nothing like life in the city?” The man was so tight lipped about his recent life, all this secretiveness was starting to unnerve her. 

“Something like that.” He turned his attention forward once again. “What do you dream of?”

Once again, he’d deflected her inquiries. Why did she bother trying? On a silent sigh, she gave in to his line of questioning. “You mean when I sleep, or when I think about winning the lottery

The comment drew a chuckle from him and a glance in her direction. “Okay, one dream—win the lottery. When you think of the rest of your life, what do you picture?”

“That’s a tough question.” She had to pause a moment. “I guess I always thought in short term goals. Finish school, finish my hours, get my license, find steady work.” This time she looked off into the distance a second before turning back to face him. “Long term—to make a difference. To help my students have a better life. Help those people who have fallen through the cracks.”

“The Clarks of this world?” he asked.

“Yes and no. Don’t get me wrong, I want very badly to help Clark. But there are some people out there who don’t have mothers and fathers with good insurance or solid bank accounts. There are men and women, and sadly children, who have been hurt and broken and maybe even abandoned. If not physically then emotionally. And there are some who are drowning in their own despair. It’s those people who need folks like my cousin Connor, his wife, Grace, me, and anybody else who will stand with them.”

Smiling at her, Dale tipped his head slightly as though that would make him see her more clearly. “You really are amazing. I thought that the first time I watched you work with the horses, the way you are with your family, and today with your students. You’re quite the woman.”

Her family always told her things like that. Of course any guy in college anxious to get into her pants had showered her with flattery, but these complements came with no strings other than friendship. “There’s nothing special about me.”

“You are so very wrong about that. You are beautiful inside and out.”

Heat rose to her cheeks. She needed to redirect the conversation. “What about you? What are your dreams?”

“Until recently I didn’t think I had dreams anymore.”

She waited briefly for him to say something else but decided he needed a little prompting. “Something has changed?”

“Maybe.” He shifted around to face her fully. “Looks like I’m going to be staying on longer than we thought.”

A flash of exhilaration at a chance to spend more time together fizzled out at the thought of why. “Is something wrong?”

“No. I just need more time for the medicine to kick in so I won’t need the shots anymore.”

Was it terribly wrong for her to be happy the medicine was taking too long to work? “Will you be staying here or going back to the B&B?”

“Here.” He reached down and took hold of her hand. “Do you mind?”

She shook her head. She liked being this near, and the feel of her hand in his. Probably more than she should.

“You know enough about me to know my life right now is… complicated. There are things I’d like to share, but I can’t. Still, I want you to know—you—this place,” he waved his arm towards the house, “and this family are very special. I’ll treasure you all always.”

A sick feeling twisted in the pit of her stomach. “That sounds terribly ominous.” Whatever the hell he was hiding and whatever connection it was that he and DJ had, her gut told her none of it was good.

 

****

 

“Looks to me like those two are getting awfully friendly.” Eileen rinsed her glass and set it in the dishwasher. She’d been watching Hannah and Dale carefully all evening. Something had shifted today. She couldn’t put her finger on it. At one point she thought there was more distance between them and the next thing there appeared to be more familiarity. Neither made sense. 

“This was so much easier when the dog was around,” she muttered to herself. 

Sean came to stand beside her and lifted the lid on the pie plate. “I wouldn’t worry about them. Hannah’s got a good head on her shoulders. She knows he’s not going to be sticking around long.”

Except it wasn’t Hannah’s head that Eileen was worried about. “Do you know what exactly is going on between DJ and Dale?”

Sean’s jaw tensed. After all these years, she easily recognized when he was torn inside.

“You’ve made a promise,” she said softly.

“I have.” The way he studied her, she knew he was thinking about breaking that promise.

“DJ told you why he’s hiding out here?”

Sean hesitated, but nodded.

“It’s serious? Strike that. Stupid question. Is it dangerous?”

Her brother-in-law pressed his lips tightly then blew out a sigh. “Not now, but it could be. The less details we know, the better for everyone, especially Dale. That’s the only reason I would agree not to share with you or the children.”

For Sean Farraday to keep a secret from his entire family, that secret had to be something big. She glanced out the window at the two people walking back to the house. Lord how she hoped whatever everybody was hiding wasn’t something that would break Hannah’s heart. 

 

****

 

“It’s all settled.” Catherine caught up with Dale and Hannah near the back porch. “I’ve been working on it almost nonstop since Clark agreed to participate.”

“The games?” Hannah asked.

Holding up a folder, Catherine grinned like the Cheshire cat. “Everything. We’re registered for the events in Houston. I’ve blocked out a long weekend in three weeks for our local event.”

“You’ve been busy.”

Stepping onto the porch, Catherine pulled a few pages from the file. “I’ve worked on flyers, sign-up sheets, marketing plans.” She shoved the pages back in the folder. “It just came together so easily. I talked to Grace over the phone and she’s already rolling with it. Your cousin is amazing. She’s rattling off newspapers, TV interviews, you name it. We are going to get great publicity.”

Dale held the back door open for everyone.

“And,” Catherine continued without skipping a beat, “I’ve already done handwritten invitations to the donor list you gave me.”

“Donor list?” Hannah must’ve missed something.

“Yes. It was Grace’s idea. We’re going to turn the games into a fundraising luncheon. A big barbecue with prizes and lots of fun. What better way to give people everywhere a chance to see what we can do up close and personal.”

Hannah stared at the flyers that Catherine spread across the table. One by one the rest of the Farradays circled around the table, passing the flyers around, oohing and aahing. Within a few minutes all were gabbing excitedly. They were really going to pull this off.

Catherine looked to Dale. “I do hope you’ll be able to stay with us?” 

His face washed with surprise. “Well, I can certainly help the rest of this week.”

“If we’re going to have more students involved besides Melody and Clark, we’re going to need a few volunteers.” Catherine looked to Aunt Eileen. “And I was thinking the Ladies Afternoon Social Club might be a good place to start.”

Aunt Eileen rubbed her hands together. “Oh, I think that will be so much fun. And I bet the sisters would have fun helping too. They might have to take turns, but I bet they’d love it.”

From the corner of her eye, Hannah caught DJ staring pointedly at Dale. All their hard work hiding Dale at the ranch would be shot to hell if half the town volunteered. Wasn’t this a fun little predicament?

 


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

“Is it my turn to shuffle?” Ruth Ann looked left then right. “Who just dealt?”

“I did.” Meg tossed her cards to Dorothy. “Aunt Eileen deals and Dorothy shuffles. You’re next.” 

“Got it.” 

“Woman,” Dorothy chuckled, “you’d think you hadn’t played cards in a year instead of a week.” 

“Hey,” Ruth Ann shrugged, “with every new gray hair I lose a few brain cells. Besides, it’s been ages since we’ve gone from Saturday to Saturday without a weekday card game. Doesn’t take long to get out of practice.” 

“Ha,” Eileen barked, “that’ll be the day.” 

This time when Ruth Ann shrugged, there was an impish twinkle in her eye. The woman never could bluff. 

“Whoa,” Nora whistled softly. “Did someone win the lottery in town and not tell us?” 

All heads turned to watch the white Lincoln Continental park. By the time the woman appeared from the backseat, every eye in the place was on her. 

“As if the car hadn’t been a giveaway, but that woman is most definitely not from any place close to around here.” Sally May tracked the woman’s every move. 

“Jeez,” Nora whispered, “that’s a Prada handbag.” 

“Probably real,” Meg volunteered. 

Eileen looked at the contemporary black purse. “You sure?” 

“It’s impossible to tell without looking inside, but my guess is anyone who can afford either side of 75k for a car and rides in the backseat, doesn’t need to be buying knock offs from Ebay.” 

The woman in question came to her feet, removed a jacket, and handed it to the driver. A few words were exchanged and then she glided over the walkway to the front door. 

“Definitely a real handbag,” Meg agreed. 

Sally May squinted at the woman’s back as she walked away. “How can you tell from here?” 

“Because she’s wearing a St. John’s suit.” 

Ruth Ann set her cards down and crossed her arms. “Someone want to tell me in plain English what all this talk means?” 

“It means,” Sally May turned to her friend, “that woman’s outfit costs more than a prize bull.” 

Ruth Ann let out a whistle an octave louder than Nora had. 

“Wonder what the heck she’s doing here?” Eileen couldn’t imagine this lady was a tourist interested in visiting local ghost towns.

“Do you think it has anything to do with Joanna’s book?” Dorothy asked. 

Eileen shook her head. “She’s in Dallas finalizing the wedding of the century. Surely anyone she works with would know that.” 

“Besides,” Meg chimed in, “from what Joanna says, her editor sounds like a nice average woman about our age. This lady looks like she’s the winner of a Jackie Onassis lookalike contest.”

The moment the bell over the restaurant door jingled, Eileen and the rest of the Ladies Afternoon Social Club scrambled to spread their cards, toss chips, and look like they hadn’t been staring at the stranger. Eileen and Meg were the only two facing the door. When Meg kicked her, she peeked over the edge of her cards in time to see Abbie the café owner talking to the newcomer and pointing to the back. The only table in the back with people at it was theirs. 

“She’s coming this way,” Nora mumbled through clenched teeth and a phony smile. 

“Excuse me,” the soft voice nothing like what Eileen expected said. “Which of you nice ladies would be Margaret Farraday?” 

“That would be me.” Meg stood. 

“Oh good. I stopped at your establishment and the note said you could be found here.” 

“Yes. Are you looking for a room?” 

The woman smiled as if there was a private joke between them. “You could say that. I have a reservation.” 

“Reservation?” Meg pushed away from the table and pulled out her phone. “I’m terribly sorry, I don’t remember any…” She circled the table to stand beside her guest. “What is your name?” 

“Marie Stewart.” 

Meg’s head shot up. “Oh, dear. I have you down as coming in for the Capaill horse show and games in two weeks.” 

A deep frown drew the woman’s brows together as she too pulled out her phone and began tapping away. “Excuse me a moment.” Taking two steps from the table and turning her back, she spoke into her phone. “Audrey, what’s on your calendar for today? … Uh huh… I see… And in two weeks? Okay, you’d better call Herb and Nancy and tell them I won’t be making it to dinner this evening. Send them a little something for my apologies.” 

Meg looked to her aunt, and Eileen realized immediately what her concerns were. If this lady was here for the equine games, she had to be one of the donors, and the stables were woefully unprepared for a show. 

 

****

 

“Excellent, Melody. Very well.” Hannah had to admit the girl’s huge grins at the smallest accomplishment were enough to make anyone’s day. “That’s it for today.” 

Melody’s mom stood on the other side of the arena gate, smiling proudly at her daughter. “She is doing so well with you.” 

“Thank you. That’s nice to hear.” Pushing the latch on the gate, Hannah held it open for Dale to lead Melody back to the mounting blocks. “She’s so very excited about the horse show too.” 

“Yes, she is. I can’t thank you enough for putting all this together.” 

“My pleasure.” And it truly was. 

Melody came hurrying down the wooden ramp. “Patience is a good horse, Mama.” 

“Yes, she is.” 

“Miss Catherine has your snack for you at the tables inside.” Hannah pointed to the lounge area by the offices. The other day at one of Melody’s lessons, Catherine noticed Melody looking at the granola bar on Catherine’s desk and now post-lesson treats were the norm for all students if they wanted. Melody wanted. 

“I’ll take care of Patience.” Dale smiled down at her. 

The last few days working together with the horses and the new students had been an incredible high for Hannah, but having Dale around was simply icing on the cake. The guy had a great sense of humor, and even though he seemed to need to keep secrets, especially about his recent past, she’d loved all his stories growing up with a military strict dad and a card-carrying hippy mom. Some were a little heart wrenching, but most were just plain funny, like the time when he was about three and got away from his mom, running up the aisle calling “Daddy” in the middle of a formal promotion ceremony. 

“We’ve got time till Clark gets here.” She scratched behind the horse’s ear. “I’ll help.” 

Her reward was another bright smile and a chirping phone. “Hello.” Hannah put the call on speaker.

“We’ve got to move fast,” Aunt Eileen said on the other end of the line. 

Hannah stopped in her tracks. “What?” 

“Listen. This lady, Marie Stewart, was on her way to the ranch—”

“What?” Hannah spun around and scanned the stables. 

“I said listen. She got her dates confused. We figured from the way this lady is dressed she’s got to be one of those donors y’all are courting.” 

That was an understatement. Hannah hurried to catch up with Dale and Patience. 

“So, I’ve put in some phone calls. Meg is buying us some time by taking Marie back to the B&B for mid-morning tea and scones.” 

Hannah set the phone on the rail and reached for a brush. “Scones?”

“Biscuits. Whatever!” Aunt Eileen’s frustration rang loud and clear. “Will you stop interrupting?” 

“Sorry.” She rolled her eyes skyward, wishing her aunt would skip a chapter or two and get to the epilogue. 

Dale stopped picking out the horse’s hoof and straightening beside her, placed a sweet kiss on her cheek, then whispered, “Sorry. You’re hard to resist when you make those cute faces.” 

Holding back a big grin, she brushed the horse’s rump and tried to focus on her aunt’s call. 

“Are you there?” Aunt Eileen asked. 

“Yes, sorry. You were saying.” 

“The ladies club is on their way to the stables. Frank is doing a few miracle briskets and Abbie will bring them over later with his mustard potato salad. Toni is packing up all the cake balls she has—the ones with booze—to hand out. People don’t hold their checkbook closed so tightly when they’ve had a nip or two.” 

Ever since the incident with Toni’s late husband, the idea of the boozed cake balls tended to rattle the Farraday brothers. Hannah hadn’t made up her mind yet. But from the sounds of it, she was about to get her chance to decide for herself. 

“I’ve put out the word we need to work fast. My next call is to Catherine. I don’t know how many of your students we can get here on short notice—” 

“For what?” 

“I’m getting there.” She could almost hear her aunt tapping her foot. “We’re going to put on that horse show. Y’all are going to set up as best as possible. I’ve told Finn and Connor to bring the bleachers we use for the ranchathon. Folks are chipping in more food, and the sisters closed the store and are bringing out decorations.”

“Aunt Eileen, slow down.” 

“There’s no time!” Her aunt huffed loud enough to be heard in East Jerusalem. “We can do this. Have Dale help with the bleachers. Catherine will take care of the phone calls. The Brady boys and a couple of the Rankin kids and Stacey will fill in for bodies where we’re short participants.” 

If any other person in the world had told her this plan, Hannah would have given them a psychiatric evaluation, but from her aunt Eileen, Hannah’s mind was already rolling forward. “I’ll ask Melody to stay. I bet she’ll love the chance, and Clark is coming in an hour or so. I bet he’ll do it.” 

“See!” Aunt Eileen’s enthusiasm was contagious. “We’re going to wow this woman’s socks off and then she’ll be throwing money at us.” 

That or torpedo the entire business plan in an afternoon. 

Dale slipped the pick into a nearby bucket and hovered beside Hannah. She was finding it harder and harder to think when he stood this close to her. 

“That’s it,” Aunt Eileen said, her voice more calm. “You get chopping. Love you, little girl.” 

“Love you too.” Hannah reached for the phone and placed it in her pocket. 

“It sounds like we’ve got our work cut out for us.” Dale didn’t touch her and yet the fire in his eyes had her warming from the inside out. 

She bobbed her head. “I’ll finish up here. You’d better go help Uncle Sean and Finn. We’ve got a little less than an hour before you’ll have to make yourself scarce.” 

Pressing his lips tightly together, Dale’s thoughts were almost too easy to read. He didn’t like having to hide out. She still didn’t know what from, but she’d learned enough about him to know it had to be something considerably more serious than a few outstanding parking tickets.

“It’s okay. Go,” she said.

Dale hesitated a moment before nodding and trotting out the main door. 

What Hannah didn’t know was how easy would it be to say go when she knew he wouldn’t be coming back? 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

The whole idea was insane and yet damned if the Farradays didn’t seem to be pulling it off. The portable bleachers were loaded on a flatbed in no time at all. 

“How’s the leg?” Finn asked. 

Dale actually glanced down. He’d forgotten all about it. As a matter of fact, after a week on the ranch, he’d forgotten that not so very long ago he was in a hospital bed in the ICU fighting for his life. “Right as rain.” 

Both Connor and Finn flashed a thumbs up. 

“Let’s get moving with this. We can use the extra manpower unloading but people should be crawling around here like ants pretty soon.” 

Sooner than any of them had thought. The truck pulled up to the rear side of the arena and there already had to be ten or fifteen women inside scurrying around like, well, a colony of ants. The good thing was that everyone seemed so focused on their jobs that no one noticed an extra man in jeans and boots. Of course, the hat probably helped shield his face. 

Keeping his head down, they managed to unload the truck in a fraction of the time it had taken to load. 

“Yoo hoo.” A short and stout blonde with a hairdo as high as it was wide and a grin the size of her face, waving and calling at them, ran across the arena as quickly as her little legs could carry her. 

Dale figured he’d draw more attention to himself if he ran for the hills, so instead he spun about, grabbed hold of the tool box and crouching, tightened the lugs and bolts on the first set of bleachers. 

“We’ve got some banners and we need a couple of you strong handsome type to climb up on the ladder.” The woman sucked in a few deep breaths between words. 

“Of course, Sister.” Sean gestured to his sons. “Why don’t you two help Sister and we’ll finish off over here.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Sister,” another female voice called out. 

“Yes, Sissy?” 

Sissy? Dale had to turn and take a peek.

A tall slender redhead, cupping her hands around her mouth, yelled from halfway across the arena. “Ask them if they have a stapler. I forgot ours.” 

“Okie dokie, Sissy.” 

Tools in hand, Dale buried his head under the bleachers. Sister and Sissy. He wasn’t at all sure if he wanted to know more about that or not. For the next hour he ducked out of doors, took the long route around buildings to help gather supplies, and did his best to remain helpful but unseen. When DJ’s pregnant sister-in-law put her fingers to her lips and blew a whistle that could have alerted the Dallas PD and announced. “incoming fifteen minutes,” Dale knew it was time to make himself seriously scarce. “I’ll be in the stables now if anyone needs me.” 

“Thanks, man.” Finn slapped him on the shoulder. “One of us will be in to help shortly.” 

“No problem. I can start pulling the saddles and other tack.” 

“Sounds like a plan.” 

Dale paused a moment to look around at the arena. The place looked like a poster for Americana gone wild. It looked fantastic. “Amazing,” he muttered. 

“Yeah,” Finn smiled and nodded. “You should see the town in a real crisis.” 

“I can only imagine.” 

“They’re here,” sounded from in the distance and bodies started running every which way. A couple of teens came walking past him leading horses already saddled and ready to ride. Turning the other way Dale spotted the trailer in the back. He’d been so engrossed in watching the town come together, he never noticed the horse trailers pulling up and the teens working as hard as the adults to help out. 

It wasn’t just the Farradays who were material for a mid-century sitcom. The whole bloody town could have been characters in one of those barnyard musical movies. What Dale didn’t get was, if this was how DJ grew up, why the heck had the man bothered at all with a major metropolitan police force. Any fool could see he belonged here.

A few more car doors slammed and Dale took another second to look up. White Lincoln. That had to be the money bags that had everyone throwing this little charity shindig together at the last minute. He couldn’t see the woman’s face, but he recognized money fifty yards out and this woman reeked of it. 

Bypassing the incoming crowd, Dale slipped out the side door to go the long way into the stables. “Let the show begin.” 

 

****

 

“Marie.” Mrs. Hampton threw her arms around her friend. “So good to see you.” 

Chuckling, the potential donor hugged her friend then stepped back, shaking her head. “I can’t believe I got the dates crisscrossed.” 

“Well, at least you’re going to see Clark in action and some of the work these folks can do.” 

“Yes,” Marie Stewart nodded. “I know Hannah here is great.” The woman glanced around the arena then up at the rafters and cocking her head, back toward the pastures. “And it looks like she found a place worthy of her talents.” 

Linked elbow to elbow, the two women marched off chatting and laughing to the VIP seating area. 

“She’s really very nice.” Meg leaned in closer. 

“Oh, yeah. You should see her with children. She must sit on the board of every children’s and woman’s charity in North Texas. She’s always chairing some committee or other, or hosting a gala or auction. I see her name in the papers all the time. Great lady.” Hannah had been a little nervous the very first time she’d met Mrs. Stewart. Her reputation proceeded her and with Hannah being one hundred percent country girl and this lady obviously big city society, she had been more than nervous. But from the first how do you, Mrs. Stewart had made her feel totally at ease. 

“We’d better get this show on the road. Grace Farraday, former multiyear junior barrel racing champion, and Finn Farraday, local rodeo champion will be the guest judges.” 

Each of Hannah’s students, as well as her niece Stacey, one of the Rankins, and a couple of the Bradys, went through the paces of an equitation class. In the arena, more than one rider at a time showed how well they handled the horses and how well they transitioned from walk to trot and reverse direction. Each beamed with their ribbons won. 

To show the skills of the Capaill horses, Connor and a couple of the neighboring ranchers put on a little cutting show for Mrs. Stewart. But the piece de resistance was the final event with Clark. More than adaptive riding, the kid was showing what he could do. Truth was, more than Hannah had expected. She thought he’d been holding back on her. Now she was sure. On an English saddle, he did a jumping demonstration, trotting over low cross rails. Without the use of stirrups to support his feet, to jump like that required both excellent balance and strong inner thigh muscles to lift a rider off the horse’s back. Clark nailed it. The sight was especially impressive, and when he was done, the entire audience, including Marie Stewart, were on their feet. 

“Fantastic.” Marie Stewart clapped madly. “Can we go see him?” 

“Sure we can,” Clark’s mother answered quickly, then turned to Hannah. “Right?” 

“Absolutely.” At this point, if the woman had asked permission to streak through the arena, Hannah would have given it. 

“Come on.” Adele Hampton led the way off the bleachers, then across the arena, chatting nonstop the whole way. 

“There you are.” Marie Stewart came to stop beside her friend’s son. “You did a fabulous job. I couldn’t be more proud of you if you were my son.” 

“Thanks, Mrs. H.” Clark didn’t say much, but Hannah could see the satisfaction in his eyes, the look that only comes from conquering and mastering your fears. 

“A job well done should always be rewarded.” Pulling her hand from her pocket, Marie Stewart flipped a silver coin at the young man. “Dobro, Clark. Dobro.” 

 

****

 

“Wow. A 1935 silver dollar.” Clark’s voice carried across the walkway for Dale to hear.

Whirling in place, Dale searched the crowded stall across the way for the giver of the coin. The only face he did not recognize was the middle-aged brunette in an expensive red suit that he’d seen climbing out of the Lincoln. The next words out of her mouth had been etched in Dale’s memory. When the lady in red uttered the foreign phrasing, her voice dropped low. So low that even now, this close with no doors between them, if he were not looking at her, it would be hard for him to determine if it were a man or woman speaking, but he had no doubts. This was the same voice.

Holy crap. He’d found the head of one of North Texas’ most dangerous crime organizations in the middle of blinking nowhere. He had to think fast. This time his phone recorder wasn’t turned on, and there was no way anyone would believe that Marie Stewart, darling of the children’s charity circuit, was the head of the Famiglia crime organization.

Hell, he still wasn’t sure he believed it. Running his options quickly around in his head, the best thing would be for Hannah to record the woman talking. Today’s sophisticated voice recognition would most likely be able to match it to the recording he had made of the shooting.

Turning to face the teen in the stall with him, Dale lowered his voice. He needed to get a hold of DJ and the DA without drawing any attention to himself. “I need to run. Do you have this, or do I need to get one of the others to come help?”

The kid looked at him as though Dale had asked if men wore cowboy boots in Texas before nodding. “Yeah, I got this.”

Pulling out his phone, Dale tapped speed dial and stepped out of the stall, taking one last look at the women still gleefully chatting across the way. Just as he turned to race out of the building, Marie Stewart’s gaze met his.

Shit. 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

The party had moved from inside the arena to the field behind Connor’s house. The social club with the help of Frank and Abbie had enough tables set up to feed most of West Texas. The sisters had provided the red checkered tablecloths, napkins, paper plates, and plastic cutlery for all the guests.

“And you put all this together in a couple of hours?” Marie Stewart stood plate in hand, deliberating over her choices. 

“It was a group effort,” Hannah freely admitted. “You know what they say, it takes a village.” 

Marie laughed. “Don’t I know it.” The woman scooped a little of the potato salad, a bit of the brisket, a little of this, a little of that, all the while her eyes scanning the people at the surrounding tables and the straggling adults and children coming and going from the stables.

Standing behind the dessert table, Abbie set down a large foil tray and peeling the cover off, smiled at the guest of honor. “Life is short, ladies. Eat dessert first.”

“I like that idea.” Mrs. Hampton went straight for the blueberry cobbler. “These all look wonderful but I’m partial to blueberry.”

“Then you’re in luck. Frank, my cook, baked it this morning for the dinner rush.”

“Oh you’re definitely going to want to try that.” Hannah picked a plate for herself and loaded it high. “Frank’s cobbler is to die for.”

“We only live once.” Marie Stewart picked up a second plate and held it out for Abbie to fill. “Got any whipped cream back there?”

“You better believe it.”

Still casually glancing about as Abbie scooped out the homemade whipped cream, Marie turned to Hannah. “So who was the gentleman working the stalls behind Clark’s horse this afternoon?”

“I’m sorry,” Hannah stabbed at the cobbler, “I didn’t notice. We have quite a few locals helping out today.”

“I see.” 

“I wonder if you mean the volunteer. What’s his name?” Mrs. Hampton said. “David. I saw him helping in the stalls.”

“David?” Marie repeated. “Has he volunteered here long?”

“A little while.” Hannah answered honestly. A while being up for interpretation. “He’s great with the kids.”

“I’ll second that.” Mrs. Hampton waved a fork in the air. “He was great with Clark. If not for David, Clark would still be sitting in the front seat of the car giving me grief.”

“You have such an excellent facility. Obviously the support staff as well.” Mrs. Stewart took a bite of dessert. “Oh my. You weren’t kidding. This is the best cobbler I’ve ever had.”

“On behalf of Frank,” Abbie said, “I thank you.”

“Make sure to tell Frank I said you’re welcome. And I will be back someday, maybe in two weeks for the real competitions.”

“We would love to see you again,” Hannah said.

“Actually I wouldn’t mind meeting this David in person. Is he still around?” Marie toyed with her cobbler.

Hannah wasn’t quite sure what to make of any of this. Dale was a handsome man who would catch the eye of any breathing female. And she’d heard more than one story about rich women and their boy toys. Though she had a hard time picturing Dale as anybody’s toy. “I’m afraid I haven’t seen him all day. But I’ll make sure to introduce you next time.” Liar liar pants on fire.

“Actually,” Mrs. Hampton interjected, “I think I saw him going into the main house over there.”

“Well, no matter. Next time will be just fine.” Marie Stewart smiled.

Hannah was a relatively trusting person, but something in Mrs. Stewart’s tone of voice told her next time would be anything but fine.

 

****

 

“Are you absolutely, positively sure?” DJ said on the other end of the phone line.

Dale had been prepared for this. “More than absolute and more than positive. I’m telling you, there was no mistaking that voice. And she used the exact same phrasing as the person who spoke to Joe. I’m as floored as you are by this, trust me. I can’t move around outside and risk being spotted. She’s already seen my face. Odds are it won’t be long before she confirms I’m not really dead and David the volunteer is Dale Johnson, prime witness for the prosecution.”

“All right. I’ll corral Hannah and get her to record Mrs. Stewart’s voice without her knowledge. Then I’ll have my deputies on alert. If she doesn’t know who you are, today will just be business as usual. But if she recognized you, I don’t want to be caught with our pants down.”

Dale snatched one of the cake balls from a large tray on the counter. “I’ll keep my head low, you can count on that.”

“I’d better go track down my cousin and her donor. Keep me posted on what the DA says.”

“Will do.” The DA was next on Dale’s list of people to contact.

The back door inched open and Brooks’ wife, Toni, entered the kitchen. “I swear I spend more time in the bathroom than any other room in any house.”

“No problem.” Dale smiled and waited until she’d stepped into the tiny bath off the edge of the kitchen. When she pulled the door closed behind her and latched the lock, he turned a few steps away and once again pounded out a familiar number.

“Nothing new to report,” the DA said without preamble.

“Not what I’m calling about. I know who the head of the crime organization is.”

“Who?”

“You won’t need to answer that,” a deep, now familiar voice, sounded from across the room. “Put the phone down and kick it my way.” Marie Stewart stood impeccably dressed, except for the gun in her hand. 

Dale’s thoughts galloped to Toni in the bathroom. Not willing to chance stray bullets, he did as he was told, set the phone on the ground and kicked it across the kitchen.

“Talk about dumb luck.” Marie stomped her thousand dollar heel hard onto the phone. “Of all the equine instructors, and all the horse stables in the state, you would choose to volunteer at the only one I have any reason to visit.”

“I guess you’re just lucky that way.” And he could use some of that luck to maneuver them out of proximity to Toni and the bathroom.

She strolled slowly to the left, closing in on him—and the bathroom door. 

“If you fire that gun in here, the entire town is going to come running.” 

Marie cast a sideways glance to the back door that he hadn’t heard her come in through. Impromptu most likely wasn’t her best skill set. “My limo is out front.” 

Or maybe it was. As much as he disliked the idea of turning his back to her, he wanted out and away from Toni. 

“Ah ah,” the woman tsked. “Slowly. I want to see your fa—”

“Oh my God!” Sounded from the tiny bathroom.

Before Marie could turn to where the scream came from, the door flew open, hitting her in the arm at the exact moment the roar of laughter burst through the back door, the knob banging against the wall in synchronized rhythm with a single bullet discharging from Marie’s flailing arm and breezing over Dale’s head into the wall behind him. 

“My water broke,” Toni screeched. “Someone call Brooks!” 

Dale lunged forward, and regaining her footing, Marie spun the gun in his direction. “Not so fast, Buster.”

“Baby!” A woman with long gray hair pulled back in a sloppy pony tail screamed. “Our first grandbaby!”

Another taller woman, oblivious to Marie standing only a couple of feet away wielding a gun, rushed to Toni’s side. “Dear, you need to sit down.” The woman glanced up toward the counter. “For Lord’s sake Ruth Ann, put that tray down. The cake balls can wait.”

“But Sally May, the guests are waiting. Eileen said it’s very important.”

A more petite woman with short curly brown hair ran passed the lady with the tray to Toni’s other side. “Ruth Ann, if you’ve got to take the cake balls outside, for heaven’s sake go get Brooks while you’re out there.”

“Hold it!” Marie spun about, pointing the gun at the pregnant woman. “Nobody move or I’ll shoot.”

“I couldn’t have said it better myself.”

Marie turned to her left. Staring her in the face was the dangerous end of one police issue handgun and three long barreled rifles. Courtesy of DJ, Aunt Eileen, Grace and Hannah.

Shaking her head, Aunt Eileen lifted her chin at the women huddled across the kitchen. “Don’t just stand there Ruth Ann. Go get Brooks!” 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

“You people are crazy,” Marie screamed at the army of women pointing rifles at her. 

“Maybe,” Aunt Eileen flashed a toothy grin, “but it never hurts to remember, ranchers keep loaded weapons handy, and we know how to use them.” 

“And you can put those away now.” DJ pointed toward the gun cabinet up the hall then turned and yanked at Marie’s arms, spinning her to face Dale. “Would you like the honors?”

Dale’s severe expression mirrored DJ’s. Nodding, he stepped forward, and grabbing hold of the woman’s arm walked toward the door. “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law…”

“Talk about things are never boring around here. An hour ago I was coming home from a business trip, got pulled into judging a horse show I’ve heard nothing about, only to find myself backing up my brother on a raid.” Grace handed her rifle over to DJ and waved her arm at Dale. “And, Dale, what are you doing here?”

“You know him?” Hannah asked.

“Of course I do.” Grace pointed at her brother. “He used to be DJ’s partner. Remember? The one in the hospital after the car accident?”

Aunt Eileen slapped her hand on her forehead. “Of course. How did I not make the connection? Now everything makes sense.”

Maybe some things made sense. 

Officer Reed came in from the rear. Brooks flew across the room, coming to a screeching halt in front of his wife. “Are you all right?”

Toni patted his chest. “Not bad for having contractions off and on most of the afternoon.”

“Oh my Lord, that’s right!” Ruth Ann screeched again, “Our first grandbaby!” 

Suddenly all the questions about Dale and Marie forgotten, Sally May went left, Dorothy went right and Grace and Aunt Eileen collided on route to Toni. For Hannah, the next few minutes were more of a blur than when she’d had to hold a gun to a woman she’d thought to be one of the nicest ladies on earth. 

“Well don’t just stand there. Let’s get her into town.” DJ ushered the crowd out of the house. 

Like ants at a picnic, the family dispersed in different directions and vehicles. 

“We’ll take care of everything here and meet you in town later,” Sally May assured them. 

“Coming with us?” Aunt Eileen called over her shoulder to Hannah. 

“I’ll catch up with you.” Her attention was on Dale. The prisoner secured in the backseat, Dale took a step from the driver’s door, gave it a pat, and watched Reed pull away.

She didn’t move. Not till the police car had passed under the new wrought iron sign did Dale turn around and walk toward her. 

He looked dog tired. Watching one car after the other pull out and speed up the driveway, he came to a stop in front of her. “How is Toni?”

“On her way to have a baby.” 

“But she’s okay?” 

Hannah nodded. 

For a second he looked over her shoulder and then without a word, pulled her tightly into his arms. “I was scared silly that something was going to happen to Toni and the baby. But when you came in with that rifle and Marie spun around, I was terrified she would rather go down shooting then be arrested. There isn’t a word for the abject fear that clutched at me thinking she might take you down with her.” His grip on her tightened and she buried her face in his shoulder.

“It’s probably very similar to the shock that ran through me when I realized Aunt Eileen had us following DJ into the house to play Rambo with your life.”

Dale chuckled. “She would make a good Rambo. I’m a bit surprised DJ let her.” 

“You don’t know Aunt Eileen. We saw what was going on through the window just as DJ approached the house. The plan had been to surround her before anyone got hurt, but then Toni went into labor and…” 

“Yeah, but I don’t ever want to see you take a chance like that again.” He leaned back just enough to look her in the eyes. “Promise me?”

“Does this mean you’re sticking around long enough to see whether or not I keep the promise?”

He pulled her tightly against him again. “I’m not sure how much you’ve figured out. But the long and short of it is, I have to go back to Dallas and testify against her right-hand man for murder, and against her for giving the order. After that, if all goes the way it should, Marie Stewart and most of her organization will be spending a good long time in jail, and I’ll be free to come back wherever I please.”

A succession of short high-pitched yaps sounded just before the full force of a four-legged bundle of fur plowed into the back of Hannah’s legs. 

“Well, who is this?” She bent over to pet the puppy.

Dale crouched down beside her “Isn’t he yours?”

“Mine?”

“Yeah, he’s been coming out in the evenings to visit with me at your place. I thought he was a litter of your dogs.”

“We don’t have a litter.”

“He’s usually here with his mother.” Dale glanced around and pointed behind Hannah. “There.”

Off in the distance, halfway to the street, not one but two wolf mixed dogs sat watching them. “Oh my gosh.” Hannah pushed her feet. “Those are the dogs.”

“The dogs?”

As if they could hear from that far, Hannah was pretty sure both animals dipped their heads. Nodded. 

“Did you see that?” Hannah turned to face him, both hands palm flat on his chest. 

“The nod? Yeah. I wonder if they have a nervous tick or something. One of them did that to me the first night I saw it.”

She turned back to the street and the dogs. “Where’d they go?”

“They’re right…” Dale’s stopped and scanned left then right. “They’re gone. What’s that all about?”

“It’s a long story. And we have to get to town and meet up with the others.”

The puppy yapped again, tail wagging, and tongue lolling. When neither Dale nor Hannah moved, the little guy yapped again and jumped up against them. 

Dale looked around one more time, then bent down to pick up the pup. “I’m not totally sure, but I think he’s ours now.”

The puppy yapped, nodded, licked Dale’s face and then scurried out of his arms and almost knocked Hannah over, crawling into her arms and licking her face too. 

“Ours, you say?” Hannah smiled, squinting as the puppy loved on her. “I think I like the sound of that.” 

 


EPILOGUE

 

“I Finnegan George Farraday, take you, Joanna Marie Gaines, to be my wife…” 

This ceremony made four out of five Farraday weddings in less than a year. Ian Farraday hadn’t been all that surprised when Adam got married, or even Brooks. But when the rest of his cousins, one after the other, were struck by the love bug, Ian had to admit if he hadn’t seen the passionate look in everyone’s eyes for himself, he never would have believed true love could strike a family almost all at once. 

Of course, nothing had been as surprising for him as showing up at the ranch a few weeks ago to meet the newest Farraday, baby Helen, and discovering his kid sister was head over heels in love. With a cop, no less. At least the guy would soon be joining the Tuckers Bluff police force. Not that Ian had anything against the Dallas PD, but as a Texas Ranger he understood better than anyone the risks a person takes when he wears a badge and a gun to work every day. Especially knowing Dale’s intentions toward Hannah, Ian was dang glad the man wouldn’t be working a big city any more. 

“You may now kiss the bride.”

For a few seconds, Ian wasn’t sure Finn would remember they were in public, and from the way the preacher cleared his throat—loudly—it seemed he wasn’t so sure either.

“Ladies and gentlemen, may I present for the first time in public, Mr. and Mrs. Finnegan Farraday.”

“Finn married.” Ian shook his head and turned to his sister beside him just in time to see Dale lean in for a quick peck on the lips and a promise in his eyes of more to come. As one of her older brothers, Ian preferred to think that promise was reflective of the ring Dale intended to put on her finger as soon as the nasty business with the Famiglia crime boss was over with. Not that Hannah knew anything about the ring. 

Last night in the hotel bar, Dale had corralled their father and declared his plans to settle down in Tuckers Bluff, and when the time was right, ask Hannah to marry him. The funny thing was he seemed to think he needed time to win her over to the idea of marrying him. If this guy didn’t know Hannah’s answer right now would be a resounding yes, then there was more truth in the old expression love is blind than Ian had thought. Hell, even he could see the stars in her eyes every time she glanced in Dale’s direction. When most girls were going from teen crush to crush, Hannah was all about the horses. Not anymore. His little sister was definitely all grown up. And when the heck had that happened? 

Row by row, the guests exited the pews, and like cattle following the leader, worked their way through the receiving line and out the door to wait along the church steps. 

“What’s this?” Ian looked down at the cone shaped container his sister handed him filled with…something.

“Lavender.” She grinned.

“For what?”

Hannah rolled her eyes skyward. “To throw, silly.”

“It’s eco-friendly.” Dale came to stand on the steps beside Hannah, one arm comfortably looping around her waist. “At least that’s what they tell me.” 

“I thought bird seed was the thing now?” Ian never understood why they stopped throwing rice. There were plenty of scientific studies to show it did no harm to birds. 

Hannah wound her arm around Dale’s middle and leaned in. “Bird seed might not be too bad for the birds, but apparently if you get a guest with a good arm, the seeds can hurt. And a lot of brides complain that it gets caught in their dress and other …fun places.”

Now Ian really didn’t like the way Hannah looked up at Dale grinning. TMI for a big brother. 

“Move over, cuz.” Two cones in one hand, DJ and his wife Becky came to join the group. “You ready for some real work?”

“Ha ha ha.” While Finn and Joanna were on their honeymoon, Ian requested vacation time to help out at the ranch. “Says the man who sits behind a desk most of his day.”

DJ lowered his voice, “Finn says they’re missing another calf.”

“Only one?”

“Sure looks that way.” DJ shrugged.

Ian didn’t get it. Most rustlers took as much cattle as they could fit in a trailer. If it weren’t his cousin telling him only one was unaccounted for, he’d assume there was a break in the fence line and the rancher was too stupid to figure it out. 

“Here they come,” Hannah squealed, sliding her arm away from Dale and preparing to bombard the young couple with lavender.

Following the bride and groom making a mad dash to the horse and buggy waiting to whisk them to the reception, the crowd continued to cheer and shower the couple until the carriage pulled away.

Ian, on the other hand, kept his eyes on his sister holding hands with Dale. He was starting to get used the idea of her as one half of a couple.

“I’m not sure who’s going to make it to the altar first.” DJ looked to Hannah and Dale. “Those two or Grace.”

“He has to ask first.”

“Should be sooner than everyone thinks.”

Ian drew his gaze away from his sister to face his cousin. “You know something the rest of us don’t?”

“Between the deposition from the guy who wound up in the hospital, the recording on Dale’s phone, his deposition to the grand jury, and multiple eyewitnesses to Marie Stewart threatening to shoot Dale, she and several key players are plea bargaining as we speak.” DJ crossed his arms.

“Don’t they make a lovely couple?” Ian’s mother sidled up beside him. What he wasn’t sure of is if she was referring to his cousin Finn or to Hannah.

“Yeah. They do.” It was true for both couples.

His mother looped her elbow into his and started walking. “You know, there are going to be a lot of nice girls at this reception.”

Ian didn’t miss how DJ rolled his eyes and smothered a laugh.

“I’m sure there will be.” 

“I’m serious.” The smile slipped from his mom’s face. “You’re not getting any younger, you know. You and your brother should have found a nice girl a long time ago.” 

“I know, Mom.” Ian shot his cousin a stop-laughing-glare over his mother’s head. He loved his mom, but his line of work didn’t leave a lot of time for dating, nice girls or not. 

His mother blew out a resigned sigh and Ian wondered if she really could read his mind. 

“At least promise me you’ll ask a girl or two to dance?” she asked.

“I promise.” Ian patted her arm. “And one of these days I’ll find the right woman, just don’t get your hopes up it will be at the reception.”

“I don’t care where you find her so long as she’s not behind bars.” 

At least that was one promise he should easily be able to keep. 

 

****

 

If you enjoyed Hannah, at the end of this boxed set, please take a second to leave a review.
Now, turn the page to see who falls in love next!
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For Texas Ranger Ian Farraday, nothing beats catching bad guys, except family time in Tuckers Bluff. When fate steps in and brings him face-to-face with one curvy—and unforgettable—damsel in distress, all it takes is a stray puppy and a few missing cows to turn his ranch vacation upside down.

 

Attending a wedding isn't supposed to land Kelly Morgan in jail. Lucky for her, the Farraday men are always ready to save the day—especially one long, tall Texan. Too bad the embarrassing mishap turns out to be the least of her worries. After all, every woman needs a knight in shining armor once—or twice—in a lifetime.

 


CHAPTER ONE

 

There are many things in life which are never a good thing. Death, taxes—and like now—the reflection of flashing red and blue lights in the rear-view mirror.

“I should’ve stayed at the reception,” Kelly Ann Morgan muttered to herself, pulling to the side of the road. “Stupid feet.” Despite her mother’s warning, she’d opted to wear the sexy slingbacks with five inch heels that made her look tall and something closer to svelte, but even having kicked them off two long hours ago hadn’t helped the ache still shooting up her arches. Once Finn and his bride had left the reception, all she could think of was getting off her throbbing feet and crawling into bed. With the others still dancing the night away, she’d convinced the groom’s sister to catch a ride with her brother so Kelly could leave on the heels of the newlyweds. If not for her stupid feet she’d still be at the reception dancing with all her friends instead of stopped at the side of the road with a police car on her bumper.

Searching her beaded clutch for her license, she sucked in a calming breath and replayed the last few blocks in her mind, wondering what she could have done wrong. License in hand, she lowered the window and took a quick glance at the windshield. No expired registration. At least that was a good thing.

“Evening, miss. License and proof of insurance please?”

“Yes,” hiccup, “sir.” She stretched out her hand. “I’m sorry.” Hiccup. “I get hiccups when I’m nervous.”

The officer raised his attention from the license to her face. “I see. Wait here, please.” 

Maybe she had a burned out tail light or something. Staring intently at the rear-view mirror, watching the officer get into the front seat of his patrol car did nothing to ease her unsteady nerves. He was just checking her insurance. Routine. Standard Operating Procedure. Nothing to be concerned about. After all, she wasn’t a criminal on the run. 

The towering man sauntered back to her door, his expression unreadable. 

Impatient, she blurted out, “Did I do something wrong?” 

“There’s a stop sign a few blocks back.”

“Stop sign?” 

His gaze scanned the interior of the car in one swift motion. “Where are you coming from, miss?”

“My friend’s wedding.” Sucking in a deep breath and swallowing hard, she tried to suppress the stupid nervous hiccups.

“Celebrating?” he asked evenly.

Kelly nodded. She didn’t dare open her mouth.

“Have a few drinks?”

“No, sir. Well, yes, sir, but I’m perfectly sober.”

The officer nodded and took half a step back. “If you’ll step out of the car, please?”

“I had my last drink at least a couple of hours ago.” She dangled one foot out the door then another. “Trust me, no one would have let me out the door of the hall if I’d had more.” Hiccup.

The man’s gaze dropped, and for a few exhilarating seconds, she thought he was admiring her legs. “Miss, where are your shoes?”

“Shoes?” Did he mean those miserable expensive torture devices? She flung her thumb over her shoulder in the direction of the backseat only to suddenly realize she had no recollection of tossing them there in the first place. “I… think I forgot them at the reception.”

“If you’ll please stand with your arms out and raise your right foot six inches off the ground.”

“Yes,” hiccup, “of course, but I can straighten this whole thing out if I could just have a minute to call someone. You see…” Arms spread, she toppled sideways, balancing on one foot had never been her strong suit. She’d flunked out of ballet class at the age of six. Regrouping, she tried again, wobbling precariously before almost tipping over once more. “Oh, forget this. If I could just call—”

The officer raised his flashlight. “Are you refusing the field sobriety test?” 

She sucked up her nerve and straightened her shoulders. If standing on one foot was part of the test, she’d never pass it. “I am.” 

“Then you’re definitely going to get your one phone call.”

 

****

 

“Mom is going to be extremely disappointed the party’s almost over and instead of dancing with an eligible female you’re dancing with me.” Ian Farraday’s little sister, Hannah, smiled up at him.

“Only because DJ tapped his future brother-in-law into helping load the wedding gifts.” Across the floor he spotted his mother approaching the square patch of dance floor at his father’s side. “Besides, if Dad doesn’t fade before the song ends, Mom will never notice.” 

Hannah chuckled. “I guess you and Jamie are lucky she loves dancing more than she loves to sing.” 

“But Jamie isn’t dancing with his sister.” 

“No.” Hannah frowned. “That blonde has monopolized him since Joanna cut the cake.” 

“You’re losing your touch, sis. The blonde was reeling Jamie in before they poured the first glass of champagne.” 

Hannah’s gaze shifted across the big hall to where her eldest brother and the Marilyn Monroe wanna-be twirled to the music. “Jamie had been the one who took best to those dance lessons Mom insisted we all have.” 

“Helps that he was old enough to understand all the girls love a guy who can take a turn on a dance floor without stepping on their feet.” Ian was only a few years younger than his brother, but at the time he’d considered the dance lessons a major imposition on his youthful fun. Not till he was in college and had easily mastered the two step—and winning the best girls—did he realize that once again his mom had been right. Which only made him wonder, briefly, why she’d picked now to harp on his bachelorhood. 

The disc jockey announced the last song of the evening and Ian spun his sister to the first notes of the popular tune “Time of Your Life.” By the end of the song they were laughing, out of breath, and ready to call it a night. 

A few feet from their empty table the sound of a cell phone ringing caught Ian’s attention. Quickening his step, he followed the sound, and under the napkin by DJ’s seat, uncovered the culprit. The caller ID showed Lew Sterrett Justice Center. Normally he would have let another person’s phone go to voice mail, but this late at night, he opted to answer. “Hello.” 

“DJ?” 

“No. DJ will be back shortly. This is Ian. Can I help?” 

“I hope so.” He heard the catch in the caller’s voice. “It’s Kelly Morgan and I’ve run into a small problem.” 

If she was at Lew Sterrett, he’d venture not so small. 

“They think I’ve been drinking.” 

Think? Everyone in the place had been drinking. The parents of the bride hadn’t pinched pennies. Not with the historic art-deco location, the food, or the free-flowing booze.

“I refused the field sobriety test.” 

Which meant the officer involved brought her into the station for blood tests. She didn’t sound drunk to him, but he had no idea how long she’d been held in jail before getting her phone call. 

“I need DJ to come here and explain that I’m not,” a heavy sigh sounded through the phone, “… a drunk. They can,” she sucked in a deep breath and he swore he could almost hear her swallowing. “…they can let me go home.” She blew out a ragged breath, exposing the fear under the confident bravado. “Soon, please.”

“We’ll be there.” Disconnecting the call, he scanned the large hall, then turned to his sister. “We need to find DJ. Fast.”

Hannah pointed to the stairs leading down to the semi-circle reception area by the front doors. “He’s coming in now.” 

Not waiting for his sister, he walked as quickly as was practical without drawing attention to himself and caught up with his cousin. “We’ve got a situation.” 

DJ’s brows dipped into a frown. “What’s happened?” 

“Kelly called you.” Ian handed DJ his phone. “She’s been detained. DUI.” 

“What?” DJ’s brows shot high on his forehead. 

Dale, the most recent man to leave the Dallas PD, stepped up around his friend. “Where is she?” 

“Lew Sterrett.” 

“Let’s go,” DJ and Dale echoed. 

Ian turned to his sister and tossed her his keys. “You take my car back to the hotel. I’ll meet up with you later.” 

“I’ll follow you.” Hannah leaned across a nearby table and grabbed for her purse.

“No,” Dale and DJ said in unison again, before DJ continued, “Not a good idea. We’ll handle it, and better not tell anyone what’s going on. No sense in worrying them until we find out more.” 

Ian could see the argument forming in his sister’s head, but with a slow nod, she agreed. 

The jail was a short jaunt from the reception hall at the fairgrounds and Ian and the others were rushing through the doors in no time. 

The officer at the front desk lifted his gaze as the three men pushed their way into the building. The second his gaze settled on Dale, his shoulders relaxed and a hint of something akin to friendship lit his eyes. “What brings you in at this hour?” 

“Here about a friend.” 

The officer’s head took in the men at either side of Dale, both with their badges now clipped to their belts. Focusing on DJ, the older man frowned and narrowed his gaze. “Farraday?” 

DJ nodded but the smile was forced. He wasn’t in a mood for small talk and Ian understood why.

This time the officer’s stiff stance didn’t ease as he turned to Ian’s familiar Texas Ranger badge. “Who do we have in custody that warrants two former Dallas PD and a Ranger gracing us with a visit at one o’clock in the morning?” 

“Kelly Morgan,” DJ answered, his stance much more casual and friendly compared to the man behind the desk. 

“Morgan,” the officer muttered, tapping at a keyboard. “The DUI?” His expression shifted from territorial arrogance to total bewilderment.

“She’s a friend,” Dale repeated with a casual shrug. “Who’s the arresting?”

“Cavanaugh.” 

From the quick bob of Dale’s head that matched DJ’s, Ian figured that was buddy speak for We can work with this. 

“Can we see her?” DJ asked. 

The officer’s scanned each of the men then, looking at Dale, shrugged. “You know the routine.” 

This time Dale’s grin was more like that of a man among friends. “Thanks, Jack.” 

From the front of the building to the lock up where Kelly and a few other misguided souls and at least a couple of working girls were kept waiting was a short walk. Even if he hadn’t seen Kelly a brief while ago at the reception, she would have been easy to spot. If she pressed herself any closer to the back wall, she’d become one with it. The elation in her eyes at first sight of DJ made Ian wish someone had stopped her from driving home alone. 

“You made it,” she said on approach to the cold metal bars. “Can I get out of here now?” This time her faltering voice failed to hide the fear. 

DJ shoved a thumb over his shoulder at Ian. “It pays to have friends in high places.” 

Relieved and grateful eyes turned to Ian. “If that means yes, I owe you my first born child. When I have one.” 

At least she still had a sense of humor. “That one won’t be necessary.” Especially since her freedom came at a price. For at least the next twenty-four hours, one Kelly Morgan was in his custody.

 


CHAPTER TWO

 

“This really is not necessary.” Kelly couldn’t be more mortified if she’d been caught running naked down Main Street in broad daylight. Even though she had indeed been completely sober, just the idea of having been taken to jail for driving under the influence, never mind being temporarily accommodated behind bars with several less than stellar members of Dallas society, made her feel like she’d totally and possibly permanently blemished the family name.

Ian Farraday hit the blinker and glanced in his side mirror. “I gave my word. It’s no big deal.”

If it had been no big deal, he would have allowed her to drive herself back to Tuckers Bluff. Last night, when Dale, DJ, and Ian had dropped her at the hotel, for a few short moments she thought he might actually camp out on the floor at the foot of the bed in the room she shared with his sister Hannah. He hadn’t said much in objection to leaving her under her own recognizance for the night, but she could see the reservation in his eyes as clearly as she could see the Texas Ranger badge shining on his belt. When he knocked on her door bright and early this morning, letting his sister drive his precious car back home and insisting on driving Kelly’s car, she knew beyond the shadow of any doubt that to him, having been released in his custody was indeed a very big deal.

Ian kept his eyes on the road. “By tomorrow morning all of this unfortunate misunderstanding will have been legally wiped away and no longer an issue.”

“But until then…”

Glancing away from the road, and with that familiar Farraday twinkle in his eye, Ian flashed a smile at her. “Think of me as the big brother watching out for your virtue on prom night.”

Though she’d always thought it would have been nice to have a brother, that was definitely not the reason why. Barely out of Dallas County limits, the ringing of her cell phone brought the conversation to an abrupt end. Rummaging through her purse, Kelly pulled out her phone and cringed. Her mother. She so did not want to explain what had happened to her last night. On the other hand, if she didn’t answer her mom would simply keep calling. She sucked in a deep breath. Only DJ, Dale, Ian and Hannah knew anything about her unfortunate stint at Lew Sterret, and all four had sworn an oath of secrecy.

Kelly didn’t doubt that she could trust her friends, not that she knew Dale or Ian that well, but she did know Dale adored Hannah and would do anything for her, and Ian after all was a Farraday. A Farraday’s word was as solid as a bar of gold in Fort Knox. But none of that meant that her mother couldn’t somehow have found out about her daughter’s late-night predicament. “Morning, Mom.” That sounded normal. In no way did her voice reflect the panicked woman who had spent hours in jail fretting over the possibility of some movie-like clerical error keeping her behind bars for the rest of her life. Just to make sure, she glanced at Ian.

For only the second time since they’d left the hotel, Ian turned his attention in her direction at the exact moment she looked up to him for reassurance. She seriously doubted he had any idea why she was staring at him, nor did she have any idea why he was nodding at her, but something deep in her gut believed he could read her mind and was telling her to carry on that she sounded fine.

“We’re all dying to hear the whole story.”

Kelly’s heart sank to her stomach. The woman knew.

“How did it go?” her mom asked with a hint of enthusiasm.

“Go?”

“The wedding. Remember? The reason you drove all the way to Dallas. Was it everything y’all expected it to be?”

“And even more.” Kelly held in a huge sigh of relief. But brother was last night way more than anyone had expected. “The bride looked beautiful and Finn looked prouder than a peacock. They’ll probably live to be a hundred and die holding hands.”

“That’s a terrible thing to say.” Her mother’s voice dropped a few octaves, much the way it would when Kelly had been a little girl and was being reprimanded.

“Mom, we all have to die sometime. I think passing on at the age of one hundred holding hands with the love of your life is a pretty nice way to go.” Heaven knew her father’s last couple of years in the semi-paralytic state after a stroke had been hard on everyone.

“Well,” her mother sighed, “I suppose you have a point.”

Without another word necessary, Kelly knew exactly where her mother’s mind had gone to. “What have they done now?”

“Who said anyone did anything?” her mom responded a little too innocently.

Holding her breath, she waited for the other shoe to fall. 

“It’s just a small fire, dear.” 

“Fire?” 

The single shaky word had Ian looking in her direction again. Her grip on the phone tightened. 

“Just a little itty-bitty teeny one in the bathroom.”

“The bathroom?” Kelly blinked, turning slightly away to swipe at an escaped tear.

“It was raining yesterday,” her mom continued.

“The barbecue,” she muttered, sucking in a long breath and blinking back any more tears. “I swear to God, you can’t leave those two alone anywhere.”

“Well your grandpa just wanted to show me how safe it was to start a charcoal fire in the bathroom sink. To be honest, I figured out what caused the problem at the Shady Rest.”

“What’s there to figure out?” Her breath caught for a fraction of a moment. “The problem was they were cooking in the bathroom.”

“You know, I think the barbecue in the bathroom would have worked out just fine if they hadn’t opened up the pipe under the sink to let more air in. It seems that’s why the flames shot up, reaching the roof and setting the sheet rock on fire. At least this time that’s when I had to get the fire extinguisher to put it out.”

This time. Kelly’s forehead fell into the palm of her hand. “Mom, don’t tell me you stood there watching?”

Total silence was as good an admission of guilt as pleading the fifth.

“Aw, Mother.” 

“It’s all right, dear. Frank from the café came over late last night and cut out the scorched spots and replaced the sheet rock. Later today he’ll be back to texture and paint. By the time you come home you’ll never know what happened.”

The only way she would not know what happened was if her mother hadn’t told her. Which almost made her wonder what other shenanigans her grandfather and his brother might have gotten into when she wasn’t looking. Of course, she didn’t dare ask. Maybe another day, but not today. She wasn’t up to it. At this point she was starting to wonder about her mother’s stability. It was one thing to have her grandfather, well into his eighties, a little on the daffy side. But having her mom still only in her fifties as a partner in crime terrified her. If her mom started down the slippery slope to crazy-old-coot this young, Kelly might not survive to her own crazy-old-coot stage. “Anything else, Mom?”

“No, dear, I just want to hear about the wedding.”

Kelly ran her fingertips against her temple. Especially now, she wasn’t up to reliving last night just yet. Not even the fun wedding part. “I’ll tell you all about it over supper when I get home. Okay?”

“I suppose so. At least I know it went off without a hitch.”

Without a hitch. Yeah, the wedding had. Her—not so much.

 

****

 

Ian wasn’t sure which set his heart racing faster, the sudden pallor that washed over Kelly when she saw the name on her cell phone, or the look on her face as she uttered the word fire.

He didn’t really know a whole lot about grown up Kelly. His brother Jamison—named after the Irish whiskey, even if his mother denied the connection because of the different spelling—was the same age as his cousin Adam. Sandwiched between them in pecking order, Ian played alongside Connor and DJ. All of them were several years older than his cousin Grace, his baby sister Hannah, and their friends Becky and Kelly. Even though he remembered seeing the girls cavorting around the ranch in the summers when the Austin Farradays would visit the Tuckers Bluff Farradays, he really didn’t know this adult version of Kelly well at all. As a matter of fact, he’d probably seen her more this past year at Adam’s clinic or in passing last night at the wedding than he’d seen her in the last ten or so years put together. 

Truth be told, it was only the fact that she and his sister and cousin were still close friends that had him whole heartedly believing last night’s arrest had to be a mistake. After some back room negotiation between his cousin, Dale, and the arresting officer, Ian as the higher statewide authority had given his word to the officer that he would make sure Kelly returned home without getting into any more trouble or behind the wheel of the car. Dale was going to see to it that by Monday morning there would be no record of the detainment. Even though technically Kelly’s release to Ian’s custody had been more of a gentleman’s agreement than an official action, right now he still felt very responsible for whatever happened to her, including a distressing phone call from her mother.

With more force than he would’ve expected from somebody as tired as Kelly seemed, she tossed her phone into her purse on the floor.

“Trouble on the home front?”

“I suppose you could say that.” She unbuckled her seatbelt and shifted onto her hip to face him. “I’m living in an insane asylum.”

Ignoring the blinking light on the dashboard and the urge to tell her to buckle up, Ian recognized she needed to talk and that they had several hours for him to listen. “It can’t be all that bad.”

“Oh really?” She twisted and yanked the seatbelt forward snapping the buckle in, continuing to stare in his direction. “My father, the sanest man I ever knew, after having been miserable with the restrictions from his stroke, died two years ago.”

“I’m sorry for your loss.” Those words always seemed too little too late every time he had to use them. Now was no different.

“Thank you. Then just over a year ago we found out my mom’s dad had been having trouble with the senior facility he and his brother lived in. Apparently the home frowns upon old men climbing into the hot tub stark naked.”

Biting back a chuckle, Ian supposed the two old men hadn’t been the only ones in the hot tub. He hoped he still had it in him when he was old enough to be a grandfather.

“And the place has a perfectly good kitchen. It’s why my mom and dad chose that facility for Pops and Uncle Ralph. Pops couldn’t cook when he was young, there was no way anyone was trusting him with an open fire after Grams died. Shady Rest serves wonderful meals on demand in a lovely downstairs restaurant. They’ll bring them to your room if a resident prefers. But no. Pops and Uncle Ralph decided they wanted grilled cheese.”

“Something tells me that may not have gone well?”

Like she’d done on the phone with her mother, Kelly pinched the bridge of her nose and sucked in a deep breath. “Because small cooking appliances are not allowed in the apartments, Pops decided to follow that rule and ignore the no cooking rule. He used the iron.”

If his memory served him correctly, Ian remembered more than one person in college making grilled cheese sandwiches in a pinch with an iron.

“Yeah, I know what you’re thinking.” Kelly sighed. “Except they put the bread between two paper towels and then set the iron on top of the paper towel and decided to go take a shower and get dressed. If it weren’t for the smoke alarms they could’ve burned the whole place down.”

The way he saw it, the old guys were adventurous and lucky.

“The last straw came not long after they’d sworn off meat and became vegetarians. Unhappy with barbecued brisket on the menu, they decided to grill zucchini.”

Without another word Ian already had a good idea what was coming next.

“Pops is rather resourceful. Which is why he used the bathroom sink, a bag of charcoal, and a little lighter fluid. The real trouble, however, came when he removed the pipe for venting—”

“And the whole thing blew up in flames.”

Kelly nodded. “That was the last straw for Shady Rest. Pops and Uncle Ralph have been living with us ever since. Most days I think corralling a litter of kittens is easier.” 

“So if I heard correctly, they re-created the final incident for your mother.”

“Yep.” She twisted around in place, leaning her head back. “The thing is, the last few months they’ve been behaving themselves and haven’t gotten into any trouble. Playing cards with some of the other old guys in town. Talking about taking up golf again. Uncle Ralph has even gone out on a couple of dates, and then this.”

The bone-weary look on her face wasn’t something that a person developed from one or two events. She was tired and upset and he didn’t know what to say. They’d had some challenges with his grandfather George. Most of his grandfather’s life, he would take a bottle of Jameson out of the liquor cabinet in the evenings and visit different friends. It was what made him loved by so many. Unfortunately in his later years he still did that, sometimes at two or three or four in the morning. It was never easy watching the people you love grow old and confused to the point of becoming a danger to themselves. He remembered the pained feeling of loss when his grandfather had to be moved to a memory care facility for his own good. All Ian could think to do was pull her into a bear hug, much like he might a little girl who had skinned her knee, and pretend everything was going to stop hurting. Except she wasn’t a little girl. Her grandfather wasn’t a skinned knee. And he had no business holding her in his arms for any reason.

 

 


CHAPTER THREE

 

“Time for a pit stop.” Riding in a caravan of cars from Dallas to Tuckers Bluff, Ian followed the car in front of them into the gas station.

Kelly glanced at the clock on the dashboard. For the last few hours she and Ian had exchanged stories of crazy grandfathers and other mishaps. More than once he’d had her laughing so hard she almost peed her pants. She truly hoped that one day she could look back at her own grandfather’s antics and laugh it off, but right now she was frustrated and a little scared. Not just for what trouble her grandfather and his brother might get into, but fearful she and her mother might by sheer heredity be doomed to follow in those exasperating footsteps. 

The line of cars led by Adam and Brooks with their wives, followed by the rest of the clan with her and Ian at the rear, turned one by one into the station. Kelly fished her credit card out of her wallet and hurried out of her seat to feed the pump.

Ian already had the nozzle unhooked and the gas cap uncovered. “You go on inside with the others. I’ll fill her up.”

“That’s okay, I can do it.”

“I know you can. So can I.” The man flashed a full wattage Farraday smile.

What was that old expression, the acorn didn’t fall far from the tree? Was there not a single man in the Farraday clan who had not inherited that ice melting smile? Through the years having been treated more like another kid sister than a friend, she’d grown pretty much immune to the inherent Farraday charms. After all, Grace’s brothers felt like her own. Not so with Ian. For the first time, she truly understood the impact of the Farraday charm that all the women in town referred to. “Thank you. I thought I’d get a diet cola. Would you like something from the store?”

“No thanks. I’ll be coming inside myself in a minute.”

Kelly nodded, and before she did something stupid like drool or trip over her own feet, she spun around and hurried inside after her friends. The line to the bathroom was already backing up so she opted for something to nibble on first. 

Standing next to Becky in the snack aisle, Hannah looked up. “What is it about long-distance driving that turns us into human garbage disposals? Everything looks delicious.”

Becky chuckled. “That’s because everything is delicious.”

“And you can afford to eat every morsel.” Kelly had always envied Becky’s thin build. Having developed curves early on, Kelly knew the boys wanted her mostly for one thing. She’d learned how to handle that and her figure. Always managing to remain on the curvy side of the line separating full figured from overweight, or at least until recently, she thought she had.

“Unfortunately,” Becky said, “no matter what I eat, I’ll never have your curves. But fortunately for me, my husband likes me just the way I am.” This time, like every other time her friend mentioned DJ Farraday, Becky’s face twisted into a sappy grin.

Another reason why Kelly envied Becky’s lack of curves. At least Becky always knew if a man showed interest, it was in her personality and not her bra size.

“You look awfully serious all of a sudden.” Becky frowned. “Is something wrong?” 

From slightly behind Becky, wide eyed, Hannah shook her head, silently letting Kelly know that she had not shared last night’s secret.

Except Kelly’s suddenly sullen thoughts had nothing to do with her short stint in jail and everything to do with the last jerk she’d dated. No matter how hard she tried to erase Brett Cunningham’s biting words from her memory banks, every time she stepped in front of a mirror she had to look twice, asking herself if she really looked good, or if her choice of wardrobe made her look fat. Or worse—was Brett right and she actually was fat? She really hated him for managing in only a few months to make her question everything good she believed about herself, for making her look differently at herself. Really.

“It’s the creep, isn’t it?” Becky asked

Hannah’s face folded with confusion. “Creep?”

“Yeah. The last idiot she dated—and finally unloaded. Brett was an insecure moron who got his self esteem jolt by tearing others apart. And now he’s got Kelly doubting what a great figure she has.”

Among other things, Kelly thought to herself. At first she’d felt special being asked out by such a successful, handsome hunk. So much so that she never noticed when his sweet attentions turned to double edged put downs; not smart, not pretty, but definitely fat. 

Frowning at Kelly, Hannah looked even more confused than before. “Why would you believe him?”

“Oh Lord, please tell me we’re not talking about Kelly’s recent ex?” Grace came walking up the aisle. “I’m still trying to think of something I can sue him for. Sadly, the court system doesn’t recognize self-centered, manipulative and controlling jackass as a suitable cause for action.”

“And Time magazine doesn’t have an edition for Asshole Ex Boyfriend of the Year either,” Becky chimed in.

Hannah snickered. “So I’m guessing this guy is a controlling asshole that no one likes.”

“What guy?” Ian’s voice carried over Kelly’s shoulder. 

When she turned to face him, he frowned, except unlike his sister who was clearly confused, Ian looked more annoyed. Her stomach twisted with fear of how much had he overheard. Kelly had a feeling had he really been her big brother, her ex might have gotten an old-fashioned whooping for disrespecting her. Snapping her head back around to face her friends, she didn’t know quite what to say. She didn’t want him to know the ugly things her ex had said. How the guy had seen her. Right now, even though Ian was just visiting Tuckers Bluff, and was only her friend because of his sibling, she really, really, really wanted him to see her for who she’d thought herself to be only one short year ago and not through the idiot other guy’s eyes. “Oh, you know,” she answered with more aplomb than she felt, “just men. No one in particular. I think I’m going to buy the beef jerky. No carbs.”

Her friends shuffled about, grabbing things from the shelf.

“I like the honey roasted almonds.” Becky took a couple of bags.

Hannah reached over Grace’s arm. “Cheddar popcorn for me. Carbs be damned.”

“Atta girl.” Grace reached for a second bag of kettle baked potato chips. “Carbs be damned, indeed.”

Marching single file to the register, Kelly and her friends left Ian standing in the aisle. Sneaking a quick peek, she noticed he stood rooted to the floor, still frowning. It took Hannah jabbing her elbow into Kelly’s side for her to look forward again. And wasn’t that a new twist. Whether he sported the famous and charming Farraday smile or frowned like a territorial toddler, the guy had the same impact on her—knee buckling. She looked at the beef jerky in her hands and the popcorn in his friend’s hand. Who was she kidding, no carbs wasn’t going to change a thing, she should have grabbed the popcorn. 

 

****

 

Whatever was going on with Kelly, it was enough to have the hairs on the back of Ian’s neck standing on edge. Maybe it had simply been too long since his last vacation, or maybe he was merely in big brother over protective mode—not that anything about Kelly reminded him of his sister—or maybe there was more going on in her life than a misdemeanor DUI and a crazy grandfather.

“Planning on spending the weekend in aisle three?” DJ smacked his cousin on the shoulder, lightly enough to be a casual gesture, hard enough to snap Ian’s attention away from Kelly.

Fingering a bag of sunflower seeds, Ian shrugged. “Just looking for something to snack on that won’t slowly poison me.”

DJ’s gaze traveled from the front of the store where Kelly and the others stood on line at the cashier, to the bags of peanuts, popcorn, and other typical car ride junk food neatly displayed, and back to the front of the store. “You might have better luck choosing a snack if you tried looking this way.” DJ dangled a finger at the food items. 

Ian wasn’t fooling anyone. He should know better than to try. DJ was not that much younger than him, and both being in law enforcement had only added to the already strong bond from their youth. They understood each other, even without speaking.

“Want to tell me what’s really going on?” DJ asked.

Funny, that was exactly what he’d wanted to ask Kelly. Answering DJ would be much easier if Ian had a clue why his hackles were on high alert. “I’m not really sure.”

DJ looked to the cashier, only Kelly was left in line. “She is single.”

“That’s not it.” Ian wasn’t in the market for a woman, at least not the permanent kind. Tapping the toe of his boot behind him, he did a military turn. “Would you know anything about a sour ex-boyfriend?”

“Kelly’s?” 

Lips pressed tightly, Ian nodded. 

DJ’s gaze narrowed on his longtime friend at the front of the store. “How sour?”

“I’m not sure.” Having stepped into the middle of a conversation about a manipulative, controlling ex-boyfriend—never a good combination—and though his gut told him they were talking about Kelly and someone she’d dated, he couldn’t be sure. Which meant, under the circumstances, not being sure, he probably shouldn’t have said anything to DJ about his suspicions. Ian knew his cousin was still unhappy that recently he’d not noticed an abusive relationship under his own nose. Which is why Ian had to ask, “Heard anything about Jake and how he and his wife are doing?”

“Fine.” DJ continued to watch Kelly pay for her diet cola and beef jerky. “No more signs of violence and he’s recovering quickly from the surgery.”

“Good to hear. Nice to know the doctors were right about Jake’s prognosis.” Ian chose his next words carefully. “It wasn’t your fault. You know it, I know it, the whole town knows. We can’t be everywhere at all times and we can’t see all things.”

DJ turned to face his cousin. “Which is why you look ready to pounce at the next person who so much as looks at Kelly cross-eyed.” 

Quickly evaluating whether to push or give in, Ian shrugged and followed his cousin’s lead. “Sometimes my gut is wrong.” Not very often, but he wasn’t telling DJ that part.

Shaking his head, DJ tracked Kelly on her way out of the store and toward the car, then turned back to Ian. “Last fellow she dated wasn’t from Tuckers Bluff. I think she drove to Butler Springs more than he drove here, so I didn’t get to observe much myself, but if anyone will know anything, my wife will. I’ll see what I can find out, but I hope to hell your instincts are dead wrong on this.”

He wasn’t the only one. But if his gut was wrong and Kelly’s personal life wasn’t the problem, then what was? 

 

****

 

Eileen leaned left then right, stretching her back. She hadn’t said anything to her brother-in-law, but she was delighted when he decided to stop for gas instead of pushing the tank to its limit and driving home in a single span. These long car rides to and from Dallas had been a heck of a lot easier on her twenty years ago. “Next time I say we drive to Abilene and fly into Dallas.”

“You hate puddle jumpers.” Sean Farraday unscrewed the gas cap. “Besides, it’s not like we go into Dallas often.”

“Doesn’t matter. Whenever we go back, remind me how much my back is protesting the drive.” Eileen caught sight of DJ’s car pulling back onto the road and pointed. “Looks like we’re not that far behind the kids after all.”

“Didn’t think we were. They were dancing all night too. Probably had as hard a time crawling out of bed this morning as the rest of us old folks had.”

“Speak for yourself.” Eileen patted the back of her hair playfully. “I’m not old yet. But too bad they didn’t all sleep in an hour longer. I had hoped for an earlier start to beat everybody home.” Twisting left and right, and feeling that aching tug at too many muscles, she figured she was lucky she made it out of bed this morning at all.

Strolling in her direction, his gaze going right past her, her nephew Ian didn’t seem to notice her until he was practically at her feet.

“If you’re looking for DJ, he just pulled out.” Sean lifted his chin in the direction his son’s car had taken.

“Nope. I had to use the men’s room and didn’t want to hold up the caravan.”

“Well,” Eileen shrugged, “with cell phones and GPS and emergency satellite road service, the need for caravanning is pretty much obsolete any how.”

Sean returned the gas nozzle to the pump and looked up at Eileen. “Want me to get you something from inside?”

“A cold drink would be nice. Mine has gone from chilled to lukewarm to not worth a damn. In the meantime, I’m going to inspect the ladies room.” Even though she’d spent the better part of the last couple of days surrounded by family, she leaned up and kissed her nephew on the cheek. It was going to be nice having him around the house for couple of weeks while Finn was on his honeymoon. “Careful driving home.”

Ian smothered a chuckle and Eileen was pretty sure a few years ago he would have rolled his eyes at her too. “Yes, ma’am.”

It was sheer habit after twenty plus years of worrying about her boys that had Eileen turning around by the glass door to track Ian’s last steps. She was pretty sure Ian had driven to the wedding on his own after visiting his folks near Austin. And even if Eileen was remembering wrong, she didn’t understand why Kelly waited for him by her car.

Eileen practically walked sideways making her way to the ladies room while keeping an eye on Ian and Kelly. Now, wasn’t this an unexpected turn of events? She knew for sure that Hannah had ridden to Dallas with Kelly in Kelly’s car. Which left a couple of questions. Where was Hannah, and how was she getting home? And why was Ian riding home with Kelly instead of Hannah? Curiosity winning out, she inched back toward the front door, giving her a clear view of her nephew. The man’s smile bloomed wide and strong.

“I thought you were going to use the ladies room?” Sean stood beside her, a couple of cold drinks in his hands. Always a sharp man, fully aware of his surroundings, her brother-in-law’s gaze followed hers and landed on the same thing she had been watching. “Oh no. Don’t you let that imagination of yours run wild. There’s a very logical explanation for why Ian is riding back to the ranch with Kelly.”

“I’m sure you’re right.” And he probably was, but just in case, she scanned the edges of the property for any signs of a shaggy dog and her puppies.

 


CHAPTER FOUR

 

“Turn up this road.” Kelly pointed to the last street at the edge of town. Her Dad had been raised in the town limits of Tuckers Bluff and her mom had grown up on a West Texas sheep ranch. Having met in college, the compromise for where to set up the rest of their lives had been as far out of town as possible while still being close enough to a neighbor to borrow a cup of sugar. All the homes on her street had anywhere from two to five acre lots. With one of the larger lots on the block, Kelly’s mom had been content to raise chickens and grow vegetables while her dad taught history and helped coach the high school football team to the state championship two out of his twenty years of teaching.

Ian turned the corner and scanned the houses to either side of him. “I don’t know that I’ve ever been to this side of town.”

Considering how small Tuckers Bluff was, Kelly would’ve thought anyone who had ever lived here knew every nook and cranny. Then again, Ian and his siblings time in Tuckers Bluff had usually been limited to a few weeks in the summer and spent mostly at the ranch. “I guess now you can say you’ve seen it all.”

One side of his mouth tilting up in an amused grin, Ian shook his head. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned on the job it’s that just when I think I’ve seen it all and nothing can surprise me…”

“Something surprises you.”

“Yeah. That about covers it.”

Kelly pointed to the two-story farm style house with a wraparound porch, two car detached garage, graying paint and one shutter on the second floor hanging precariously from a single hinge. The house looked a little sad.

“Do you park in the garage?”

Kelly shook her head. For as long as she could remember the garage was dedicated to her dad’s car and the riding lawnmower. Even though they long ago had to sell her father’s precious El Dorado Cadillac convertible, Kelly still parked her car in the driveway in front. “Right in front will be fine.”

Ian pulled into the front semi circle drive at the same time his phone pinged with a message. Coming to a complete stop, he leaned over and looked at his cell. “It’s Hannah. She’s just dropped Becky off and will be leaving Meg at the B&B then she’ll be here to pick me up.”

Shaking her head, Kelly refrained from saying what she’d said before. At the gas station the Farradays had changed things up by divvying the carloads into men and women instead of the couples that had left Dallas. At the time Kelly had thought it made the most sense for her to ride with Hannah and the girls, but Ian had insisted on driving her all the way home. She couldn’t decide if it was the stubborn chivalrous streak that ran in all Faradays, the one that assured a girl out with a Farraday would be well taken care of and brought home safe and sound, or legal responsibility, or simply male stubbornness, but she tended to lean towards the chivalry option. Not that she was technically out with a Farraday, like on a date or anything, but he was certainly making sure she got home safe and sound.

“There you are.” Kelly’s mom came running down the front steps and wrapped her daughter in a hug. Anyone watching would have thought they hadn’t seen each other for months, instead of days. Maybe this whole grandfather thing was weighing harder on Kelly’s mom than the woman was letting on.

Pulling at the arm her mother had pressing against her neck, Kelly shifted her weight. “Mom, I can’t breathe.”

“Sorry, dear.” Her mother kissed her cheek and stepped back. “And you must be a Farraday.” 

“Yes, ma’am. Ian.”

“One of Patrick’s boys?” 

“No ma’am, Brian and Anne’s.”

“Oh, yes.” Janine Morgan extended her hand to Ian. “Thanks for bringing my little girl home.”

Did her mother seriously just call her a little girl? Kelly came within inches of rolling her eyes, blowing out a sigh, stomping her feet, and telling her mother she wasn’t a little girl. She hadn’t been little for a long time. But of course all of that would only have proved her mother’s point of view. Instead Kelly bit her tongue, smiled, and hoped Hannah would pull up before her grandfather or uncle made an appearance, adding to the family performance.

Chickens suddenly cackled loudly, her dog began barking along with a few other canines in the distance, and Kelly turned her gaze down the road, praying for Hannah to appear.

“Dag nab it, Ralph.” Her grandfather Herbert’s voice carried from the backyard. “I said hold it.”

Through the open backyard gate, squawking with wings flapping, in a rushing wave, at least twenty chickens came scrambling toward them, her grandfather and uncle running behind.

“Oh Dad.” Her mom put her fisted hands on her hips. “You tried to fix the chicken coop, didn’t you? And for land sake stop chasing them.”

The way Ian’s eyes opened wide at the site of chickens scrambling left, right, and in every direction, he probably thought her entire family was stark raving mad.

Her mother untied her apron, and draping it like a bullfighter’s cape, began redirecting some of the hens toward the back of the house. “Well, don’t just stand there,” she said to Kelly, but Ian was the one to spring into action. Unbuttoning his shirt, he shrugged out of it and using it the same way her mom did the apron, waved a handful of chickens toward the rear of the house. 

If Kelly thought she’d been mortified last night or this morning, neither was anything compared to this afternoon’s main event.

“Dad,” her mother yelled, “stop chasing the chickens.”

“I got one.” Her uncle Ralph held a squirming chicken up for everyone to see.

Her mother turned to Kelly and handed her the apron. “You keep trying to herd the birds in the right direction. I’ll man the back gate and then we can figure out what the boys did to the chicken coop.”

All Kelly could do was nod; she didn’t dare look up at Ian. She didn’t want to know what was running through his mind. The man had to be thinking they were all completely nuts.

 

****

 

Chickens. He was supposed to be helping move chickens. Not ogling Kelly’s hips. Distracted with business last night, he hadn’t really paid attention to what Kelly wore or how it may or may not have shown off her shape. Today, in casual sweatpants and a loose fitting T-shirt, her figure was well hidden. But with Kelly leaning forward, waving at the squawking hens, the outline of her shape was impossible to hide. A narrowing waist curved out to well-rounded hips. No matter how many times he dragged his attention back to the business at hand of moving chickens, whenever she got in his line of sight, he’d noticed something else about her. The rosy blush rising up her neck to her cheeks, the pearl-like complexion of her skin, how she nibbled on her lower lip every time a chicken ran off in the wrong direction, and heaven help him, the way her chest rose every time she blew out a frustrated breath. 

“Oh my.” Hannah came up the walkway giggling. “I always thought it would’ve been fun if Mom and Dad had raised chickens.”

“You might want to reconsider that.” Kelly circled around after two hens that had broken through their efforts to redirect them. 

“Oh, let me try.” Hannah rushed up to the two wayward chickens. Frightened by her approach both hens flapped their wings, leapt, squawked, and tore off toward the backyard.

Kelly straightened, and for the first time since the chicken scenario had begun, let out a deep laugh. “Well, that worked. They may not lay eggs for a week, but at least we got them in the backyard.”

“Hey,” Hannah waved her hands palm up and grinned, “what are friends for?”

By the time they finally corralled the last of the hens into the backyard, Ian was ready for a second shower of the day, and thanks to Kelly, most likely a cold one.

He secured the latch on the gate and spun about to see Kelly and her mother across the yard, shaking their heads, Mrs. Morgan waving a hammer at the two old men standing to either side of them and the gaping hole in the large wired fence area that surrounded what he assumed was the chicken coop.

“I know you were trying to help.” Kelly shifted her gaze from one side of the fencing to the other then back to her grandfather.

Even not knowing the man, Ian could see the frustration in his face. Whether it was that of an aging gentleman dealing with the reality of being unable to do that which he might have easily done in his younger days or something else, Ian didn’t know, but the softening look in Kelly’s eyes showed she recognized it too.

“Thanks, Pop. Give me a few minutes to unpack the car and say goodbye to my friends, then we can finish fixing the fencing.”

“If Ralph here had his hearing aids turned on he’d have known I said hold it not pull it.” Her grandfather bent over and picked up a screwdriver and long handled pliers. “You go on and take care of your business, we’ll finish up here.”

Kelly opened her mouth as if ready to object, and then let it snap shut before nodding. “Okay.”

The deflated look in Kelly’s eyes pricked at Ian. He didn’t know what to do to help her situation with her family long term, but he knew enough about ranching and fixing fences to at least help out with this little mess. “Is it all right, gentleman, if I give you a hand? I could use the exercise.”

The two men looked him over from top to bottom and like a set of matching bobbleheads, nodded.

“Oh you don’t have to—” Kelly’s mom started

“That won’t be—” Kelly’s words tumbled over her mother’s.

Ian held up his hand, cutting them both off. “Mrs. Morgan, you probably know my mama and Aunt Eileen well enough to know that if I don’t do the neighborly thing and offer a hand, even at my age, they’ll both tan my hide.”

Kelly’s mom let out a soft chuckle. “You do have a point. I’d better go make some lemonade.”

Waiting until her mother was out of earshot, Kelly turned to him. “I won’t argue, because I know you’re right. But I know you didn’t have to do this. Thank you.”

“Need another pair of hands?” Hannah asked.

If it had been a large job he would’ve taken his sister up on her offer. She and Grace were as good at mending fences and ranch work as any of the Farraday men, but this was something he could’ve handled on his own in a short while. “I think we’ve got it. Thank you.”

Reluctantly Kelly turned and slowly walked away with her friend. Ian looked to the two older men doing more harm than good and decided this job would take much less time if he didn’t have help. No wonder Kelly was at her wits end with her aging relatives. Something told him corralling frantic chickens had been easier than keeping these men in line would be. He didn’t want to even consider all the trouble these old coots, as Kelly called them, would get themselves into.

 


CHAPTER FIVE

 

“Take a look at this over here.” 

Ian glanced up at Connor Farraday standing several yards away from where the men had stopped for lunch. Uncle Sean had been the first up on his feet and moving with Ian only a few steps behind. 

Frowning down at the recently replaced fence post, Connor shook his head. “Doesn’t make any sense.”

The repaired fence section looked sloppy and incomplete.

“This won’t hold a newborn pup.” Sean Farraday pulled his gloves from his pocket and slid them on to examine the workmanship more closely. “Unless you or your brother drank your lunch the day this was done, or Sam has been holding out an addiction to Mogen David, this wasn’t done by any of us.”

Connor shook his head. “That’s pretty much what I thought.”

Shifting around his cousin and uncle for a closer look, Ian had a good idea what had caught their attention. Usually fence line was tight and strong. This particular section was not only looser than the others, but where the ends should be tightly twisted, they appeared as though intended to be undone again soon.

His first day replacing his cousin Finn, and already Ian was faced with the secondary reason for vacationing on his uncle’s ranch. Now Connor and his uncle stared at Ian for answers. He didn’t need to say anything. Neither Connor nor Uncle Sean were stupid, they both already knew exactly what he was thinking. No one in the Farraday family or the Farraday Ranch had done this. Whoever had tampered with the fence line could only have one reason; they planned to return for more cattle. “Looks like somebody was dumb enough to think if they don’t outright cut the fence lines, maybe local ranchers would stop noticing their missing calves.” 

“That’s something like what I was thinking.” Sean Farraday shook his head. 

“This wasn’t the pasture where the calf went missing is it?” 

His uncle shook his head. 

“Which means,” Ian voiced his less pleasant thought. “It also could likely mean they’re planning on coming back.”

“We’re going to have to have somebody keep an eye on this.” His uncle waved at the rickety fence section. 

Maybe. Maybe not. Ian needed to have a chat with some of the other ranchers in the area who had lost some calves. None of this was adding up. At least not to a cattle rustling ring like anything he’d ever seen before. A small part of him wished this were a real Texas Ranger assignment and his partner were here on the job with him. If nothing else, at least to bounce ideas off each other.

Sean Farraday slapped his gloves against his thigh and tucked them in his back pocket. “We’ve got more work to do today, gentleman.”

His uncle was right. They had a big ranch to run. And now he had a new problem to solve.

 

****

 

Some days were easier than others. By all rights, today should’ve been a fantastic day. The weather was beautiful, the sun shining bright. The clinic schedule was light. Intentionally they’d booked only a few appointments after Finn’s wedding, and much to Kelly’s surprise there had been no emergencies. It wasn’t often the entire team got to lunch at the café. Normally Kelly loved not having to shovel down a sandwich between patients or updating files. So why was she nervous as a cat in a room full of rockers following Becky and Adam across the street?

Holding the door for Becky, then Kelly, Adam frowned down at her. “You okay?” 

“Me?” Kelly glanced upward at the six plus foot of Farraday brother and plastered on her best effort at an all-is-right-with-the-world smile. “Never been better.” 

Adam nodded, but his frown remained in place. Her boss wasn’t completely convinced, and she had to give him points for caring. Of course, if he didn’t care she wouldn’t have a job. When her dad had suffered his stroke years ago and she’d had to come running home from college to help her mother, Adam had created the receptionist position for her and it had been hers to lose ever since. Of course, the business was much larger now. The town had grown and they were always busy. Still, she owed a great deal to Adam Farraday’s generosity. The fact that he still worried about her warmed her heart. 

Now if she could just get rid of the nerves that had been taunting her all day, waiting for news from Dallas, all really would be right with the world.

“Isn’t this a nice surprise,” Abbie called from the other side of the front counter. “Pick any spot that strikes your fancy and I’ll be right with you.” 

The three of them settled into the booth at the end that allowed Adam a clear view of the front of the clinic. The man rarely unplugged from his job. If anyone pulled up with an emergency, he’d be out of the booth and halfway out the door before the call even came in. 

“All right.” Abbie came hurrying up with a pitcher of water and poured everybody a glass. “Because I know the most important thing is the pies, Frank made rhubarb and apple crumb. Special of the day is beef stew.”

Becky reached for her water. “Did he make soup today?”

“Is the Pope Catholic?” Abbie chuckled shaking her head. “Broccoli and cheese.”

“Good.” Becky rubbed her palms together. “I love Frank’s broccoli and cheese soup.”

Abbie leaned forward, turned left then right, and whispered softly, “The secret is the cheese. He uses smoked Gouda.” 

“Whatever it is, it’s the best. I’ll have a bowl please.” Becky sat back, a satisfied grin on her face.

“No stew?”

Becky shook her head. “Soup and apple pie, that’s all a girl needs to be happy.”

With her stomach in knots waiting to hear from Ian and DJ and Dale and anyone else who could tell her late night post wedding ordeal was over and done with, Kelly didn’t have an appetite. “I’m not that hungry today. I think I’ll follow Becky’s lead and have a nice bowl of Frank’s soup.”

The way Abbie, Adam, and Becky remained staring at Kelly waiting for the rest of her order only reinforced what Brett had told her. She wouldn’t be so curvy if she didn’t eat so much. Then again, Brett was a jerk. She knew that, but might have to remind herself a few more times. She couldn’t let herself buy into his malarkey. She’d come so close to believing him, so close to doubting everything about herself. She was not going to let him win.

Adam was the first to blink. His brows buckled momentarily, and Kelly knew he was debating if something was wrong again. Instead he looked to Abbie. “Since I’m not a girl, I’ll have the soup and the stew and the pie.”

“There you go.” Abbie smiled. “I need more big eaters like you.”

“I’m guessing that means my brothers haven’t been by yet today?” Adam teased.

“Nope.” Abbie turned her wrist to look at her watch. “But my guess is the word has already reached DJ that his wife is lunching here. My money is on he’ll be here before I have time to serve up the soup.”

No one needed to say a word in agreement. Becky grinned proudly, Adam nodded, and before Kelly could form a thought, the bell over the door sounded and DJ came through, quickly scanning the cafe. His smile broadened when his gaze landed on his wife as though he hadn’t seen her in days rather than merely a few hours. Kelly understood all the Farradays were still in the honeymoon stage of marriage, but something told her no matter how many years passed, all of her friends would still have that same sappy puppy-love look in their eyes.

Scooting into the booth beside his brother, DJ tore his gaze away from his wife, glanced in Kelly’s direction and shook his head. Whether that meant bad news or no news, she wasn’t sure. What she did know was that DJ had not said anything to his brother or his wife about coming to her rescue the other night or he would have outright updated her on the situation.

Juggling a large tray, Abbie appeared, and having anticipated DJ’s order, unloaded four bowls of soup. “Special’s beef stew,” she told the police chief.

DJ grabbed onto a spoon and dipping it into the thick broth, nodded at his friend. “That’ll just hit the spot. Thank you.”

“Is it me,” Adam squinted at his brother, “or do you look a bit frazzled?”

Swallowing the soup, DJ set his spoon down and looked to Adam. “There is a rumor in town that a local referendum is about to be presented to make Tuckers Bluff wet.”

Spoons and forks clanked against dishes.

Adam’s eyes rounded. “You’re kidding? Booze in Tuckers Bluff?”

“I don’t know. So far it’s just a rumor. At least I thought so. But Mabel Berkner has spent the last forty-five minutes in front of my desk pummeling me with a barrage of reasons I’m incompetent and ungodly for allowing liquor in Tuckers Bluff.”

Rolling his eyes, Adam shook his head. “That would do it.” 

“Do you think Mabel knows something we don’t?” Kelly asked.

“If she does, she knows more than me, the mayor, and the City Council.”

“But you’re going to look into it, aren’t you?” Adam picked up his spoon.

DJ nodded. “As much as Mabel and her garden club cohorts have driven me and my predecessor insane with their nitpicking over historical preservation and acceptable paint colors, Founding Fathers memorials, and whether or not Father Tim’s Wednesday night bingo is undermining the morality of the town, usually when she gets on the bandwagon she has at least some hold on reality.”

“I can’t imagine someone wanting to open a liquor store on Main Street.” Adam stirred his soup.

Becky chuckled. “Maybe the sisters want to sell brandy for tea time.”

“They probably already have a bottle stashed under the cash register.” Kelly slapped her hands over her mouth and looked over to where Abbie stood behind the counter. More than once she’d known Abbie to pour a little extra something into someone’s coffee if nerves needed calming. Kelly didn’t want to get anyone into any trouble, even though she was pretty sure DJ knew more about it than she did.

“Either way,” Adam looked at his brother, “the town has to vote on it, don’t they?”

“Yes,” DJ nodded. “There are at least fifteen variations of selling alcohol in the state of Texas. Listening to Mabel you’d think fifteen different establishments were going to open up with every degree of variation from hard alcohol liquor sales, to brothels serving mixed drinks, to grocery stores selling light beer.”

Adam’s brows inched high on his forehead. “I’m guessing the brothel was Mabel’s own interpretation of the current Texas alcohol regulations.”

Rolling his eyes, DJ blew out a sigh. “After forty-five minutes with Mabel, I wouldn’t mind a drink no matter where it’s served.”

Becky crossed her arms. “Excuse me?”

Covering her mouth with her hand, Kelly hid her smile. 

Adam, on the other hand, made no effort to control his guffaw. “Oh, you walked into that one, little brother.”

“It’s Mabel. The woman can drive any sane man crazy.”

Arms laden with dinner dishes, Abbie appeared at the table. “I may regret asking, but what has that woman done now?”

“Other than test my patience? Nothing really. But if she’s right and there’s a referendum to allow alcohol sales in Tuckers Bluff, all hell is about to break loose.”

 


CHAPTER SIX

 

Skipping out on dinner his second night at his uncle’s ranch wasn’t Ian’s preference. In the Farraday family, mealtime was sacred. If there was something more than sacred, family dinners were it. But with only a couple weeks of vacation time, he needed to get into town to ferret out some more information on the ranches with missing calves and he didn’t want to skip working the ranch tomorrow to do it. 

He’d barely turned down the main road when he spotted a well-rounded derriere protruding from under the hood of a familiar parked car in front of Adam’s clinic. The lights inside the clinic were out and he suspected Adam had no idea his receptionist was stranded. 

Pulling into the lot by the café, he parked and trotted to the car. “Need a hand?” 

“Wha…ouch.” 

The smack from her head striking metal made him cringe. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you.” 

Rubbing the back of her head with one hand, she looked up, squinting. “Serves me right for ignoring the idiot lights.” 

“Which light?” 

“All of them.” The surprise on his face must have shown because she immediately explained. “I was almost at the clinic this morning when the dashboard lit up. I thought it could wait until after work and a short drive to Ned’s, but the dumb thing won’t start.” 

“I see. May I?” 

Wiping her hands, she stepped aside. “All yours.” 

It only took a few minutes to recognize the most likely problem. The alternator. “Does Ned know you’re coming?” 

Kelly nodded. “I called him after work.” 

“Good. Because I think you’re going to need his tow truck.” 

“Really?” She bit on her lower lip and glanced back under the hood. “I was hoping it was just a loose battery cable or maybe some corrosion I could fix with a can of cola.” 

That made him laugh. Not so much because it was a bad idea, but because so much in day to day grime could be handled by a can of cola. And people still drink the stuff. “There’s also the possibility with a couple of new belts you could be on your way.” 

“Oh,” her shoulders straightened and her expression softened, “that shouldn’t cost much.” 

Probably not. Even if she did need the alternator as he suspected, that shouldn’t be outrageous. Ned was a fair guy, but Ian could still see the worry on her face. Hadn’t the kid had enough bad luck recently? “Listen, have you had dinner yet?” 

Her eyes widened with surprise, but he had no idea why. Everyone had to eat, and even though he needed to meet up with his cousin over this missing calf business, it could wait until he’d grabbed a bite. 

“I…” Kelly looked down at her phone. “It’s Ned. He’s on his way back from towing in a trailer from Ken Brady’s. Will meet me in about an hour.” Her gaze met his and lovely green eyes blinked. “Guess I won’t be getting home in time for supper.” 

“Then join me at the café?”

Those pretty green eyes widened a second time. 

“Just dinner,” he said quickly. Meant to reassure her that he had no untoward intentions, the way the light in her eyes immediately dimmed, he wondered if maybe he’d said the wrong thing. “Please.” 

Her slight nod was less than reassuring that he hadn’t somehow hurt her feelings. While Ian slammed the hood of the car shut, Kelly retrieved her purse from the backseat and stood smiling in front of him. “All set.” 

Maybe he’d been wrong in his snap assessment. Maybe he hadn’t said anything wrong. Then again, with women, what did he know? 

They’d progressed only a few feet when she slowed her pace. “Is there any news on my…” she glanced left then right and whispered, “arrest?” 

So wrapped up in the stretch of fence they’d stumbled on today, Dale’s call earlier in the afternoon had completely slipped his mind. “Yes. I’m sorry. It’s been a busy day, but everything is straightened out. You don’t have to reappear in court, and there won’t be anything on your record.”

Only a foot away from her, he could hear the deep sigh of relief. He was an idiot for not having called her right away, or at least having made sure that DJ called her. He felt two inches tall knowing that she had been worried about this all afternoon while his mind had been on missing calves.

“Thank you so much for answering DJ’s phone, and everything else. I don’t even want to think about what would’ve happened if I’d had to sleep there all night or worse spend a few days in jail. I owe you. All of you.”

Reaching for the café door, Ian smiled. “That’s what friends are for.”

“Thank God.”

“Well there.” Abbie waved. “Didn’t expect to see you back in town so soon. Looks like Finn was wrong, you hold up just fine after a day’s work.”

Ian had to laugh out loud. He didn’t know what the heck his cousins thought he did all day long in his regular job, and he would be the first to admit there were some days that were easier than others, but there were other days when he worked twice as hard as any of his cousins. Ranch or no ranch. 

“Just two, expecting someone else?”

“Only two,” Ian answered.

Abbie scooted around the counter. “Take any spot. I’ll be by in a second with some water and to take your order.”

“Make mine iced tea please.” Kelly smiled at the café owner. A nice smile. Bright, sincere, nice to see.

At the table the two had barely slid in place when Abbie appeared, drinks in hand. “Special tonight is pasta puttanesca.”

“I don’t remember Frank making that before.” Kelly frowned.

Abbie waved a finger at no one in particular. “Seems while he was helping out at your house, he and your grandpa got to talking about their time in the military. Apparently both of them spent a good deal of time in Italy. Your grandpa in the Navy, and Frank in the Marines.”

“Oh boy.” Kelly winced. “I hope Gramps didn’t offend Frank.”

“Offend?” After a short time helping corral chickens, Ian couldn’t imagine such a sweet old man offending anyone. Especially someone as gruff and tough as Frank.

“I think jarhead is the kindest thing I’ve ever heard Gramps say about a Marine. And if I’m not mistaken, Marines don’t take very kindly to that word.”

“Maybe not,” Abbie shrugged one shoulder, “but from what I understand they got along like a house on fire. And whatever they talked about, it’s had Frank whipping up old recipes left and right. I’m just glad nobody’s asked me to translate puttanesca.”

This time Ian bit back a smile. One of Naples many claims to fame is their whore style pasta, though no one can really agree how the spaghetti sauce got its name.

“Whatever it means, I’m sure it will be delicious,” Kelly nodded. “I’ll try it.” 

“Make that two,” Ian added. 

“Two pasta puttanescas coming right up.” 

Ian waited a few moments for Abbie to walk away before speaking. “How are the repairs on the house coming along?”

“Fine. He pops over for about an hour after the café closes and does a little here, a little there. Frank does construction as well as he cooks.”

“I’m not surprised. Do you know what he did in the Marines?”

“No idea.” Kelly flipped her hand palm up. “I actually know very little about him. It sounds like my grandfather may know more about him now than anybody else in town. Except maybe Abbie.”

“That woman would’ve made a great bartender. I wouldn’t be surprised if she knows everyone in town’s secrets.”

Kelly failed to hold back a laugh. Ian thought she had a nice smile, but he liked her laugh even more. Actually, now that he took a few seconds to think about it, there was quite a bit about Kelly he liked. Too bad he wouldn’t be around long enough to do anything about it. 

 

****

 

Kelly didn’t know where to look. She was sure every time Ian smiled at her, she probably blushed like a crushing school girl. She’d spent more time with Ian Farraday in the last two days then she had her entire life. And she’d spent plenty of time as a teenager spying on all the Farraday brothers and cousins. They’d all been off limits, but she hadn’t minded getting an eyeful. By the time she’d graduated high school and gone off to college, she’d developed a healthy immunity to Grace’s brothers, and she’d thought the cousins too. Until now. She may feel like a little sister around Adam and his brothers, but none of the things she was feeling right now with Ian were even remotely related to a big brother. 

“Speaking of which,” Kelly fiddled with the straw in her glass, “if the rumors of a referendum to sell liquor are true and the town decides to pass it, Abbie could get a lot more opportunity to listen to sob stories.”

Ian shook his head. “I don’t see her serving more than wine or beer with dinner.”

“True.” Kelly shrugged. “Still, with some folks that’s all it takes.”

“Honestly, with all the hoops required to jump through to get a liquor license, I wouldn’t be surprised if she declares the café a Bring Your Own Bottle restaurant”

“Hey man,” Ken Brady paused at their table shoving a hand in front of Ian, “I heard you’d be around for a couple of weeks. We should hit Butler Springs Friday night.” 

Ian glanced up. “Maybe. We’ll have to see how the week goes.”

“Turning into an old man already?” Ken laughed. He was closer to Finn’s age than Ian’s and Kelly could see by the flash in Ian’s eyes that he didn’t appreciate the jab at his age. “By the way, have you heard if there’s any truth to the rumor about the referendum?”

Hefting one shoulder in a lazy shrug, Ian shook his head. “Nothing confirmed.”

Ken lit up like a Christmas tree. “Hot damn. Dear Lord, may we please finally get a nightspot of our own so we don’t have to drive all the way to the Boots and Scoots in Butler Springs.”

“I don’t mind.” Abbie set two plates down on the table. “You want to dance closer to home, that’s fine, but the last thing I need is any competition for my dinner customers.”

Ken slung an arm across Abbie’s shoulder. “Tell you what, if the referendum turns out to be more than a rumor, and it passes, you clear out a few tables for a little boot scooting and a beer, and I’m all yours.”

Abbie rolled her eyes and slid out from Ken’s resting arm. “I may have to reconsider,” she teased.

The bell announcing another patron sounded as DJ and Becky walked in. It took the man only a few seconds to scan the place and zero in on his cousin.

“Looks like we’re going to need a bigger table.” Kelly glanced across the café. “Are you expecting someone?” she asked Ken.

“Actually, I’m here to pick up an order. Mom’s not feeling well and the last thing anybody wants is my dad in the kitchen.”

DJ reached the table. “Did he start another fire?”

“Oh please,” Kelly sighed, “don’t mention fires.”

“Sorry, Kel.” DJ winced. 

“No more fires,” Ken answered, “and we want to keep it that way.”

“Might as well pull up a chair while you’re waiting.” DJ pointed to the table beside them, then gestured to his cousin. “Why don’t you sit on the other side so I can sit with Becky?”

“Don’t make the man move.” Becky moved to Kelly’s side of the table.

It wasn’t often she saw the town police chief pucker his lower lip in a near pout. Actually, she’d never seen the town police chief do that, but danged if it wasn’t what DJ’s expression looked like. 

“Don’t get your prize buckle in a twist.” Ian pushed his plate to the empty spot beside Kelly and then slid out of the booth and settled in beside her.

Yes, she’d spent several hours in a car with the man yesterday, but there had been a console between them and she’d been more concerned over possibly being hauled back to Dallas to spend more time in jail, and what her grandfather had done to the house, rather than paying that much attention to the handsome man driving her car. Having nothing catastrophic on the horizon now left her mind wide open to notice and consider the Farraday hunk beside her.

From across the counter by the kitchen, Abbie called out to Ken. “Five more minutes and you’ll be ready to go.”

“Thanks.” Ken slid the chair from the nearby table and hanging his arms over the back, straddled the seat. “Since we’ve got a few minutes, did you figure anything else out about the missing calves?”

Ian put his fork down. “Y’all have had calves go missing too?”

“Yeah. First time we noticed it we thought someone had made a mistake. Then the second calf went missing so I mentioned it to DJ to see if anyone else in the county was having trouble.”

DJ nodded. “And that’s what had Dad and Finn double checking the pastures.”

“Which is when Grace found the downed fence line and the cigarette butts. Today we found a loosely repaired fence line.” Ian waved a finger at his cousin. “I was actually coming into town to talk to you about it.”

DJ turned to Ken. “Have any more calves gone missing?”

“Nope.” Ken shook his head. “But my place is a fraction of the size of yours. How many calves has the ranch lost?”

“So far only one, but I put some feelers out to the neighboring ranchers to check their calf count and just a little while ago I got a call from Stan Rankin—”

“He’s lost calves also?” Ian asked. 

“Not calves,” DJ enunciated. “Calf.” 

Ian threw his arms out palms up bumping against Kelly. “Sorry,” he said to her before looking up at his cousin. “Who steals one cow from a ranch?”

“That would be fourteen ranches and seventeen calves over the last few months that I know of and why, dear cuz,” DJ leaned back and crossed his arms, “we’ve got you.”

Kelly shifted her gaze from her friends seated across from her, to Ken another friend since childhood, to Ian sitting way too close beside her. From the sounds of it, she wasn’t the only one in town up to her armpits in crazy trouble.

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

“That nine is a diamond not a heart.” Eileen waved a finger at her friend’s cards. She’d left the ranch early for the Tuesday morning meeting after fixing breakfast and sending Sean and Ian off for the day with a packed lunch. Even though she’d skipped coffee before leaving and was barely halfway through her first cup here at the café, she could still see the mismatched card from across the table. 

Ruth Ann lowered her eyes to the straight flush she’d laid out in front of her. “Damn. How did I miss that?”

Peering over the rim of her playing cards, Dorothy, another longtime member of the Tuckers Bluff Ladies Afternoon Social Club, stared pointedly at Ruth Ann. “Because you refuse to wear your glasses.”

Sally May shook her head. “She’s right. If Ralph walks in the door, one of us will warn you to take off your glasses.”

Ruth Ann squinted at her cards again.

“Oh for land’s sake.” Eileen tossed her cards into the pot. They’d have to play the hand again anyhow. “Ralph won’t care if you wear reading glasses. This isn’t 1966. No one is going to call you Four Eyes. Heck, starting with Elton John back in the 70s and up to Lady Gaga, eyewear has become a fashion statement.”

“Just get yourself a nice colorful pair with a few rhinestones and you’ll look great,” Dorothy said a little too happily. 

“I’m not so sure if the old goat would even notice if you’re wearing glasses.” Sally May scooped up the cards from the middle of the table. 

Ruth Ann rolled her eyes. “He’s not blind and he’s not that old.”

“Sorry.” Sally May flashed a toothy grin. “So when is the next date?”

“I don’t know.” Ruth Ann sighed. “I think that fire in the sink has him distracted.”

If Ruth Ann didn’t look so forlorn, Eileen would have teased her at least a little bit. 

Dorothy cut the deck. “I’m sure once everything is back to normal, you’ll hear from him again.” Unbidden, Eileen’s mind dragged her back over 25 years to a place and time she’d long ago buried. Grace had just begun to pull herself up, her brother-in-law Sean had discarded all the nanny applicants, and Eileen had postponed her wedding again. Glen lost his temper and slammed the phone down hard in her ear. Anne Farraday had been nearby and noticing the pain in her eyes had mumbled something very similar, “Soon things will be back to normal and then you’ll hear from him again.” 

And she had. A month later he was engaged to Sally Marshall. 

“Earth to Eileen.” Dorothy waved her hand in front of Eileen’s face. 

“Sorry. What?” 

Dorothy pulled her cards close to her chest and leaned forward. “I said they’ve been mowing the old golf course. Have you heard of any plans to reopen?” 

“Why the heck would anyone want to reopen that?” Sally May paused mid-air before slipping a card into her hand. 

Dorothy shrugged. “Maybe there’s some new oil business coming in. Makes sense if someone’s wanting a liquor license that they may be wanting it for the clubhouse, which means they’d want the golf course playable, which means there’s got to be something big moving in near town.” 

“That’s an awful lot of which means and suppositions, don’t ya think?” Ruth Ann chimed in. 

“Don’t know.” Dorothy raised her brows high on her forehead and cocked her head with a smile. “Liquor referendum. Golf course getting mowed. It has to mean something.”

“Yes,” Sally May looked up from her hand, “it means rumors take on a life of their own when people start speculating. I say we play cards.” 

Dorothy rolled her eyes, blew out a low huff, and slumped back in her seat.

The rumor debate over, Eileen tried to focus on the cards in her hand, but her mind kept wandering back to Glen and Sally Marshall.

“Eileen!” Three faces stared at her. Clearly she’d missed another question. 

“What?” 

“Have you heard from Finn?” Dorothy carefully enunciated as though Eileen were demented not distracted. 

“Of course not. He’s on his honeymoon.” What grown man breaks away from alone time with a new wife to call his aunt? Had all her friends gone off the deep end? 

“Like you told Ruth Ann, this isn’t 1966. The kids have cell phones with free long distance, spend more time on their apps than with human to human communication, and—”

“Honeeeymooon,” Eileen repeated with more emphasis. “I don’t care if Finn could call Mars for free.”

“She does have a point.” Sally May raised and lowered her eyebrows suggestively before swallowing an impish grin.

“Fine.” Dorothy fanned open her cards, moving them about with a tad more gusto than necessary. “Forget I said anything.” 

What Eileen wished she could forget was the unopened letter that had been sitting on her dresser for weeks. Then you’ll hear from him again.

 

****

 

Ranch life started dark and early. Normally Ian would have been less than thrilled to be up even before the crack of dawn, but today he appreciated the quiet time, the hard-working time, the thinking time.

After dinner last night, he and DJ went back to DJ’s office and mapped out a timeline of reported lost cattle, at least as many as they knew of. The only thing they could conclude was that these were either incredibly stupid thieves who didn’t stand a chance in hell of making much money, or a brilliant masterminded ring spread a lot wider than this little piece of West Texas, amassing herds of cattle virtually undetected as stolen. His bet was on the former.

This left him spending all night mulling over possible motivation for stealing cattle. And not full grown market cows, something rustlers want, but calves. The whole thing made no sense to him, to DJ, or anyone else in the family. There was a lot of ranching background bouncing ideas around and not a single person could come up with a blessed thing.

“You’re thinking about the missing cattle, aren’t you?” Uncle Sean asked.

“This entire situation is one big puzzle and there are several pieces that simply don’t fit.”

“You’re not telling me anything I don’t know.” Sean slipped off his gloves and stuffed them in his back pocket. “We’re done with this bit of fence. I’m thinking I may want to check water levels on one of the wells that has been acting up.”

“Need some help?”

“Nope.” Sean Farraday shook his head. “You might as well check out our pasture with the missing calf.”

Ian smothered a smile. When he was a kid both his dad and his uncle seemed to have an uncanny ability to know what he and his cousins were up to. For a few years he would’ve believed anyone who told them the Farraday men could read minds. Even though it made no sense now, he wasn’t at all surprised that his uncle knew he’d been itching to check out the spot where Grace had found the cigarette butts. Yes, the fence had long ago been repaired, but he still wanted to see for himself. And his uncle knew it. “I’ll take the horse back to the barn and take the four-wheeler out to the pasture.” 

Uncle Sean looked off in the direction he planned to go, then back at Ian. “Maybe I should come with you.”

“Nonsense. This time we don’t need an extra pair of eyes.”

His uncle hesitated, weighing Ian’s words. “You’re probably right. I’ll meet you back at the ranch house before supper.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Ian mounted his cousin Finn’s horse. The well-trained animal responded to the barest touch. He could have picked any horse to ride and they all would prove to be excellent cow horses. Though all his cousins were fantastic with ranch animals, Connor especially work wonders with any horse from any background. Even though Ian had grown up watching his cousin’s special way with all animals, especially the horses, it still surprised him just how good Connor was and how much he could accomplish.

Brandy knew the way home. Ian considered riding straight over to check out the fence line but thought better of keeping the horse out any longer. He’d barely touched ground when a brief clatter caught his attention. Hesitating, he listened carefully. Nothing. He wasn’t even sure which direction the noise had come from. Brandy had been cooled, brushed, and put back in her stall when Ian heard another clatter and clunk sound and this time he could tell it came from the direction of the house. 

There was no doubt that his aunt was still in town with the Ladies club, Uncle Sean was out working, and Sam and Connor were in a far pasture installing some new fence line. Neither of them was expected back until much later. So who, or what, was rattling around near the house?

Not that he really expected to find trouble, but with the possibility of rustlers in the area, and knowing all too well how easily trouble had a way of finding you, he reached for a rifle and made sure it was loaded. Keeping an empty rifle at a ranch made no sense, but he’d done his job long enough to know, always check your weapon.

Taking slow careful steps in an effort to remain as quiet as possible, he followed the direction of the out of place sounds. Nearly to the back porch he tucked himself behind an overgrown sage bush and carefully scanned the property from left to right, taking in every window and door looking for a point of entry. Not noticing anything out of place, he surveyed the situation one more time when another louder clatter drew his attention to the east side of the house.

Unable to see from where he stood, he risked stepping out into the open and taking wider steps, hurried around to the corner and pressed himself against the siding. Tossing his hat behind him, he craned around the corner for a better look. Nothing. But something had made the noises. Then he heard it again, another clank. This time an overturned trashcan banged against the cement foundation. Immediately Ian turned his attention to the windows overhead. No sign of open glass or flowing curtains.

Ian hissed out a soft sigh. With no sign of human life, he braced himself for the other option. A critter. His aunt had been grumbling about trouble with bobcats and coyotes. Though this close to the house those were rarely a problem, he’d rather shoot a burglar or a rustler than an adventurous animal scavenging for his next meal. He really didn’t like having to shoot God’s critters. Now the two legged animals who deserved to fry in hell for the rest of their lives, those he didn’t have a problem aiming at.

Another clashing of trash bin against wall had Ian squinting at his target. Whatever was responsible couldn’t be that large. He saw no sign of angry bobcat or disgruntled coyote. So what the hell was causing this ruckus? Slowly moving forward, he kept the rifle trained at the disarrayed containers. He could see now these were the ones his aunt used for storing biodegradable trash before someone hauled it off to the larger compost pile across the yard. His mom had been forced to do the same thing when keeping discarded coffee grinds and banana peels in the kitchen brought crawly things into the house that didn’t belong inside.

Without a sound, the bin already laying to its side shifted slightly away from the house as Ian came within striking distance of the culprit. Prepared for a vicious or even rabid animal, silently praying for anything but a skunk, he almost doubled over laughing when a wagging tail appeared slowly backing out of the can.

Rear end shifting in time with the happy tail, a furry pup raised his head. Catching Ian’s gaze, the little guy’s tail moved in double-time. 

The herding mix of some kind appeared well groomed and fed. Quickly, he shifted his attention to the huge dog pen where his uncle kept the cattle dogs. He wasn’t aware of any new litters, but King was almost at the age to retire so it wouldn’t have surprised Ian if King had recently sired pups, and for his uncle to have decided to keep the pick of the litter. Except the pen door was closed, confirming this pup had not escaped from here.

“So who do you belong to?” Ian turned his attention back to the puppy and for the first time noticed the little rascal clamped tightly to a nice chunk of chicken carcass between his teeth. “Sorry, boy. Chicken is a no no.” Ian set the gun aside and squatted onto his haunches. “Come here, boy. Let me have that.”

His rear end high in the air, the little guy leaned low on his front paws and bit down on the bones.

“Don’t do that!” Ian shifted forward as quickly as he could without startling the dog.

Unfortunately, the pup wasn’t stupid. For a second, Ian almost thought he smiled as he raised up and trotted several feet away before facing Ian again—tail in the air, paws down—and settled in to gnaw away.

Ian had learned the hard way that cooked chicken bones and dogs do not mix. He’d been about eight years old when old Buddy stole a chicken bone from his sister Hannah’s plate. A stray the family had adopted years before, Buddy had been mostly well trained. Ian’s dad had done a good job of it, but regardless, Buddy still had a hard time resisting food at his muzzle’s height. Hannah putting the dish down on the coffee table had been too much temptation for the old dog. He managed to gnaw the chicken bone down to a mere stub by the time they’d found him. His father gave them all a strong lecture on chicken bones and dogs, but Buddy appeared to be no worse off for his thieving. They’d been lucky, or so they’d thought. The next morning his dad found the dog in the back hall. His mom and dad told the kids the old dog had died of natural causes, and there was always the possibility that having eaten the chicken bone was a mere coincidence, but Ian had overheard his parents talking. More likely, Buddy had regurgitated the stolen chicken and choked on a splintered bone. 

From stray to stray, Ian was not going to let that happen again. “Come here, fella,” he said softly with a smile, inching his way forward. “How about I trade you that scrawny bone for a nice thick juicy steak?”

The dog shouldn’t have understood a word he said, but nonetheless, the puppy paused, perked his ears, tipped his head sideways and appeared to be contemplating the bargain. 

Not one to miss an opportunity, Ian lunged forward and grabbed hold of the protruding bones, willing to risk sharp canines if it saved the dog. Almost a game of tug-of-war, Ian pulled at the bone with one hand and scratched behind the puppy’s ear with the other. It took all of a few seconds for the animal to decide that belly rubs were better than chicken, and roll over onto his back. 

“Now who do you belong to? And what are you doing all the way out here by yourself?” Ian rubbed at the puppy’s tummy and looked around for any sign of siblings or maybe a mama dog, not that he really expected to find one. This guy didn’t look or behave like a feral dog. “We’re going to have to show you to Uncle Sean and see what he thinks.” 

The dog rolled back upright and squirming happily, stretched his neck ready to lick Ian’s face. Then he backed up, nodding his head, but it was the awful gagging sound that had Ian prying the dogs mouth open and feeling around for a caught bone. “Damn it.” 

Tail no longer wagging, even the puppy seemed to know this wasn’t right. Continuing to gurgle and struggle, the little guy looked up at Ian and he’d have sworn the pup was reproving him for not helping. 

“Looks like you’re going to meet my cousin Adam before his dad.” 

Cautiously lifting the dog under his arm, careful not to jar him or move the bone, making things worse, he ran through the house, grabbing keys and a nearby laundry basket and towel. Within seconds he had the dog comfortably on the towel in the basket on the floor boards of the old pickup, still gagging but thank God, still breathing.

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

“Yes, Mrs. Peabody, I’ll make sure to tell Doc Adam as soon as he’s back.” Kelly had been fielding or making phone calls all day. Shortly after the vet clinic had opened the doors this morning, Adam got an emergency call from one of the ranches. He and Becky had left immediately and Kelly had been on the phone rearranging appointments all day. Thankfully most of the scheduled appointments were for some routine wellness check or vaccination updates. Only Mrs. Peabody was distraught over her cat Sadie, who was off her food and definitely not pregnant since she’d been spayed after popping out the last litter. Kelly prayed that this was another situation where the pet’s owner was merely being a hypochondriac and not the one time that the poor animal actually needed Adam and couldn’t wait.

Not more than five minutes had passed when the hinges squeaked on the front door. From her seat behind the counter, she could hear the sound of an animal in trouble followed by deep familiar male voice. “Need to see Adam.” Ian Farraday stood in front of her, his gaze anxious, holding a laundry basket with… 

“How did you get Hannah’s puppy?” Already on her feet and halfway around the counter at the sound of the puppy in distress, Kelly pointed to the first exam room just up the hall.

“More like how did he get me, but whoever he is, he needs help.” Ian followed Kelly into the small room.

“Where did you find him?”

Ian set the pup and basket down on the examination table. “In the compost pile at the ranch.”

“At the ranch? So he’s been choking for an hour?” Kelly should have said at least an hour since that’s how long it should take to drive into town. She wasn’t an animal tech, but she’d worked at the clinic long enough to observe and learn a thing or two. She pulled out a pen light to better see down the dog’s throat. 

“Yeah,” Ian bobbed his head, “he’s getting tired too.”

Careful not to worsen the puppy’s condition, Kelly lifted his chin slightly and shone the light down his throat, wishing for something she could easily reach for and remove. “I don’t see anything.” She scratched behind the still wheezing and gurgling dog’s ears and reached for the nearby phone on the wall.

“It’s going to be okay, boy,” Ian encouraged.

Without looking up, the puppy thwacked his tail against the tabletop once, then twice, before it stilled.

“Adam.” Kelly pushed speakerphone. “Ian just came in with Dale and Hannah’s puppy. He’s gagging on a chicken bone, but I don’t see anything in his throat even with the light.”

“How’s his breathing?” 

“Shallow. He’s struggling. He’s tried coughing it out a few times.” 

“He was doing it constantly at first,” Ian added.

“We’re about fifteen minutes out. He’ll need an x-ray. Do you think you can handle it, Kel?”

She nodded, her gaze focused on Ian’s large hands gently scratching the puppy, keeping him calm and then realized Adam couldn’t see her. “If I run into trouble I’ll go out back and get Marti to help.” One of the large animal techs, Marti was doing post-op duty with a couple of the patients the doc had operated on yesterday that were still in critical condition. She hoped this fellow didn’t come to that.

“Atta girl. Are Dale or Hannah there?”

“No. It doesn’t sound like they know he’s hurt.”

“All right. We’ll give Hannah a quick call. Just keep him as calm and still as you can until I get there.”

“That’s the plan.” Kelly hung up, running all the times she’d helped with x-rays through her mind and almost smiled at the soothing gentle attention Ian showed the worn out pup. “Looks like he’ll give you another hour or two to stop that.”

“No kidding.” He flashed her a hint of the famed Farraday smile.

“If you don’t mind, I’ll carry the basket, you just keep scratching his ears and chin.”

Ian nodded. She was a little surprised at his willingness to follow her instructions. Not that she expected him to be unreasonable, but it seemed that lately the only kind of man she ran into were the ones who balked at following any suggestion, never mind orders, given by a woman.

Everything set in the other room, keeping the dog still long enough to get a decent picture had been much easier than she’d expected. Too easy. Kelly didn’t like it one bit. Rather than move him again, she opted to wait in this room for Adam. “Poor fellow.” She gently rubbed his side as Ian continued to scratch by his chin. The puppy struggled to breathe but had given up on trying to cough up the bone, and staying perfectly still, whimpered softly.

“He’s such a sweet pup. I hate to see him suffer.” Ian alternated from scratching behind the dog’s ears to under his chin and back.

Once again the front door squeaked open followed by the sound of pounding heels coming up the hall.

Adam came through the door first. “How’s he doing?”

“He seems calmer,” Ian said.

Immediately Adam approached the injured animal, quickly evaluating the situation. “Let’s look at those x-rays.”

Becky placed the x-rays on the lit panel as Adam added, “Couldn’t get a hold of Hannah, but Dale is on his way.”

“Here’s the problem.” 

As many x-rays as Kelly had seen, she was still surprised she could clearly recognize the jagged outline of the small bone caught low in the puppy’s throat.

“And here.” Adam pointed to the additional x-ray Kelly had thought to take of the animal’s abdomen. “This fragment has perforated the bowel causing internal bleeding. We’ll have to prep him for surgery.”

“Then he’ll be okay?” Ian asked.

Adam patted his cousin on the shoulder. “I hope so.”

Filling the hall, Dale’s voice grew louder as he approached the x-ray room. “Got it. Okay. Love you more.”

From the face splitting grin, it was obvious Hannah had been on the other end of the cell. The second his gaze fell on the lethargic puppy, the smile disappeared. Dropping his phone into his breast pocket, he crossed the small space in only two steps and joining his cousin, began gently scratching the scruff of the puppy’s neck. “I don’t know who this little guy is, but our pup is at the arena with Hannah.”

 

****

 

A stunned moment of silence passed as it registered with everybody that a new puppy had worked its way into their lives. Well, Ian’s life.

“We’ll have to worry about who he belongs to later.” Becky nudged her way between Kelly and Ian, hovering over the puppy. “Time to get cracking.”

As Adam and Becky hurried out the door to the OR, a heaviness pressed against Ian’s rib cage at the thought this could be the last time he saw the puppy. In a little more than an hour somehow he had managed to grow very attached to the four-legged fur ball. Not until Kelly lightly laid her fingertips against his elbow and nudged him forward did he realize he’d stood almost paralyzed in place.

“I’d better send a message to Uncle Sean and let him know I’m going to be a little longer getting home.”

“You don’t have to wait here. Adam will take good care of him and see that he’s comfortable. I’ll put the word out to see if we can track down who that pup belongs to.”

Dale followed the two out of the x-ray room. “Don’t be surprised if you don’t find anybody.”

“What do you mean?” Ian looked over his shoulder.

Shrugging, Dale raised his eyebrows. “I’m just saying, this puppy looks enough like our dog to be a litter mate. And if that’s the case, then the dog doesn’t belong to anybody. Except maybe his parents. And that mystery has yet to be solved.”

“Mystery?” Ian asked

Kelly stuttered to a stop. “You think he belongs to the strays?”

“I haven’t a clue. I’m just guessing here.” Dale shook his head. “I’m off duty in about an hour. I’ll pop back and check on him. Let me know if there’s any news before that.”

“Will do,” Kelly said.

The front door closed behind Dale and Ian turned to the woman beside him. Her gaze lingered off into space, her intense focus on some unknown point. “You’re worried, aren’t you?”

“Hmm?” She pivoted to face him.

“You look worried. It’s that serious, isn’t it?”

She blinked a couple of times, then shifted her attention down the hall to the OR and back. “Maybe not.”

“But you are worried? I can see it in your eyes.”

“Oh. Not really. I was just lost in thought a moment.”

A small part of him was delighted that she didn’t fear the worst for the puppy, but another part of him already didn’t like whatever situation or circumstance had her looking so distraught. “Anything I can help with?”

Shaking her head, whether in response to him, or physically trying to rattle away unpleasant thoughts, she took a step back and forced a light chuckle. “No. I guess I was just contemplating the immortality of the crab.”

The not often used expression reminded him of his Aunt Helen. It was one of those things she always said to the kids whenever they asked her what she was thinking about. It had been a horrible blow for a young boy when he finally understood that he’d never see her again. The loss had been hard enough to take, but he couldn’t even begin to fathom the hurt his cousins had felt. The entire family had been incredibly fortunate that their Aunt Eileen had stepped into her sister’s shoes without skipping a beat. Which reminded him that she was across the street playing cards. “I’d better call Aunt Eileen and let her know what’s going on too.”

Chuckling, Kelly lifted a finger and pointed out the window. “That won’t be necessary. The Tuckers Bluff emergency broadcast system has clearly been put into effect.”

With the intensity of a general leading his troops into battle, Aunt Eileen led the card playing posse across the street and straight to the clinic door. He barely managed to contain his own laughter as the four women paraded into the front room.

“You should’ve called us.” Aunt Eileen pushed onto her tippy toes and kissed Ian’s cheek before turning to Kelly. “Is he still in surgery?”

Kelly nodded. “Adam and Becky just took him into the OR barely a few minutes ago.”

“Is he really from the same litter as Dale and Hannah’s puppy?” One of the women asked.

“We don’t know,” Ian answered

Becky’s grandmother—Ian had forgotten her name—inched around his Aunt Eileen. “But he does belong to the town strays?”

“We don’t know that either,” Kelly answered a little more sternly then Ian expected.

Arms crossed, her mouth tilted up in a knowing smile, Sally May looked to his aunt. “Put me on record now ladies, my money is on that puppy being from the same litter.”

Eyes slightly narrowed, Aunt Eileen looked from Kelly to Ian and then back again. He was almost willing to swear to a judge and jury that she was searching for something. Dilated pupils, loose lips, drunken imbalance, something. Either she did or didn’t find what she was looking for, but either way, it must have made her happy, because a large grin spread across her face and she nodded. “I think it would be real nice if those puppies were related.”

“Is the puppy gonna make it?” a tall gray-haired woman asked. 

Ian was going to have to visit town more often. On the tip of his tongue, he couldn’t remember the gray-haired lady’s name.

Shaking her head, Kelly blew out a heavy breath. “I couldn’t say.”

“Well then, ladies,” Aunt Eileen turned, “I’d say we have a seat and wait to see how this turns out.”

Kelly looked from Ian to the older women, let out the barest of sighs—one he was pretty sure only he had noticed—and smiled. “If you’d like to return to your game, I promise to call as soon as we know anything.”

The way the four women looked back and forth, shrugging, frowning, struggling with the decision, he would’ve thought it was a human loved one undergoing the knife and not a small animal they had never seen before.

Aunt Eileen was the first to nod at Kelly. “Makes sense, dear.”

To Ian, Kelly’s smile looked a little shaky, but she held it until the last of the ladies had crossed the threshold.

Every investigative instinct he had told him there was much more to the conversation that had just ensued than mere concern for a stray puppy. No matter how much he loved his aunt, or liked Kelly, or the other ladies for that matter, there was only one thing he was sure of. Whatever had just happened was none of his business.

 


CHAPTER NINE

 

Talk about dodging a bullet. Even after the newest addition to the Tuckers Bluff police force mentioned that the clinic’s new patient wasn’t the puppy who had adopted him and Hannah, the connection between the puppies, the stray dogs, and the town rumors hadn’t fully sunk in until Aunt Eileen’s comments.

The last thing Kelly needed right now was for one of the social club ladies to start talking about rumors and mysterious matchmaking dogs. Especially since it was obvious they believe the new generation of matchmakers might be cute puppies. Not that she had any objections to being matched with Ian Farraday. Not only was he easy on the eyes, the guy was really nice. Actually, for a guy he was unusually nice. Of course, he was a Farraday. So far all the Farradays she had ever met seemed to be a breed unto themselves. Handsome, polite, family minded, gentlemen—and brother were those hard to find nowadays—and all with just a touch of knight in shining armor.

A few nights ago Ian Farraday had certainly been her knight in shining armor. Not that her cousin DJ and his friend Dale might not have been able to do the same, but Ian’s Texas Ranger badge had definitely been the dealmaker in keeping her out of jail. Even so, saving her hide and being her perfect match were two different things. Besides, even if he were her perfect match, he didn’t live anywhere near Tuckers Bluff. A TV camera worthy, good-looking guy like Ian didn’t fall for curvy, big boned girls like her. Especially not if half the town descended on him like an old West posse rambling on about matchmaking puppies and destiny. Farraday or not, there was one thing about men Kelly was absolutely sure of. The last thing they want to do is what somebody else insists they had to do.

“Are you sure something isn’t wrong?” One brow cocked higher than the other, Ian studied her curiously.

“You got me.” She tried smiling. “I guess I am a little worried about the puppy.” And before this guy read through her lie, she turned toward the hallway and asked over her shoulder, “I think I’ll get something to drink from the fridge. Would you like a glass of water or cola, maybe hot coffee or tea? I can do either but we’re out of creamer.”

“Water would be nice, thank you.”

For just a moment she thought he was going to follow her. Now she could add paranoid to her list of recently exposed flaws. He would probably laugh off the town theories as nothing more than superstition. Being linked with her by town rumor probably wasn’t even a sliver of an idea in the deepest recesses of his mind. The truth was she was having a harder time shaking off the stabbing words her ex had snapped at her than she should. Grabbing a diet cola and bottle of water from the fridge, she lifted her chin, straightened her back, and decided to put on her big girl panties and forget about town rumors and figure out what to do with this puppy if it came through—no—when it came through surgery.

A bottle in each hand, she took a peek through the small window on the surgery room door. Only able to see the doc still working on his patient, she turned on her heel, sucked up every ounce of good sense she possessed, and returned to the waiting room. Painted with concern, Ian almost stole her breath, every fortifying inch of it. Maybe if she didn’t react so absurdly every time she looked at him, she wouldn’t care so much what crazy ideas the afternoon social club might or might not spread. “Here you go.” 

“Thanks.” Still standing, Ian offered a tired smile. 

Good thing too. In the crazy mood she was in Kelly wasn’t sure she could handle a full-watt Farraday smile. “I peeked into the operating room, but all I could see is that Adam is still working on him.”

Ian nodded, unscrewed the bottle cap, and took a quick chug. “I suppose it’s a good sign that he’s holding his own during surgery.”

“Yeah, that’s what I’m telling myself.” Kelly mindlessly fidgeted with the cap on her cola. “Puppies have a way of getting into all sorts of things they shouldn’t. Usually the dogs will just pass strange things. We’ve had pet owners waiting to retrieve treasured jewelry, valuable coins, or the only key to a locked door. Other times Adam has to go in and surgically remove something.”

“Like this little guy and his chicken bones.”

“Exactly like that. Only last week Adam had to go in and remove rocks from an overly inquisitive Labrador’s stomach. Now the challenge for the owners is how to keep him from digging them up and swallowing more.”

“That the Lab came through and is doing well is encouraging.” Ian’s smile held more sincerity.

Kelly nodded, but she wasn’t going to mention the Labrador had not been bleeding internally. His was more of a digestive issue, no real risk of bleeding out or a fatal bout of peritonitis from the puncture wound. 

Turning slightly, Ian waved at the empty seats behind him. “We might as well sit while we wait.”

“I should try to get some work done.”

Offering a curt dip of his chin, Ian kept his gaze on her. “Of course.” 

For a few silent moments they each seemed to be waiting for the other to move first. Ian took a half step backward and Kelly had to restrain herself from following him with a half step forward, but she didn’t make a move toward her desk either. All she seemed to be able to focus on was Ian standing straight and strong in front of her. 

His gaze wandered from her to the door at the end of the hall. “I wonder how much longer it will be?”

Dragging her thoughts away from the Farraday cousin, Kelly stared off in the same direction. “Not long, I hope.” She knew the longer it took the more damage the splintered bones will have caused.

As he shifted his attention back in her direction, their gazes collided and held long enough for her to see her own concern reflected in his eyes. Who was she kidding? If she glued herself to the seat behind her desk, she still wouldn’t be able to concentrate on anything except what was going on behind the closed doors and the man as worried about it as she was. “Maybe I’ll have a seat after all.”

 

****

 

Fifteen or so cows of varying sizes, depending on if they came from fall or spring calving, huddled under the lone shade tree, an occasional moo breaking the otherwise peaceful day. 

“We’re going to have to do something. Can’t keep hiding them here forever.” 

His partner in crime had a point. One he’d been gnawing on for weeks now. He’d known after helping themselves to that last calf from the Farraday spread that he needed to come up with a new plan. A more practical one that helped them reach their goal. 

“If this little herd of ours keeps growing, it won’t be long before someone starts asking all the wrong, or right, questions.” 

He hated it when people stated the obvious, or more precisely, when they stated the obvious and assumed he had no idea on his own. “Yes. I get it. And I’m going to come up with something. I just need a little more time.” 

“Well,” the frustrated man stomped a cigarette into the ground, “better not waste much more of it.” 

“And you need to quit sucking on those death sticks.” Time, or lack there of, was something he did not want to be reminded of. His hands, or thoughts, were already full of too many problems. 

“I’ll mind my business and you figure out what to do with all these cows.” Having taken two steps toward the trough, his associate turned to face him. “Sooner would be better than later.” 

Like he didn’t already know that. 

 

****

 

The slight brush of Kelly’s arm against Ian’s as she took a seat beside him caught him by surprise. Not so much the touch, but his reaction. Her warmth pierced his skin, soothing his concerns and worries like his mom’s ginger honey tea soothed a cranky cold. The feeling left him startled, unsettled and smothering a contented smile. And he had no idea why. She wouldn’t be the first or last woman to accidentally bump against him and yet the simple fact that he was hyper-focused on a single touch and its power to affect his mood made him nervous enough to contemplate how it would look if he moved a few chairs over while waiting. Ridiculous had been the first word to come to mind. He wasn’t a hormonal teen with uncontrollable impulses, he was a fully grown, well trained law enforcement officer who could certainly sit next to an attractive woman and wait for news on the stray without doing something stupid—like run his finger along the curve of her jaw and see if another touch gave him the same jolt. 

“He really seems awfully sweet for a stray,” Kelly mumbled, her gaze focusing on the empty hallway.

Her voice snapped Ian out of his own thoughts. It took a few seconds to process what she’d said before he could answer. “Suppose he hasn’t had time to be disappointed by the outside world and turn fearful. Besides, dogs are pack animals, stray canines adapt to people better than a feral cat might.”

“True.” She frowned and turned to face him. “But if he’s a stray, I wonder why he looks so well fed?” 

“His mama.” Ian wondered why she hadn’t been anywhere nearby. 

Kelly hefted her shoulder in a lazy shrug. “He seems old enough to be weaned.” 

That was what he thought also. 

“Still,” Kelly hesitated, “if he doesn’t belong to anybody, once he comes out of the anesthesia and is deemed strong enough to go home, he’s going to need a place to go.”

Again, he and Kelly’s minds had gone in the same direction. At least about the puppy. The ranch might be able to use another cow dog. Not that he had any idea if the dog would be any good with cattle. Though there was a sharpness in the pup’s eyes that told Ian somewhere in his background was a good smart breed. Not that it mattered, the gleam in Kelly’s eyes told him that she already had a plan in mind and it had nothing to do with learning to be a cattle dog at the ranch. “You’re thinking of taking him home, aren’t you?”

A sweet smile bloomed on her face. “We have a house, lots of land. Of course, I’d have to talk to my mom.”

“You think there’s a chance she’ll say no?” He had to pull his mind away from running his fingers across that sweet smile. 

“Honestly, things have been so crazy since Pops has been staying with us that I haven’t a clue if Mom thinks having a dog around will be a fun distraction or just one more thing to keep track of.”

The door swung open to the OR and Adam strolled through sporting a telltale huge grin. “It’s all good. We’ll keep him overnight just to be sure. But if he stays away from chicken bones he should be fine.”

Kelly flung her arms around Adam’s neck and squealed, “Thank you.”

“Watch it.” Becky came down the hall waving a finger. “I know his wife.”

Spinning about, Kelly pulled Becky into an equally enthusiastic hug. “That’s okay. I’m an equal opportunity hug—”

The loud quips of a barking dog cut her words off. Closest to the window, Ian took a single step back and turned to glance in the direction of the barks. 

Over his shoulder, Adam’s gaze landed on the culprit and his mouth tipped upward in a knowing smile. “Well, I’ll be.”

A gray wolf mix sat on the curb, tail wagging. One paw held up slightly made an upward motion before setting back down on the ground and she let out another short bark. If Ian had to make odds, he’d say the animal was happy and saying thank you. “My guess is we found mama, but how the heck did she find us?”

 


CHAPTER TEN

 

Oh lord, now what? Standing on the curb alongside the Farradays staring up and down the street in search of the once again missing mama dog, Kelly braced herself as her mom came marching up to the front door of the clinic. Her mother never stopped by during a work day, this couldn’t be good. Forcing a pleasant smile, Kelly pushed aside visions of her grandfather starting bonfires in the living room or chasing chickens down the street. “What brings you by in the middle of the afternoon?”

Her mom lifted her arms, holding a shopping bag in each hand. “Picking up a few things for my trip.”

“Trip?” Her mother never went anywhere. If she had a trip planned, Kelly would know about it. Should know about it.

“Yes, dear.” Her mother turned to Adam, Becky, and Ian. “Any word from Finn and his new bride?” 

“No ma’am,” Adam answered, holding back a wry smile. 

“Good.” Her mom sprouted a broad grin. “Would have been a little worried if you had.”

One corner of Adam’s mouth tipped higher in a knowing smile. “Yes ma’am.”

Like a matching bookend, standing across from her mother, Ian’s lazy smile matched his cousin’s.

“If you’ll excuse me,” Adam turned back towards the office, “I need to return to my patient.”

“Since I’m in town,” Ian took a step in retreat, “I’m going to stop in and see DJ,”

Becky’s head bobbed in agreement. Taking one last glance up and down the block, she shrugged and turned toward the clinic.

“We might as well go inside too.” Placing her hand on the small of her mom’s back, Kelly nudged her toward the clinic door. As soon as they crossed the threshold, she turned to face her mom. “What’s all this about a trip?”

“Well.” Her mom’s face scrunched in thought before relaxing into a smile. “I don’t know if Houston counts as a trip exactly, but Marilyn called me this morning. There was a last-minute cancellation for a class she was signed up to take in Chicago and needs to complete by the end of this month, so her company registered her to take the class in Houston instead. It’s been a few years since I’ve seen Marilyn. She’s got a free extra bed in her hotel room. How could I not take advantage of that?”

Her mother had stayed surprisingly close to her college friends through the years, especially with Marilyn, but they hadn’t had any face to face time in years. “That’s always a nice perk. When are you going?”

“That’s just it. She’s already there. I’ll be flying in first thing in the morning.”

“As in tomorrow morning?” A taste of panic crept up Kelly’s throat at the thought of no one being around to keep an eye on her grandpa. Except her.

“That’s right. Marilyn will be done with her portion mid day and because she needs to attend one Monday session, she gets two whole days in Houston paid for by the company with nothing to do.”

“And you’re going to take care of keeping Marilyn busy.” Part of her wanted to scream No don’t leave me, but the part of her that loved her mother very much couldn’t object. “Do you have a ride to the airport?”

“Yes, your grandpa’s going to take me.”

Panic now had a crushing grip around Kelly’s windpipe. “Gramps shouldn’t be driving around town, never mind all the way to Midland airport.”

“Your grandfather may be a little adventurous, a little forgetful, and maybe even a little quirky, but driving from here to Midland isn’t exactly like driving from New York to LA. We’ll be fine.”

And it was exactly that attitude about her grandfather that gave him enough leeway to get into so much trouble. “I’m sure if I ask Adam, he’ll give me the morning off to drive you in myself.”

“Nonsense, Adam is a wonderful boss, but save the requests for extra time off for something you really need. We don’t want to take advantage of his good nature. And besides, we’ll be fine.”

Kelly resisted the urge to argue. What constituted fine, like beauty, too often was in the eye of the beholder. “When will you be back?”

“I’m not sure; we’re going to play it by ear. If nothing important creeps up at her office by Monday morning, we thought we’d take a few extra days and do a little sightseeing.”

Heaven knew her mom deserved a few good days of fun with an old friend, but Kelly merely wished the ideas of handling her grandfather, her uncle, and possibly a new puppy weren’t already so overwhelming, and her mother hadn’t even left yet. Which brought her back around to the dog. “Mom?”

“Yes?”

“We got the cutest new patient today.”

Her mom nodded.

“A puppy. Maybe a shepherd mix.”

“We have a lot of those in these parts. Australian shepherds, German shepherds, all good cow dogs.”

“Yes well, this one choked on a chicken bone.”

“Oh no.” Her mom lifted both hands, palms flat against her chest. “Poor little thing.”

Sympathy was exactly what Kelly was going for. Combine cute, sweet, and pity, and she might just be able to take the puppy home with her. “I was just going to go check on him. Why don’t you come with me?”

“Well at least he’s okay,” her mom muttered following behind her. “Careless people shouldn’t be allowed to have dogs. Everyone knows chicken bones are bad for them.”

“That’s just it.” Kelly pushed the OR door open and continued back to the recovery room where Adam and Becky stood over the still sleeping pup.

“Oh, he is adorable!” Kelly’s mom stretched her hand forward and scratched under the puppy’s chin.

“He’s a stray.” Kelly smiled.

Her mom chuckled, shifting her hand to rub behind his floppy ear. “I should’ve seen that one coming.” Looking up at her daughter, she shook her head with amusement. “When does he come home?”

Kelly threw her arms around her mom in a tight hug. “I hoped you were going to ask that.”

“Could be as early as tomorrow,” Adam answered.

“Oh my.” Kelly’s mom took a step back straightening her shoulders. “I’d better make a stop at Sisters and the feed store.”

“You don’t think it will be too much with Pops and Uncle Ralph?”

“Nonsense,” her mom waved her off. “If anything, training a dog will give them something safe to do.”

Safe? She supposed her mother was right. How much trouble could two men get into housebreaking a dog? Then again… “Don’t worry about the store. What we don’t have here, I’ll pick up.”

“You sure?” her mom asked.

Kelly nodded. “You just get ready for your trip, Mom.”

“Love you, baby.” Grinning from ear to ear, her mother gave her a tight squeeze, waved at Adam and Becky, and hurried out the door, a spring in her step.

“That went well.” Becky gave her friend a thumbs up. “If you hadn’t spoken up, I was going to talk to DJ.”

Adam shook his head. “And I was going to talk to Meg.”

The three of them chuckled.

Kelly rolled her eyes skyward. “Good thing we don’t get a lot of strays in here.”

“The place would be more like Noah’s Ark,” Becky agreed. 

Right. Like Noah’s Ark. Two by two. The little guy looked so sweet. The soft-sided cone Becky had snapped around his neck for when he woke up looked to be as big as he was. Maybe bigger. Maybe once they’re all set up and the puppy is feeling better, she should look into a companion playmate for him. A good idea. One that had her wondering if there were any more pups in his litter, and had that really been mama outside the clinic? It was almost as if she’d given her stamp of approval, much the way the parents had done with Hannah and Dale, but would she be happy to know Kelly was taking this guy home to her crazy family? Or was she the crazy one even considering the mama dog was picking out parents for her pups?

 

****

 

Arms laden with supplies, Ian felt a little silly showing up at the clinic again so soon, but his mind had wandered to how the puppy was doing and paid little attention to his conversation with DJ. At least picking up a few things made him feel like he was doing something. The bright smile that took over Kelly’s face when her gaze fell on him made the shopping trip more than worthwhile.

“You’ve been busy.” Kelly stood and walked around to greet Ian.

“Ran into your mom on her way into the Cut and Curl. She mentioned that you’ll be taking the dog home tomorrow.”

Prying a bag open with her fingertip, Kelly peeked at the contents and nodded.

“I hope you don’t mind, I picked up a few things.”

“Oh look at this.” Kelly pulled out a huge rubber bone and laughed. “No splinters.” 

“That’s what I was thinking. You stuff one end with something like peanut butter or cheese.” 

“Yeah, they’re really popular with dogs that like to chew.” Taking one of the bags from him and setting it down on the desk, she glanced at the large bed under his arm. “Let’s take this back to where he’s resting.” 

Ian nodded and followed her down the hall. “Adam with him?” 

“No.” She pushed the swinging door open. “He was beat. Went home early. Becky too. There’s a tech coming in late tonight who will keep an eye on him till morning. I’m going to stay with him till then. Becky’s just upstairs if I need anything, but he’s mostly going to be sleeping off the anesthesia.” 

Only one of the kennels along the rear wall had an occupant. From his approach into the room, Ian could see the puppy was still pretty lethargic. “Rest is good for him.” Not until the lifeless tail gave a single thwack against the hard surface at the sound of his voice did Ian even realize the little guy was not sound asleep. 

Even though he was a small dog, Adam had placed him in one of the larger kennels. The little fellow lay curled up on a hammock raised a few inches off the ground. 

“Hey buddy,” Ian cooed, stepping into the large space. 

The dog pushed upward. Awkwardly lifting his head, he struggled to wiggle off the bed.

“Is he supposed to do that?” Ian asked.

Kelly squatted and dropping the new dog bed on the ground, reached over to pet and soothe the tired animal. “He needs to take it easy, but he’s okay.” 

Head hanging over the side, the moment Ian reached forward to scratch his neck, the dog dipped his chin and licked at Ian’s hand. 

“Bet that’s a thank you.” Kelly smiled. 

Settling down on the ground in a traditional lotus position, Ian stroked at the dog’s side, looking carefully at the shaven belly and ugly stitches. 

“Don’t worry,” Kelly raked her fingers along the pup’s hip. “His fur will grow back and cover all the scars.” 

“I wish I’d gotten to him a few seconds sooner.” 

“At least you got to him. Had he run off with that bone into an empty pasture or field, he would eventually have died alone.” 

The accuracy of the prediction wasn’t doing much to make Ian feel any better about not having found the puppy sooner to stop him from chomping on the bone. 

“Any more sign of the mama dog outside?” Kelly asked. 

Ian shook his head. He’d wondered about her too. From what Esther at the station explained, this and another dog had a reputation for appearing and disappearing at will around town. He’d heard tidbits here and there about the matchmaking dogs, but before Esther could fill in the details, DJ had called him into his office. 

For a few peaceful minutes, Kelly and Ian sat side by side, each stroking a different section of the furry pup until with a wormlike shrug, the dog pushed himself forward and plopped over onto the two. The bulk of his body curled into Ian’s lap, his head and front paws draped over Kelly’s. 

“I don’t think he likes sleeping alone.” Kelly rubbed her knuckle at his jawline. “I bet he sleeps with littermates. Or his parents.” 

“He wouldn’t be the first toddler to sleep with his folks.” 

“No,” Kelly smiled, a pretty, sweet smile. “I don’t suppose he is.” 

“The thing that always amazes me about these animals is the unconditional love.” 

“I know. Doesn’t matter what their masters say or do. They’re always devoted.” Kelly’s eyes remained fixed on the dog. “Don’t you wish people could be more like dogs?”

Something in her face told Ian the comment was not as off handed as it might have been coming from someone else. “I know a few who could learn a lesson or two.” 

“This guy trusts us to take care of him. To be kind. And I bet he’d never turn around and bite us.”

“Not on purpose.” Ian wished he knew Kelly better, then he could come right out and ask what was bothering her the way he would Hannah or Grace. Not that either would tell him. Most of the time he’d get some mumbo jumbo answer that he was positive had nothing to do with the truth and everything to do with why he would never fully understand women. Except right about now, watching the sadness deepen in Kelly’s gaze, he really wished he knew the right thing to say. “What’s really on your mind?” 

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

“Men,” she muttered before the filters in her mind could stop her. The second she heard her own words her eyes almost popped out of her head and her free hand flew to her mouth in an effort to stop her from saying anything else stupid.

Based on the hint of a smile teasing at the corners of Ian’s mouth, Kelly was convinced she had completely succeeded in making a total fool of herself.

Letting her hand drop, she opted to scratch the dog’s ears with both hands. “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”

“What did you mean?”

Her heart racing at double time, she forced herself to lift her gaze from the dog to Ian. No hint of a smile remained. He continued to slowly run his hand along the dog’s side but kept his eyes steady on her. Right now she’d pay big bucks to know what he was thinking.

Silence hung between them until it was clear Ian had no intention of saying anything else until she answered. Sucking in a long breath and then blowing it out in resignation, she shrugged. “Let’s just say my last relationship didn’t go so well and I’m probably better off with the dog.”

“You don’t really believe that, do you?”

She lifted her shoulder in a lazy shrug. “It’s hard.”

“Which part?”

“I’ve never been the skinny, pretty girl. Growing up, on the playground during school, Grace and Becky were the pretty ones, the normal ones.” She glanced at Ian’s direction, noticing a small frown forming between his brows, but he said nothing. “At first I remember parents, neighbors, even teachers sometimes saying I just had to grow out of my baby fat.”

The frown remained on Ian’s face, but this time he bobbed his chin in a curt nod.

“Then I,” she swallowed searching for the right words, “blossomed. And I started getting lots of attention, but even as young as I was, I knew it was for all the wrong reasons.”

This time Ian’s mouth pressed into a thin line as he considered her words.

“By high school everybody had filled out more proportionately. I wasn’t such a standout anymore, but I was still the only curvy girl in class.” She huffed a halfhearted chuckle. “At least I wasn’t told I had baby fat anymore. I’d become curvy and big boned.”

“A lot of women pay big bucks for curvy.”

She nodded. “True, but still, we always want what we don’t have. Becky spent most of her adult life telling me she’d kill for my curves, and I’d have killed to be looked at first for anything besides my figure.” Kelly wasn’t going to tell him that she also would’ve killed to have had a good honorable man like DJ Farraday fall head over boot heels in love with her no matter what she looked like. “Anyhow, in the long run I finally realized most men are jerks.” She winced. “Sorry, no offense intended.”

One side of his mouth tipped up in a Farraday smile. “No offense taken.”

“And I learned to recognize the nice normal ones. A few were really nice guys, and are still friends. It’s just this last one. Brett. Tall, thin, strong shoulders, bright blue eyes, the kind of guy you’d see on a romance book cover. The one all the girls dream of. At first I was so flabbergasted that somebody so nice and good-looking was interested in me that I think I was a little blinded to some of his not so nice flaws.”

That little frown reappeared between Ian’s brows.

“Becky was the first one to notice the little digs. Then Grace. Not until Joanna asked me why I put up with the jerk did I realize he was a jerk.”

Ian had stopped stroking the dog. She could see the tension building in his shoulders and filtering down to the stiffness in his fingers. The hand at his side curled into a loose fist and she realized what he must be thinking.

“He didn’t hit me or anything like that. I wouldn’t put up with anybody that stupid. It was just the subtle remarks about what I was wearing. How this skirt made my butt look big. Had I considered buying specially tailored blouses that would fit better. Maybe I should have the salad instead of the steak. That I should skip the potatoes because I couldn’t afford the carbs. I should exercise more to lose the extra poundage. Not pounds. Poundage. Think before I speak. Finally he just came out and said if I wanted to stay with him I needed to lose weight.”

Ian had returned to petting the dog, but the tick in his jawline told her he might be doing that more to soothe himself than the animal.

“I told Brett he needed to lose some of the fat in his brain. That plenty of men liked my curves and I didn’t need him. Turns out getting rid of him wasn’t that easy. Every time I look in the mirror I wonder if I’m really curvy or just fat. When I order dinner, I think should I skip the steak and have the salad. I know I shouldn’t let his digs change how I see myself. I’ve got hips and I’ve got boobs and there are women who would kill for both and good men who can love and appreciate me for all of me not just how I look. But something about this jerk has just been so hard to shake off.” Kelly dared to look up at Ian. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to ramble.”

“You have nothing to be sorry for.”

“I don’t even know why I’m telling you all this.”

“Maybe because I’m listening.”

Goose bumps rose along her arms. Four simple words that may have been the nicest thing any man had ever said to her. Somebody paying attention to what was in her heart not on her chest, and just her luck, he had to be a Farraday. Not just a Farraday who probably saw her as nothing more than a kid sister, but one who wouldn’t be around long enough for her to get to know better. And wasn’t that just a damn shame?

 

****

 

It was a good thing for this Brett character that Ian wasn’t in the same room or he might very well have snapped Brett’s neck in two like the chicken bone they’d cut out of this little puppy. The guy probably had a brain—and balls—the size of a peanut. There were plenty of things in this life Ian didn’t care for. Plenty of things ticked him off. Verbal and emotional abuse was at the top of his list, right after violence and nestled tightly beside animal cruelty. 

The way Kelly’s eyes widened slightly at his words told him whatever he’d said was either really, really right or really, really wrong, and he had no idea which. Waiting silently for her to say something, do something, to better show him what he’d done, was more unnerving than waiting for the jury’s verdict on a case that took years to build.

Puppy broke the silent tension, nudging Ian’s now still hand. 

“Sorry, boy.” 

“He needs a name.” Kelly’s expression shifted from surprise to warmth. 

Too bad the warmth was directed at the dog. Not that Ian had the right to be thinking that way. Nor did he have a logical reason for caring. But he did. 

“I don’t think Rover will cut it.” Kelly ran her finger along the puppy’s nose.

“Maybe if your name was Jane.” He tossed a casual grin in her direction and nearly did a fist pump when she returned the smile. 

“He’s so cute.” 

“He is.” There was more he wanted to say, but those few words were all that he dared. For now.

“Your Uncle Sean says a good cow dog should have a single syllable name to make commands easier to follow.” 

Ian nodded. Even when dogs had longer names connecting their breeding, ranchers usually called shorter names. “Planning on giving him away some day?” 

Surprised eyes looked up at him again. “No.” 

“Then you can name him anything you want.” 

Her head bobbed up and down as though she were not merely answering but convincing herself. “Buddy,” she whispered.

“Thinking he might give you a name?”

Kelly smiled up at him again. “You called him Buddy a few times. If it’s good enough for a president’s dog, why not good enough for him?”

“Why not?” The name suited the dog. Ian felt certain Buddy would be his master’s best friend.

“Then Buddy Morgan it is.” Reaching for the new dog bed, Kelly slid it under Buddy’s head as she pushed to her feet.

He continued stroking Kelly’s new dog until she returned with a bowl of freshwater.

“Let’s see if he’s interested in re-hydrating.” Setting the dish near the dog, Kelly stood watching.

At the sound of the metal dish scraping along the floor, the puppy opened his eyes but didn’t lift his head. He carefully watched Kelly’s movements as she released the bowl and stepped back. For a few seconds Ian thought the dog’s groggy gaze seemed to be waiting to see if she’d kneel down and scratch his head once again.

“Not thirsty, Buddy?” Her voice came out soft, low, and coaxing.

Ian didn’t know about the dog, but if she’d brought him a glass of water he would’ve certainly drank his fill. Much like the dog, he kept his eyes on Kelly’s every movement as well.

Without moving his head, the dog shifted his gaze from Kelly to the water and back again. Slowly, he lifted his head and shifting his weight, inched closer to the bowl.

Kelly’s face lit with delight as the puppy took one and then two quick laps of water.

“You have a beautiful smile.” The words slipped from Ian’s lips before he could think.

A lovely shade of pink tinged Kelly’s cheeks at the same time her mouth fell slightly open before snapping tightly shut. “You don’t have to say that.” 

“No, I don’t. I shouldn’t have just blurted that out, but it’s the truth.”

It took her too long to toss back a thank you. This Brett had really done a number on her. He wished he had enough time to convince her he’d meant what he said. That he wasn’t being merely polite. Watching her cheeks still tinged with a hint of pink, and the appreciative smile that had taken over her face as she watched the dog drink and nibble on a few treats, he wished he had a hell of a lot more time. 

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

“I know cattle aren’t the same as sheep, but something’s not right here.”

This time he couldn’t argue with his brother. None of the other calves stood with their backs humped and their heads down ,and he was pretty sure this one had a runny nose too. They definitely needed a professional. The only problem being they couldn’t very well ask any of the ranchers, nor could they waltz into the veterinary clinic with the sick stolen calf and ask for medical attention.

“Do you suppose we need to separate him from the other cows? That whatever has him off is contagious?”

Oh for land’s sake how the hell was he supposed to know that? Since they’d begun appropriating calves one by one over the last few months these animals had been pretty maintenance free. Water, grass, a little shade, and they were happy as clams. None of them, especially the ones they’d taken early on, were by any means small or easily transportable. Weaned calves started weighing in at over 400 pounds and this one weighed a hell of a lot more than that. 

How the heck were they supposed to move this bad boy away from the other cows and keep him away? Getting cattle to do something they didn’t want to do wasn’t like offering a treat to a trained seal. Even more importantly, who the heck could they get to take a look at the animal and tell them what kind of treatment he needed without getting them in trouble for having the cattle here in the first place.

“You’re doing that thinking thing again. I really do wish you’d think a little less and come up with ideas a little more.” His brother looked left then right, scanning the depths of the grazing land before his gaze settled at the foot of the road. “Think we can use that to transport him to the vet?”

“We can’t take him to the vet. How are we going to explain having a sick calf?” To boot, one standing in the open for all to see as they drove through town. So not a good idea.

Using one finger, his brother scratched the back of his head. “I suppose you do have a point”

Of course he did. Except he needed more than a point. He needed a plan.

 

****

 

Sunday supper at Uncle Sean and Aunt Eileen’s was basically the same as supper at Ian’s parents only on steroids. With more than twice as many children as his mom and dad had, and all of those children married or almost married, and grandchildren in the mix, the house was almost bursting at the seams. 

“Here you go. Set this on the table.” Aunt Eileen handed him a bowl of garlic parmesan mashed potatoes. 

“Oh, you’ll need this.” His cousin Adam’s wife Meg shoved a large serving spoon into the bowl. 

“Oh,” his cousin Connor’s wife Catherine shoved a handful of napkins at his chest, “take these too, please.” 

“Sure.” Ian nodded, pressing the napkins between his chin and chest. 

Beside him his cousin DJ appeared with a salad bowl the size of a small watering tub for cattle. “Just got off the phone with Esther. Sheriff next county over called. Rancher’s sons were camping out near a pasture and called him about seeing a strange truck. Rancher got there as they were done loading up.”

“They’ve got them?” 

“One of them. Last guy didn’t make it into the truck before the rancher pointed a double barrel at his face.” 

Ian chuckled softly and set the bowl on the table, stepping back out of the crowd of relatives scurrying about with food and silverware and drinks, laughing and chatting and teasing as they squeezed by. He was Texas born and bred where guns were sacred. Some days he really hated what guns did when they fell into the wrong hands, but he’d take a sharp shooting rancher having his back any day of the week, and like now, twice on Sundays. “Think they’re our guys?” 

“Hard to tell yet.” DJ shifted to one side out of the traffic flow. 

“Oh dang!” a female voice cried from the kitchen, smothered in a crashing sound. 

Another voice shouted, “Cold water” while another called, “I’ll get the ice.” 

Allison, the other doctor in the family, slammed a gravy boat on the table, spun in place and now holding her baby niece firmly in two hands, shoved her at Ian. “I need to see what the heck just happened.” 

This Uncle Ian thing was new to him, and clearly the rest of the Uncles must have been better trained because Allison turned around and tore off toward the kitchen with complete confidence that Ian had a firm grip on his niece Brittany. Only his ranger reflexes had him quickly recovering from the five second bobble that, thank heaven, his niece thought was a fun game and giggled. 

Holding her high up in the air and swishing her left and right like a tiny airplane, he kept his eye on her sweet smiles. “Yet?” 

DJ shrugged. “They had a large truck.” 

“That could fit.” Ian got a bit more brazen and tossed Brittany a couple of inches higher, grinning almost as wide as his niece. 

“Yeah, but the truck was loaded with grown cattle ready for market.” 

Ian sighed and shifted to swirling Brittany at arms length, left than right. “Could be they’re done practicing and upgrading to the real plan.” 

“Thought crossed my mind.” DJ got in on the fun and pretended to grab for Brittany’s nose every time she came near him. “Sheriff’s going to get back with me after he’s got some more info from the guy.” 

“If he gets more info from him.” 

“Probably will. Says the guy’s pretty young and scared at being caught. Right now he’s sitting in a cell getting more scared by the minute.” 

“That’ll work if he doesn’t lawyer up.” Now Ian was shoving Brittany up in the air and pulling her down to blow air on her tummy. “This baby thing is pretty fun.” 

DJ laughed and nodded. “Especially for us uncles who are spared diaper duty.” 

“Okay.” Allison reappeared and Brittany threw herself at the woman who was raising her. Hefting the little girl onto one hip, Allison looked up at the two men. “Grace dropped the baked sweet potatoes on the floor and they splashed on her foot and hand. Doesn’t matter what it is, heated to over 200 degrees anything will burn.” 

DJ looked over her shoulder into the kitchen. “She okay?” 

“Yeah. The ladies had it covered. Stuck her hand under the faucet and put ice on the foot.” 

“Guess it would have been hard shoving the foot under the faucet.” Still enchanted with his niece, Ian continued to play with her, poking his finger at her tummy. 

Allison swallowed a laugh. “Honestly, I wouldn’t have put it past them to lift her up and stuff her in the sink if they had to.” 

The last of the hot food out, the remainder of the family gathered around the table. Allison walked away to place Brittany in her high chair and Ian followed behind, understanding at least a little better why his friends practically glowed when they had children. For the first time he felt like by not dating seriously, not having a family plan on his radar, he might be missing out on more than he’d admitted.

Taking his seat, he looked at the smiling faces, the couples holding hands, the love and adoration in respectful gazes and wondered how Kelly was holding up alone with her grandfather and great uncle. Maybe after supper he’d pop over. After all, he had every good reason to check up on Buddy. And maybe if he could keep a straight face she’d believe that when he showed up later on her doorstep. 

 

****

 

“I forgot how much I enjoy the beach.” Kelly’s mom sighed into the phone. Houston was only a short drive to the Galveston coast. “There’s nothing that compares with the sand between your toes, the gulls squawking as they swoop in and out of the water, and the setting sun sparkling on the waves.” 

“I’m glad you’re having a good time. You coming home today?” 

“Well…” the lagging silence said more than if her mom had spoken. “Marilyn has to go to Charleston next.”

Even before her mother finished the last syllable, Kelly knew what was coming. Her mom was off for an extended adventure and Kelly would be in charge of her grandfather for a little longer. “How long?” 

“Just a week.” 

“A week?” 

“Is that too long? Is Pops giving you trouble? If they’ve gotten into more—”

“No. They’re fine.” Actually, they’d been rather easy maintenance. During the day they’d gone into town to play cards with friends, and had kept their promise to stay away from cooking until she got home. Maybe she’d been stressing over nothing and another week wouldn’t be a problem. She resisted the urge to sing liar, liar pants on fire. She was only kidding herself. Every evening she came home praying she wouldn’t find her grandfather in the midst of chaos or the house in ashes, but good, bad, or ugly, one more week wasn’t going to kill her. “You deserve a nice vacation. Enjoy hanging out with Marilyn.”

Five days post surgery, Buddy had way more energy than was probably good for him. He’d trotted to the kitchen door and back to Kelly a couple of times since she sat to chat with her mom. Now his tail was wagging a mile a minute and he was furtively bouncing from door to table and back. 

“What about you, dear? Anything interesting happening?” 

Interesting was her mother’s code for new man in her life. Kelly hadn’t seen the need to tell her mother that she’d sworn off men at least for now. And she sure as heck wasn’t going to mention the only man to spark her interest since kicking Brett to the door months ago was a Farraday. “Just working hard.” 

“And the puppy?” 

The little guy was now spinning in circles by the back door. Kelly really wished she could just open the door and let him out to run, but Adam had said no serious exercise for at least a week. So, Buddy had been confined to short walks up and down the block on a leash. “Just a few more days, fella.” 

“Excuse me?” 

“Not you, Mom. The dog. He’s just champing at the bit to get out into the yard and run around. Probably wants to chase the chickens.” 

“Or herd them.” Her mom laughed. “How’s Pops getting along with him?” 

“How does Peanut Butter like Jelly?” 

“Thought so. It’ll be good for him to have a new project.” 

“Yeah. This will probably be the best thing…” A flash of red and white caught the corner of her eye. They didn’t have any red chickens. Pushing away from the table she crossed the room and stood by the window, then blinked twice before she believed her eyes. “Holy mother of …. Mom, you go have fun. I need to take care of a few things here.” 

She didn’t even wait for her mother to say goodbye before tossing her phone onto the counter and taking another look out the window, just in case she was hallucinating. No such luck. So much for Pops staying out of trouble.

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

“Will you slow down!” Herbert shouted to his brother. 

“It’s a bloody golf cart,” Ralph called over his shoulder. “How fast do you think I can go?” 

“Faster than the cow. Slow down.” 

“I thought the idea was to get him in the garage as fast as we can so the neighbors don’t see him.” 

“Yeah, but if the animal drops from exhaustion or disease first, he’s going to be hard as hell to hide. Take it easy.” Herbert and his brother had spent the better part of the morning dealing with isolating the sick calf. Once they’d stopped arguing with each other as to whether or not the calf was contagious, and after they’d agreed it was best to keep him closer to home, the next debate had been how to accomplish moving him. 

They’d already mastered putting them in a head catch to get halters on them, so that part of the day had gone well enough, but this time they hadn’t rented a truck. Besides, on a Sunday renting any car within reasonable driving distance was not an option. 

Ralph sputtered to a halt. 

“Why’d you stop?” 

“Ask the cow.” 

“What?” Herbert had been following at the rear of the calf for the last hour. They’d come the back way, far enough behind all the development of the town so that no one would see them. The biggest risk had been coming in the short distance to the backyard.

“I’m stepping on the gas but I’m not going anywhere. Ask junior back there what happened.” Herbert carefully circled the animal, giving it a wide berth to avoid being accidentally kicked or stomped. “Come on. Time to get going.” Herbert tsked at the animal the way he would a horse. Big cow eyes looked up at him. “Don’t give me that dirty look. We got a few more feet to go to the garage. Let’s move it.” Herbert slapped the calf’s rump the way he might do to a horse. The problem at hand was that a horse would gallop off, this animal just kept staring at him.

“Well?” Ralph asked.

“Well nothing. He doesn’t want to move.”

“Where did you put that red sweater?”

Herbert refrained from rolling his eyes and praying to the heavens for a miraculously more astute brother. “I left it in the car. It isn’t going to help any more now than it did back at the golf course. Waving your sweater in the cow’s face isn’t gonna make him move. He’s not a grown bull and this is not Pamplona.”

“Pam who?”

This time Herbert looked up to the sky, sucked in a deep breath, and turned to the cow, lowering his voice. “It’s only a few more feet. Couldn’t you just move forward for me?”

He’d swear on his ancestors’ grave the cow smacked his lips and shook his head. Then again maybe he’d simply spent too much time in the sun. 

 

****

 

Kelly couldn’t run fast enough. As much as she’d love to believe she was hallucinating, as clear as the nose on her face, strolling across the backyard like a rat after the Pied Piper was Pops, following behind Uncle Ralph riding a golf cart with a cow tied to the back end. 

“Oh dear Lord,” she practically screeched as she bolted from the house, the screen door slamming shut behind her. Buddy came happily prancing after her and Kelly didn’t take the time to stop him. Her grandfather was now hovering over the stocky animal. What the hell was he doing with a cow? Weren’t the colorful assortment of chickens they kept enough of a menagerie?

The startled look on her grandfather’s face at the sight of her quickly shifted to calm and relaxed. The man straightened in place and stared at her with a bright smile as though hanging around the backyard with a cow was a perfectly normal thing for them. “Kelly dear, we thought you were going to be having Sunday supper with Becky and Grace at the Farraday’s.”

“I didn’t want to leave Buddy.” Truthfully, she didn’t want to leave her grandfather and clearly she’d been right. Now she stood at a complete loss for what to say next. Well, except for the obvious. “Why is there a cow in our backyard?”

“Oh,” her grandfather cast a furtive glance at his brother, then the cow, and then back to her, “well, um, he ah…”

“Is feeling poorly,” Uncle Ralph said.

The cow appeared rooted in place with a runny nose. “I can see that.” 

“You know something about sick cows?” Her grandfather’s face lit with interest. 

Years working with Adam she’d learned enough about dogs, cats, and cows, to occasionally be helpful, though in this case, any moron could tell the cow’s nose was runny.

“We got him this far,” Pops said, “and now he won’t move.”

Stepping close enough to the animal to grab its tail and twist it, Kelly gave a small shove. Usually that would be enough to make a cow move, but if the animal doesn’t feel well, getting it to budge even a little could prove to be a battle of wills. “Whose cow is it, and where are you taking it?” 

“Um,” her Pops muttered again. “A… uh…friend of ours is getting into the er… cattle business…”

“Yes,” Uncle Ralph nodded with a bit more enthusiasm than the response warranted. “That’s it. A friend, and he wanted to separate this calf from the rest of the herd until he could get to a vet—”

“Right,” Pops smiled, “and we suggested he keep it in our garage until then.” The grin on her grandfather’s face broadened to the point that anyone watching would think he’d just been nominated for a Nobel prize.

Something simply did not make sense. She only hoped her grandfather hadn’t gone and bought a damn cow with some crazy notion of starting a cattle business and now planned to hide a herd in their two-car garage. Shaking her head, she stepped back. “Let me go inside and get an empty water bottle. At the Farradays I’ve seen them shake a plastic bottle filled with rocks at a cow. Sick or healthy that always seemed to make them move. I’ll be right back.”

Front end low to the ground, butt in the air, surgical cone dragging on the ground, Buddy kept careful watch on the lone cow.

“Come on, Buddy.” Kelly snapped her fingers low to her side. “Come with me.”

The puppy jerked his head left then right, looking to her, then the cow and back before finally following orders and prancing up to her side.

“Good boy.” She patted the top of his head and gave an extra scratch behind his ear. At least one member of this family was staying out of trouble.

Finding a small plastic bottle in the kitchen to use was easy, the pebbles to shake was another story. The idea of substituting pennies occurred to her, but she wasn’t sure if it would have the same affect. Empty bottle in hand, she stepped outside making sure Buddy didn’t follow and pulled the back door shut behind her at the same moment her cell phone went off. Her heart did a little dance when she recognized the number as Ian’s.

The other night at the clinic the two of them had stayed for hours sitting with Buddy, talking, and visiting as though they had been close friends for years. By the time the tech had finally arrived, he’d griped and grumbled and mumbled so often about what a loser, idiot, and all around jerk Brett was for letting her go, and how he didn’t deserve her, for the first time in months Ian actually had her believing the problem really was Brett. Her head had known that all along, but her heart had been slow to get with the program. Not a single day this week had she looked in the mirror and had second thoughts about anything.

It hadn’t hurt any that Ian had come to town Friday afternoon to pick up some supplies at the feed store and invited her dancing at the Boots and Scoots. She had so wanted to say yes, but with her mom away, she wasn’t comfortable leaving the old men alone at home for too long. She had however agreed to a rain check, and seriously hoped he would take her up on it. 

“Hello.” She sucked in a calming breath and crossed the yard to her grandfather. 

“Hi,” Ian said lightly. “Thought you might be joining us for supper today.” 

“No. I hope Becky explained why I couldn’t go to Aunt Eileen.” 

“She did. Which is why I come bearing leftovers from my aunt. Enough to feed all your distant relatives for a fortnight.” 

Kelly giggled. She should have expected as much. 

“I’m turning the corner now.” 

“Now?” Not that she didn’t want to see him, but she didn’t want to explain a cow in the yard. Ian already knew about the fence, the chickens, and the fire, she wasn’t up to pretending a grandfather bringing a cow home was normal. 

“Is that a problem?” 

“No. Not at all.” 

“Good. See you in a minute.” 

The call disconnected and she slid the phone into her pocket and hurried the last few steps up to the cow and her grandpa. “We’ve only got a few minutes.” Hiccup. “Uncle Ralph, you move the golf cart into the garage.” She turned back to her grandfather. “You gather some pebbles from the footpath, load them into the bottle, then shake them behind the cow. That should get it to move.” 

Both men nodded. Her grandfather scurried off to the path, Uncle Ralph untied the cow from the cart, and she debated between helping her grandfather and taking a minute inside to at least put on some blush or lipstick, but she didn’t have time for either when she heard the short loud beep signaling Ian had arrived and locked his truck. He must have literally been halfway up the street when he called her.

“I have to go inside,” she shouted to her grandfather, a little more frantically than she’d intended. “Please hurry. I don’t want Ian to see the cow.” Hiccup.

“Ian Farraday is calling on you?” Her grandfather stopped in his tracks and turned to look at her.

“The rocks,” she yelled over her shoulder, already hurrying toward the house, “the cow. And put away that cart!” There was no way she was going to discuss Ian Farraday now, she just wanted the cow out of sight.

She’d made it to the kitchen door in time to hear the front bell ring and see her grandfather grudgingly returning to his task of gathering stones. Uncle Ralph had the cart parked inside the garage and was pulling the door down to hide the evidence, but the cow still stood in place, back slightly hunched, head down, and she prayed they moved the poor thing before he plopped on the ground where he stood and took a much needed nap. 

Buddy beat her to the door, tail wagging and making noises that sounded more like a conversation than a bark. 

“Hang on,” she told the puppy, took a deep calming, and hopefully hiccup smothering breath, and swung the door open wide. 

Standing with a shopping bag in each hand, Ian stretched them out in front of her. “In the kitchen?” 

“Oh, uh.” That was the last place she wanted him with a birds eye view of the circus in her yard. “Let me.” 

“I can take them.” 

“That won’t be necessary, uh,” she sucked in another breath before a hiccup escaped. “Buddy here is going to jump out of his skin if he doesn’t get some one on one ear scratching from his rescuer.” 

For all of two seconds she thought he was going to object, but instead Buddy, bless him, tail still swishing frantically back and forth, pawed anxiously at Ian, bringing a smile to the man’s face. “Okay, boy.” He nodded at Kelly, handing over the two bags before squatting to scratch the puppy.

Glancing quickly at each one, Kelly spun around, and hurrying to the kitchen, called back to Ian. “You weren’t kidding. Aunt Eileen must think I’m feeding an army.”

“You know how she is.” 

“Yeah,” Kelly chuckled, “I do.” Placing the bags on the table, she sneaked a peek out the kitchen window, relieved to at least see the golf cart was gone. So startled at the sight of a cow, only now did she stop to wonder what the heck they were doing with a golf cart. And that would have to be a concern for another time. 

Puppy nails clacked against the wooden floor. The sound growing closer tripped Kelly’s heart rate into double time and a soft hiccup escaped. Before she could work her way around the table, Ian and Buddy were standing in the doorway. 

“He’s doing really well.” 

“Yes. Yes, he is.” She maneuvered quickly around the table and placed herself between Ian and a view of the window. Not that it would do much good, with him being a head taller than her. “Let’s have a seat in the other room.” 

Not in line with the plan, Buddy slipped past Kelly making a beeline for the back door.

“Buddy.” Kelly shifted again snapping her fingers at the dog. “Come here, Buddy. Come on.”

“Looks like he wants to go outside.” 

“Yes well, he’s not allowed to run around for at least a couple more days. You go on and sit down inside, I’ll bring him along.” Placing her hand on Ian’s arm she gently nudged him away from the kitchen, but the man was built like a stone statue. It would take much more than a gentle nudge to move a Farraday.

“If he’s that anxious to go out maybe we can keep an eye on him.” 

“Better safe than sorry.” Kelly smiled up and considered another nudge when Ian turned toward the bank of rear windows and she swallowed another hiccup.

“And look.” He pointed to the first corner window. “Here comes your grandfather.” 

Two more windows and he’d be staring straight at the cow. 

“He loves being outside. Why don’t we go into the living room?” 

Ian shifted another few inches to his right and Kelly knew any second he’d see the cow. 

Mortification laced with panic seized her. She had to make him move. Throwing one arm up by his shoulder and splaying her other hand, palm open across his chest, she pushed up on her toes ready to shove a little harder when his startled gaze latched onto hers. Suddenly the room seemed to shrink around her. The thwacking of Buddy’s tail against the floor and his paw scratching at the door faded into silence. Fear of her grandfather and the mysterious cow coming into view melted away.

She needed to move him forward or step back, but all she could do was stare at the most beautiful sea green eyes she’d ever seen. 

“Kelly,” he murmured softly. His fingers curled around her arms. Whether hanging on or holding her steady, she wasn’t sure and didn’t care. Standing a breath apart, there was only one thing she knew. Ian Farraday was about to kiss her and she wasn’t going to do a damn thing to stop him. 

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

When Kelly placed her one hand on his shoulder, Ian had no idea what she intended. By the time her second hand landed squarely on his chest he was more than confused. Not till her eyes locked on his did he not give a flip what she was doing. The only thing he could think of was pulling her into his arms and tasting those rosy pink lips. 

He wanted to say something. Words hardly ever failed him, but now, the only thing he’d managed to mumble was her name. Drawing on every ounce of honor and chivalry his family had drummed into him, he waited, searching her eyes, wanting to be absolutely sure the electricity heightening his senses wasn’t one sided. 

Afraid to let go of her, and even more afraid to let his hands fall to those well-rounded hips, he dared to inch closer. Leaving her time and space to step away, to say no. Bracing himself for a slap in the face if he’d misread the look she gave him, close enough to count the golden flecks in her eyes, he lowered his mouth to hers for the barest of caresses, softly repeating her name one more time before letting his lips meet hers. 

“What in blue blazes?” Brows buckled with irritation, Kelly’s grandfather stood anchored by the back door until his brother slammed into him, shoving him two feet forward and closing the door behind him. 

Kelly sprang out of Ian’s grasp in a single leap. Not since Ian had been sixteen and caught making out with Natalie Franks at her pool house by Natalie’s grandmother had he felt so completely embarrassed. Apparently neither being a full grown legal adult, nor barely getting a touch of Kelly’s soft lips, made getting caught any less awkward. 

“Pops.” Kelly stepped around the table and busied herself unloading the bags of leftovers. “Did you get everything put away?” 

“Pretty much.” Kelly’s grandfather crossed the room and turned on the kitchen sink to wash his hands, his brother a step behind him.

Ian had no idea what everything entailed, but her grandfather’s demeanor had shifted on a dime from scowling protector to contrite subordinate. Wasn’t that as much of a surprise as getting caught too close to a woman who by most people’s standards he barely knew, and yet somehow he felt like he didn’t know anyone better than he knew her. “Anything I can help with?” He figured volunteering might go a long way to getting him out of the doghouse with Kelly’s grandfather. 

“No,” three voices barked. 

Again, not the reaction he’d expected. 

Drying his hand on the dishtowel, her grandfather stared out the window as though searching for something before turning around to face them. “I’m heading up to my room. It’s been a busy day and I’m ready for a nice, hot shower.” 

“I’ll second that,” Ralph chorused. 

Kelly’s grandfather paused in front of Ian. “You remember, I’m just up the stairs.” 

“Yes, sir,” Ian nodded. He and Kelly were certainly old enough to kiss. Technically they were well above the age of consent for a lot of things, but Ian had been raised, like his cousins, with an old-fashioned set of standards. A standard as common in small town USA as mom’s apple pie and the American flag. 

Neither he nor Kelly moved a muscle until her grandfather and great uncle were down the hall and halfway up the stairs. The air in the room was thick and tense and he was pretty sure it had little to do with his impromptu attempt at a kiss. Turning to face her and taking a long stride in her direction, Ian stopped where Buddy sat midway between them. “There’s more going on here than just a kiss, isn’t there?” 

Kelly resumed her task of putting away the leftovers. “I’m not sure what you mean.” 

“Neither do I, but something seems off.” He gave Buddy a quick pat on the head and closed the distance between him and Kelly. “Are you okay?” 

Her hands stilled from unpacking. She took in a long breath and nodded. “I will be.”

“Your grandfather is giving you more trouble?” 

“Nothing I can’t handle.” 

“Anything I can help with?” 

Her head turned from side to side. “Nothing I can’t handle,” she repeated. 

“Would you tell me if it were something you couldn’t handle?” 

“Of course…” Her words stilled a moment, her head tipped slightly to one side and her gaze shifted from casual to intense, and then with the slightest of smiles, she nodded. “Yes, I think I would.” 

He couldn’t help but smile back. In little more than a week they’d developed a sincere camaraderie and he liked it. A lot. “I’d better be on my way before I do something your grandfather will really get mad at me for.” 

With that, he gave her a quick peck on the temple before the temptation to aim for her mouth took over his good sense. 

Kelly accompanied him to the front door. “Please tell Aunt Eileen I said thank you.” 

“I will.” 

At the door she pulled it open and stood almost barricaded behind it. He hoped he hadn’t made a mistake kissing her. But if he had, he hoped he’d get a better chance to do it again.

 

****

 

Regardless of having finished putting away the leftovers, tidied up the kitchen, and played with the dog, Kelly couldn’t stop thinking of the cow her grandfather had brought home, but couldn’t bring herself to go outside and look at it. She’d tried the out of sight out of mind thing, but it wasn’t working for her. Finally running out of things to do, she was about to head out to the garage when her grandfather came downstairs. 

As was his routine late every evening, he poked his head in the fridge looking for a snack most people would call a meal. Except this time he didn’t say anything to her. As a matter of fact, she got the feeling he’d intentionally talked to the dog on his way to the fridge to avoid facing her. 

“Pops. We need to talk.” 

“I was thinking the same thing.” He emerged from looking into the fridge with a large pan of Aunt Eileen’s leftovers. “You’re a pretty sensible girl.” 

“I’d like to think so.” At least she knew she was sensible enough not to bring a five hundred pound calf home for some TLC. 

Pops peeled the foil back from the tray, reached behind him for a dish, and holding a large spoon, scooped a mound onto the plate. She must have inherited her metabolism from him. As full figured as she was, she’d never been as heavy as she should be based on the amount of food she could eat. 

By the time Pops had dawdled and stalled by adding corn on the cob and green bean casserole to the already full plate, irritation mingled with impatience had Kelly nearly tapping her toe. “Pops.” 

He held a finger up to her, slid the plate into the microwave and turning around, pinned her with a sharp steely look that almost made her take a step back. “I like the Farradays.” 

That hadn’t been the opening she’d been expecting. 

“I like them a lot. Good, honest, hardworking people. Even if they do raise helpless animals for food—”

“I’m in no mood for a lecture on the benefits of a vegetarian diet.” 

He bobbed his head. “And this isn’t the time to give one. You know Ian Farraday is a grown man.”

Surely her grandfather didn’t think she was stupid and blind. 

“A man doesn’t make it to his age and stay a bachelor without having enjoyed a few oats along the way.” 

Oats? 

“You’re still pretty young and I know most women find the Farradays easy on the eyes. Ian is no exception, but I don’t want those boyish good looks fooling you. Ian Farraday is going back to his life and world as soon as Finn and his bride come home—”

“Pops—”

“Don’t Pops me.” He pulled the dish out of the beeping microwave and pinned her with another serious glare. “I’ve seen the pretty little things men like that dally with. Even if he is a Farraday, he’s still a man and you’re not that type.” 

“Pops.” An unexpected ache pinched in her chest. Whether it was hearing the words straight out that nothing could come from a relationship, okay maybe not a relationship but at least another kiss, or two, or more with Ian, or the implication that she wasn’t pretty enough for a Farraday that stabbed at her, she wasn’t sure, but her grandfather’s words stung nonetheless. Sadly, both were probably true. All the Farraday wives were varying types of striking and attractive women, and all were smart as whips. Hell, Allison was a world famous doctor and Catherine had run legal circles around some of the best lawyers in the Midwest. 

Pops came around to her side, a softer gleam in his gaze. “You’ll find the right man, one who appreciates and loves you for the amazing beautiful person you are, but don’t be thinking that’s Ian Farraday.” 

Understanding her grandfather’s intent more clearly, she hated to admit that as interesting, in a whole lot of ways, that getting to know Ian Farraday a whole lot better, held a whole lot of appeal, her grandfather was right. She needed to remember this wasn’t about her being good enough or pretty enough, and about Ian not sticking around long enough. 

But even more critical at this very moment, the real issue at hand she needed to deal with now wasn’t her love life or lack of one, but her grandfather and his crazy cow ideas. She gave her grandfather a quick peck on the cheek. “Thanks for worrying, Pop, but there’s nothing going on with me and Ian. I was just trying to distract him from looking out the window and spotting you and Uncle Ralph with the cow.” 

At least her grandfather had the good sense to look a tad repentant. Whether about the cow itself, or her finding it, she couldn’t tell. 

“Which brings me back to the real problem. The cow.” 

Pops bristled before stabbing at his mashed potatoes. “You don’t need to worry yourself about that. Ralph and… my friend and I will handle it.” 

“That’s what worries me.” She turned away heading for the back door. Someone had to be the sensible one around here and it appeared she was the one with the most experience around animals and illness. “Why would any rancher give two greenhorns a sick cow to care for?”

She was halfway out the door when her grandfather tossed his fork down and hurried after her. “We know what we’re doing. No need to go after the calf.” 

Kelly continued the short distance to the garage. Like it or not her grandfather had proven one time too many that she couldn’t rely on him to handle much of anything anymore and in this case there was a sick cow on her property. She’d probably need to call in Adam, but at least she could get a better look at what the animal’s symptoms were before she called her boss. 

“Now, young lady, you’re not so grown up that you don’t have to listen to your grandpa any more,” he said more sternly as she reached for the handle on the side door to the garage. “Let’s go back to the house and let me and Ralph handle this.” 

“Pops, I can’t do that. We probably need to call Adam over before it gets any later.” Kelly walked all of two paces before coming up to the rear end of a growing beef cow standing in an empty garage. No hay, no water, no barriers to keep him out of things he shouldn’t get into. She shook her head. What a bloody mess. 

Taking another step closer, her grandfather scurried around her intent on blocking her path, but not before the sliver of light from the doorway shone on the cow’s rump and a bold print F inside a circle. The Farraday brand. A Farraday cow. A sick Farraday cow.

Her head snapped left to her grandfather’s crestfallen face. “Oh, Pops. What on earth have you done now?” 

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Already blocks from Kelly’s house, Ian’s head was still reeling from the last few minutes. The slightest of kisses had left an impact on him he couldn’t shake. None of which made any sense. The entire interaction barely qualified as a real kiss, and yet, it had affected him more than any other kiss before.

Turning the corner onto Main Street, he considered what to do. He only had another week until he had to report back to work, and most of that time would be spent more than an hour out of town at the ranch, all of which made spending time with Kelly difficult, but right now spending time with Kelly was something he really wanted to do. Needed to do. Another thing that made no sense. He’d met lots of women in his years. Liked lots of women. A time or two he’d been so infatuated he’d thought he might have found the right one, but time always wore away the illusion and settled into nice girls to date, but nothing he couldn’t shake. Until Kelly, and that scared him clear to the marrow of his bones. 

Coming up near the Cut and Curl, Ian slowed at what he thought was the sight of his brother’s beat up old pick up. Though it was very unlikely Jamison would come to town and no one in the family know about it, it was even less likely there were two of that old truck in this world. Sure enough, slowing to a near crawl for a better look, not only was it Jamison’s truck he’d spotted parked to the side, but his brother stood on the sidewalk grinning up at the building in front of him.

Apparently he wasn’t the only one surprised to find Jamison in town. Walking at a brisk pace, Sissy waved frantically while Sister locked the door to their boutique. And wasn’t that an odd sight. Not that there was anything odd about the sisters chasing down the street after anyone, more that they were coming from their store at this hour. Unlike the rest of the modern world, the shops on Main Street were all closed on Sundays. Sisters was no exception. 

By the time he’d parked and climbed out of the truck, both sisters were deep in animated conversation with his brother. Jamison, bless his heart, was smiling, and nodding, and laying on all the Farraday charm at his disposal and the sisters were grinning back like a couple of giddy school girls. Lord, how Ian loved this town. 

“Am I invited to this party?” Ian called from the curb, slapping his brother on the shoulder and pulling him into a hug once he reached his side. “Does Aunt Eileen know you’re coming?” 

“Until a few hours ago, I didn’t know I was coming.” 

“Jamison was just telling us the good news.” Sissy, the taller of the two sisters, said. 

“Yes,” Sister, who after all these years still wore her hair as high as it was wide keeping the idea of Texas big hair alive and well, said, “He may be moving to Tuckers Bluff.” 

“Really?” Ian’s brother had been somewhat cryptic about an upcoming project for some time. The last time they’d had a chance to sit down and really talk, Jamie had implied a sweet deal was coming together. Ian couldn’t believe the deal was in Farraday country. 

“Still a few dots and tiddles to work out, but it’s looking really good.”

“Well,” Sissy looked to her sister, “we should be getting home. Only came to the store cause Sister thought she’d left the iron plugged in and turned on.” 

“Silly me,” Sister rolled her eyes. “Of course I hadn’t, but I wouldn’t have gotten a wink of sleep tonight second guessing myself.” 

Sissy nodded. “Keep us posted, Jamie.” 

“I will.” He waved at the two women as they waddled up the road toward their house. 

“Moving to town?” Ian repeated.

Jamison tilted his head toward the building behind them. “If we can get old man Thomas to sell this building.” 

“What in the name of…” DJ stepped out of his police car. “I thought it was you jawing with Ian. What are you doing in town and is Aunt Eileen expecting you?” 

“Looking around, and no, I thought I’d surprise her.” 

“Well, that you will, and she’ll like having you,” DJ smiled, “but she won’t like not being ready with some special treat.” 

Jamie’s grin grew to match DJ’s. “I may have to stick around long enough for her to bake something.”

“You do that.” DJ lifted his chin pointing at his cousin. “So what exactly are you looking around at? You’ve only been to town a million times?” 

“This building.” Jamie threw his thumb over his shoulder. “Meeting with old man Thomas tomorrow morning. 

“What about?” DJ asked what Ian was thinking. 

The smile on Jamie’s face grew impossibly wider. “I wasn’t at liberty to say anything before, and this is still just between us, but if the price is right, there’s going to be a new pub in town.” 

“Son of a…” DJ whistled. “Mabel was right.” 

“Right?” Jamie asked. 

“A referendum to make Tuckers Bluff wet.” 

Jamie nodded. “Yep. There’s been a county wide move and Tuckers Bluff is smack dab in the middle of it.”

“But a pub?” Ian asked. “Do you really think this town is big enough to support it?”

“Not just this town, this county. Folks won’t have to drive all the way to Butler Springs for a Saturday night date or some Friday night two stepping.” 

“Well,” DJ shrugged, “that might be true for Friday and Saturday, but what do you do the rest of the week?” 

“Only going to be open Thursday through Sunday.” 

Ian lifted a brow. “Four day work week?” 

“The demographic studies say it will work. I’ll make it work.” Jamie shot his brother the same confident look he’d given his dad when he’d announced he’d had enough of college and was going to find his own way. 

Ian knew his brother had done well for himself, but didn’t realize he’d done that well. Come to think of it. “Where’d you come up with enough money to buy a building?”

“It’s a partnership.” For a flashing moment, the light in Jamie’s eyes appeared to dim before enthusiasm took over again. Looking from DJ to Ian, Jamie paused. “Speaking of unexpected encounters, I’m not surprised to run into DJ here in town, but what are you doing here?” 

“Yeah,” DJ grinned like the dog who had caught the cat with the canary. “What brought you to town?” 

“Me?” Ian repeated innocently. 

“Go ahead,” DJ coaxed. “Tell him.” 

Because I didn’t want to wait any longer to see Kelly didn’t seem like the smartest answer he could give—even if it was the truth—Ian went with the secondary excuse. “I brought some leftovers into town from Aunt Eileen.” 

Jamie’s brows shot up high and DJ chuckled. 

“Yeah, we all thought he volunteered a little too fast.” DJ looked to Ian. “Tell him who the leftovers were for.” 

This time Jamie’s face lit up. “Tell me there’s a girl involved?” 

“Yeah, cuz,” DJ teased. “Tell him.” 

If he’d thought he’d kept his thoughts about Kelly quiet, he’d obviously been dead wrong. “Don’t you have some new info on the rustlers to share?” 

“No. Haven’t heard from the sheriff yet.” DJ turned to Jamie. “It’s Kelly Morgan.” 

Jamie squinted in thought. “Grace’s friend? The pudgy one who works for Adam?” 

“She’s not pudgy,” Ian shot back instantly. 

Jamie’s brows shot up high on his forehead once again. “Really?”

“Yes,” Ian said more firmly. “Really.” He’d be the first to agree as a young child she was indeed a bit on the pudgy side, but now there wasn’t anything about Kelly that would be described as pudgy. Words like luscious and shapely came to mind. He’d told her she was beautiful and he wasn’t being nice because of the stupid comments her jerk of an ex had said. He’d meant every one of the things he’d said to her. 

“Told you,” DJ crossed his arms and grinned in Jamie’s direction. 

“Well, I’ll be.” Jamie shook his head. “Looks like I’m not the only one with a few surprises up their sleeves.” 

“What the hell are you talking about?” Ian snapped, still annoyed at the way his brother had described Kelly. People were more than their weight. 

“You, my dear brother, are smitten.” 

Ian didn’t know which subject to broach first, the fact that no one used words like smitten any more, or the fact that his brother had to be totally off his rocker to think driving an hour to town to deliver leftovers said anything more than he was a good neighbor to a nice woman. The only problem with that was he knew better than anyone, he was a hell of a lot more than smitten with Kelly. What he didn’t know was what the hell was he going to do about it? 

 

****

 

Kelly stared at the familiar Farraday brand. She knew darn well there was no way any Farraday would give her grandfather a sick cow to tend to. Her mind instantly flashed back to the talk of cattle rustlers. What she couldn’t figure out is why her grandfather would help a rustler. Unless of course Pops didn’t know the friend was stealing cattle, but who could Pops possibly know who would do such a thing? 

“Pops, I don’t know who your friend is, or what he told you, but this is a stolen calf, and we have got to get him back to his rightful owners.” 

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” The older man shook his head. 

“I know you think this person is a friend, and I admire your sense of loyalty to him, but we can’t be caught aiding and abetting or whatever it’s called when you help hide stolen goods.” Not to mention the inside of their garage, with no straw for the flooring or hay and water for the animal, was no place to offer safe harbor. 

Uncle Ralph came walking through the door, cast a fast glance at the cow, his brother, and Kelly’s hand near the Farraday brand before his eyes widened like a couple of full moons and muttered, “Uh oh.” 

From the corner of her eye she noticed her grandfather take a half step back and shake his head vehemently at her uncle. Before she could ask what was going on, her uncle ran his hand across the back of his neck. “Well, I guess the jig is up.” 

Pops’ eyes widened twice their normal size. “Ralph, go on back to the house.” 

“Why? Surely she’s not going to turn us in,” Uncle Ralph said. “The idea was a good one at first.” 

“Ralph.” Pops stepped forward, nudging his brother toward the door. “You go on and let me and Kelly talk alone.” 

His back to Kelly, Uncle Ralph moved forward, still talking over his shoulder at her grandfather. “Make sure you explain we thought we was giving them a better life. Never gave no never mind that there’s no place to send grown cows.” 

It took a few seconds for the word we to process and register in her mind. Not he or they, but we, as in Ralph and Herbert. “You stole the cows?” 

Pops and Uncle Ralph stopped short, both looking so contrite she instantly gave up any hope of being told otherwise. “You stole the cows,” she muttered again, only this time it wasn’t a question. Her gaze shifted from the two men staring at her in anticipation of her next words, the sickly cow, the golf cart that struck her as being as out of place in her garage as the cow, and thoughts of the man who had just left her kitchen. Her head began to spin. The difference between right and wrong had been drummed into her head since before she could speak. She knew the right thing to do. What she didn’t know was how was she supposed to call the police on her own grandfather?

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

“Oh, by the way,” DJ let his crossed arms fall to his side, and the teasing expression gave way to a more serious face, “Esther reported an interesting call a short while ago. I was just on my way to check it out. Since you’re here, you might want to come with me.”

“On the rustling or something else?” Ian asked.

“Well, that is to be determined. Edna Perkins called in that she saw a golf cart pulling a cow.”

“A golf cart?” Ian had heard a lot of strange things in his line of work, and he wasn’t ready to discount anything until he’d investigated it fully, but he had to admit a golf cart and a cow didn’t sound like a break in the case, more like bad eyesight.

“Miss Edna is pushing 95 years old, has been known to get a little confused from time to time, but considering her age she’s usually sharp as a tack.”

“A golf cart and a cow,” Ian repeated, a hint of incredulity in his voice.

DJ blew out a small sigh and nodded. “I know, but I have to check it out. Do you want to come?”

Something about a golf cart tickled the back of Ian’s mind. “Where does this Edna Perkins live?”

“Just outside the south end of town. Houses are pretty scattered out there. Large lots—”

“Near Kelly’s family?”

“A little further out. Almost to the old golf club.”

Pulling up to Kelly’s house earlier, Ian had thought he’d heard a commotion in the yard. Instinctively he’d glanced up the drive and thought he’d noticed someone pulling a riding vehicle into the detached garage. With the size of the lots, a riding mower was not an unusual thing to find. He’d filed the machinery away as just that. Except, now that he thought about it a little more, the thing did have an awning or some sort of covering, and he remembered a flash of color. “What color was the cart?” 

“Red and white. Fits the old golf club colors,” DJ answered. “Why?” 

He’d been so focused on getting to see Kelly when he’d arrived at her house, he hadn’t paid much attention to anything else, but now that the scene replayed in his mind, more details stood out. Kelly had seemed a bit jumpy, perhaps a bit more than someone receiving unexpected company. Her uncle and grandfather were covered in varying degrees of mud. Dirt that resembled two men coming in from a hard day on the ranch more than a suburban backyard. “Yes, I do think I want to hear what Miss Edna has to say.”

Following behind DJ, Ian tossed the puzzle pieces around in the back of his mind. Absolutely nothing made any sense. He wanted to believe Mrs. Perkins was a senile old woman with a vivid imagination. Twenty minutes later his cop instinct told him this woman had seen exactly what she said. A golf cart disappearing into the thatch behind her house with a cow in tow. What she wasn’t sure of was if there had been only one or two people in the cart. It had been a good distance from her home, but close enough for her to be sure of at least the cart and a cow.

Because all of this involved Kelly and her grandfather, Ian refrained from saying anything to DJ about the thoughts and possibilities, or improbabilities, kicking around in his mind. Mostly because he didn’t want to believe that Kelly and her family could have anything to do with cattle rustling. They were good people. A family that he and his relatives had known most of their lives. Not cattle rustlers. Not thieves. Her dad had been a beloved high school coach. A sacred position in Texas. There had to be another explanation. Except with every block he passed, moving closer to Kelly’s house, all he hoped and prayed for was to find a lawnmower parked in the garage. Anything else would be a nightmare.

Parking just past her house, Ian took his time coming down the sidewalk, slowing at the sound of voices drifting down the drive from the garage. As a friend of the family, he had every reason to be on private property in search of Kelly. As a law officer, he had every reason to believe this could be following a lead. He much preferred the first reason. Slowly he made his way up the drive, the voices coming in louder and the conversation more clearly. Finally close enough to hear the distress in Kelly’s voice, Ian realized both he and Kelly were putting very ugly pieces of the truth together. Sucking in a deep breath, he had a decision to make, and fast. Step into the doorway and make his presence as an officer of the law known, or turn and walk away.

 

****

 

“Pops.” Kelly couldn’t believe a word she was hearing. Not that she didn’t believe her grandfather was telling her the truth, she just couldn’t believe this was really happening. Her sweet, loving, and clearly addled grandfather was stealing cows. “Let me see if I am following this correctly.” She enunciated very carefully, not so much for her grandfather to understand, but mostly trying to make herself understand. “You wanted to save the cows?”

Her grandfather smiled. “See. Now you understand.”

“No, Pops, I don’t.” She raised her arms, dropped them again, opened her mouth, closed her mouth, blew out a breath, sucked in more air, all searching for the right words. “I know you don’t eat meat anymore. You saw some movie about our food and the treatment of animals, and you made a choice to stop eating animal products. Even though we have been born and raised in the middle of cattle ranching country, I understood that part.”

“What else is there to understand?” Her grandfather looked at her with the sense of a young child explaining his perception of the imperfect world.

“What I don’t get is how taking,” she paused doing math in her head, “how many cows now?”

“Let’s see.” Her grandfather and Uncle Ralph looked to the heaven as though counting cattle in the sky. “We didn’t want to hit any one rancher too hard.”

“And,” her uncle added, “we needed to figure out where to keep the cows.”

“The abandoned golf course?” Kelly put in.

Her uncle grinned, clearly proud of her understanding. “That’s right. Plenty of grass for them to feed on, and some straw spread out in the abandoned clubhouse was perfect for any of the cattle we needed to keep indoors. But we still had to figure out where to send the cows to save them from slaughter.”

“And that’s where we’ve run into a little bit of trouble. There doesn’t seem to be a whole lot of cattle sanctuaries anywhere. Everybody wants to save retired circus elephants, old zoo cats, or animals illegally smuggled into the country, but not so much cows.”

Kelly had no idea what to say. Of course there weren’t cow sanctuaries. They were considered a food staple of the United States, not exotic animals. Short of a calf or two at a petting zoo, there was no entertainment value in cattle. Even at state fairs, except for the few stud bulls, the end results for most of the cattle was going to be the meat market. “Pops.” She tried not to sound too desperate. “How. Many. Cows. Are we talking?”

“Twenty?” 

Uncle Ralph shook his head. “I think we’re up to twenty-two, maybe twenty-three.”

“Somewhere in there.” Her grandfather nodded.

Twenty-two cows. Maybe twenty-three? Kelly might just be sick. With the kitchen door still open, even from where they stood in the garage she could hear the doorbell sound. Company was not what she needed. Plastering on the closest thing to a calm and cool demeanor that she could manage, she waved an arm from her Pops to the cow. “Let’s close all the doors before someone sees this guy. We’ve got to call Adam and DJ, tell them everything—and I mean everything—as soon as I get rid of whoever is at the front door.” 

Neither old man dared say a word. Her grandfather briefly flashed a scowl, and for a second she thought she saw his lips pucker and mouth open prepared to argue, but instead he nodded, and closing the doors behind them, followed her into the house. 

Through the small section of glass, she could make out Ian’s features. The sight of him on the other side of the door had her heart doing a fast two step, instantly lifting her mood, until she realized she’d have to explain all of this mess to him as well. If she’d thought her grandfather almost burning down the retirement home and then her own house had been a miserable mess, both incidents were a walk in the park compared to this new disaster. Stealing cattle was a criminal offense that could send her grandfather to jail for whatever time was left of his natural life. 

Ian’s finger was perched high, ready to ring the bell again when she swung the door open. 

“Hellp.” She did her best to put on a brave face and smiled as she waved him inside, but the memory of a few hours in jail and the thought of her grandfather spending any time at all behind bars had her almost bursting into tears. 

“Hey.” He stepped into the house and stopped only a few inches in front of her. “What’s the sad face?” 

Closing her eyes, she sucked in a deep breath, willing the threatening tears away. “It’s such a mess, Ian. Pops is in so much trouble.” 

Strong hands weaved around her waist, pulling her against him. “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on?” 

Instinctively, she curled into his shoulder. Closing her eyes, refusing to cry, instead feeding on his strength. There had to be a way to make this right, and if anyone would have answers for her, Ian would. She had to trust him. Knew she could trust him. “It’s a mess.” 

Gently stroking her back in slow soothing swirls, his voice rumbled against her ear. “How about starting at the beginning?” 

With a nod, she reluctantly slipped out of the safety of his arms, but needing the connection, she kept her fingers loosely entwined with his. She moved to the sofa, sat beside him, and did her best to explain as her grandfather and uncle shifted in their seats like boys called to the principal’s office. The words tumbling out like water from a downhill spring, she laid out everything she did and didn’t understand. Occasionally her grandfather or uncle added a word here or there, sometimes helping, other times only adding to the confusion. Ian listened patiently, occasionally urging her on with a squeeze of her hand. 

The entire convoluted story told, Kelly kept a hopeful gaze on Ian. “Please tell me there’s a way out of this mess?” 

Ian’s shoulders stiffened ever so slightly, but it was enough for her to know he wasn’t going to have any easy answers. “One step at a time. We’ll need to call both Adam and DJ, but first I’d like you to take me to where you’re keeping the cattle.” He gave her hand another squeeze. “And if we’re lucky, between here and there I’ll come up with a brilliant plan.” 

Despite the wary glare her grandfather shot in her direction, Kelly nodded. At this point she didn’t care about brilliant; all she wanted was a plan. 

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Even though he’d been hoping and praying, not until he’d rung the bell at Kelly’s did Ian realize just how badly he’d wanted to find a riding mower in the garage. He also didn’t realize how badly he wanted to be an ordinary citizen instead of a law officer until Kelly leaned into him, all broken up over the dilemma at hand. He had no idea how to save her grandfather.

Sure, he knew that his uncle Sean would not press charges against such an old man, especially one who was clearly not functioning out of malice but from an addled older mind. There was definitely another rancher or two that Ian knew would stand with his uncle and not press charges, but he hadn’t a clue how the rest of the ranchers would feel about the situation. He could only hope that returning the cattle would be a possible first step to coming out of this mess as unharmed as possible.

“We better start with Uncle Sean. We’re going to need to identify the cattle and see what we can do about returning them to their rightful owners.”

Kelly’s face lit up. “Maybe if we give them back we don’t have to make this a police matter?”

“I’m sorry.” Ian shook his head. “I have no choice. I have to bring DJ into this. It’s his town and I’ve sworn an oath.” The light in her eyes dimmed and he held up his hand. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t do a little negotiating.” 

It took only a few minutes to load everyone into his truck and head out to the old golf course. It actually surprised him that nobody around town had noticed the trim lawns of late. Pulling into the parking lot near the old club building, he scanned the distance looking for young cows. Doors slammed, boot heels hit the ground, and circling the hood of the truck, Ian looked to Kelly’s grandfather. “You’ve done a good job of hiding over twenty cows.”

“Maybe.” Kelly’s grandfather scowled and stomped off around to the back of the building, before spinning around and facing his brother. “You move them inside?”

Uncle Ralph stared slack jaw at the empty greens, shaking his head. “Didn’t you?”

Nothing about this conversation made Ian happy. “Are you two saying you’ve lost the cows?”

“Maybe they just wandered off?” Kelly offered.

Shaking his head, the creases on her grandfather’s forehead deepened. “Most of this property either has electric fences or cattle walks so stray cattle and other critters wouldn’t wander in and ruin the grounds. We just turned the system on and used it to keep them from wandering out.”

“Lord I need a smoke.” Uncle Ralph rolled his eyes heavenward.

Kelly’s grandfather waved a finger at his brother. “Don’t you get me started on that. You know what those—”

“Pops!” Kelly interrupted the two men before they could start a war on the pros and cons of cigarettes. “Where are the cows?”

Staring daggers at his brother, Kelly’s grandpa shook his head.

This was so not looking good. “Gentlemen,” Ian asked, “you mean to tell me that you don’t know where the cows have gone?”

“Oh, I know all right.” Kelly’s grandpa spun around and stormed off toward the front of the building. “It’s that Buford.” 

Uncle Ralph lit up and snapped his fingers. “Of course.”

“Of course what?” Ian lengthened his stride to catch up to the older men. “And who is Buford?”

“That no good, skinny, lazy, scheming Beaumont. He and his brothers never earned an honest dollar in their lives.”

Ian had never heard of the Beaumont family. Turning to Kelly, he looked for answers.

Apparently they’d gotten good at reading each other, since she quickly answered his silent question. “Beaumonts live just over the line in the next county. You rarely run into them. None of the boys went to school. The principal and the teachers all tried to talk some sense into their parents, but neither had any education and didn’t see the need for their sons to have it. They live in a piecemeal cabin that’s been in the family for generations. No one has ever been sure how they make their living.”

“Sure we do,” her grandpa insisted. “They’re thieving scoundrels.” 

Ian turned to Pops. “Do you have any reason other than ‘they are thieving scoundrels’ to think they have your cows?” 

The old man slowed by the truck, turning to nod at Ian. “Other day I saw Buford puffing away like a damn chimney just on the other side of the fork in the road to town. Standing around, watching nothing. Said he was waiting on a ride from his brother. Ralph and I drove off and I saw two of those big trucks pull over and he got into one. Wondered where’d they get the money to buy not one but two of those rigs.” 

Ian was beginning to think he might have the answer to that. “Tell me,” he asked Uncle Ralph, “did you do a lot of smoking while watching the Farraday herd?” 

“I rarely get to sneak in a cigarette with Mr. Save The Environment around. Besides, we never spent much time watching any of the herds.”

“One more question. Did you loosen the fence wires at the Farraday’s?” 

Both Uncle Ralph and Kelly’s grandfather moved their heads from side to side. 

Alarm bells rang at full volume in Ian’s head. Puzzle pieces were coming together and fast. On the short ride from Kelly’s to the club he’d reached out to his uncle who was most likely already on his way to transport the now non-existent cattle. Whipping out his phone, he swiped at the screen, reaching out first to his cousin.

“Didn’t expect to hear from you so soon. Need some dating advice?” DJ teased. 

“No time to remind you I’m the one who told you to open your eyes about your wife. We have a bigger problem brewing. Did you get the name of the guy they picked up the next county over?” 

“As a matter of fact, his prints just came back—”

“A Beaumont?” 

“Yeah. How’d you know?” 

“Buford is a chain smoker. I think he’s the one who was stalking your pastures.”

“Shit,” DJ mumbled. 

“Yeah. And I’m betting any amount of money they just made off with the stash of cattle here at the golf course—”

“What?” 

“You heard me. The cattle here are gone. All of them. And I’m willing to bet my badge it’s the Beaumonts behind it. If they’re moving two trucks of cattle they’ve got room for a lot more than twenty calves and the next closest ranch to the golf course is—”

“Ours,” DJ mumbled. 

“Exactly. How much do you want to bet that means—”

“We’re next.” DJ sighed. “I’ll call Dad now. You’ll get there before me. Don’t do anything stupid.” 

Ian almost laughed. Talk about the pot calling the kettle black when it came to taking risks to make a collar, DJ was right there with the most brazen of them. “The one you need to tell that to is—”

“Aunt Eileen,” they both echoed. 

 

****

 

“If you ask me, Ian looked way too eager to go all the way to town just for a good deed.” Catherine Farraday looked up from helping her daughter with an animal puzzle. 

Eileen continued to separate out the flat end pieces. “That’s what I said. Adam, Brooks and DJ would all have gladly taken Kelly the leftovers on their way home.” 

Rocking Brittany to sleep, Allison looked over Aunt Eileen’s shoulder and pointed to a flat edge she’d missed. “It’s the dog thing.” 

“You mean puppy thing,” Catherine chuckled. 

“Puppy, dog, whatever. I’ve never been a superstitious person, but I’m telling you there’s something about these dogs showing up that is totally worthy of a Twilight Zone episode.” 

“What I want to know is if Kelly was as happy to see Ian as he was to go see her.” Eileen handed Stacey another edge piece for her and her mom to link together. Eileen just loved having small children around the house again. She would miss having little Brittany nearby once Ethan and Allison’s house was built over near the new hospital. Not that she expected that to happen any time soon with all the construction trouble they’d run into. A few times Sean had come within inches of calling his cousin Patrick to see if he could send a crew in from Oklahoma, but each time the local crew had gotten their act together until the next screw up. 

“Do you think this means Ian will transfer someplace closer to Tuckers Bluff or are we going to lose Kelly?” Catherine asked. 

Eileen straightened, she hadn’t thought about that. Honestly today was the first time since the drive back from Dallas that she’d given any serious consideration to Ian and Kelly as a permanent relationship. A thought she’d actually discarded when she hadn’t seen a dog around anywhere that day. Of course what she had yet to figure out at all was how had those two wound up driving together in the first place. Not that it mattered, fate, and the dogs, had an interesting way of turning everyone’s lives around. 

The old phone on the wall rang. That didn’t happen very often. Usually everyone communicated via cell phones.

Pushing away from the table, Eileen reached for the avocado green phone. “Hello.” 

“Your cell is going straight to voicemail,” Sean said.

“I forgot. It’s on the charger upstairs.” 

“We’ve got a situation. Connor and I are coming back to the ranch. DJ and Ian are meeting us. Ian thinks the cattle thieves could be coming back to the section with the weak fence line.”

“What do you need me to do?” 

“Keep the girls in the house. Don’t let Catherine and Brittany go home until we say the coast is clear. He could be wrong and the pasture is nowhere near the house, but I’m not taking any chances with my own.” 

“I’ll take care of everyone on this end. You be careful.” The only other crack shot in the family at home now besides her was Hannah. She didn’t know what was happening in the universe but she was getting pretty tired of reaching for her rifle. 

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

“Can’t you drive any faster?” If Kelly’s grandfather leaned any more forward he’d be sitting on the dashboard. 

“Pops, Ian knows what he’s doing. Do you want him to stop and set you out at the side of the road?” 

What Ian would have preferred was to have left them all behind, but he knew darn well from the way her grandfather was carrying on that two minutes after Ian had pulled out of the driveway the old man and his brother would have been racing after Buford Beaumont on their own. Which meant Kelly would be trailing her grandfather. This way he could at least keep them out of trouble. 

The old man harrumphed and sat back in the seat. Kelly and her uncle remained quiet in the back row of the quad cab pick up. The way Ian figured it, DJ was only about twenty minutes behind him coming from the other side of town, and his Uncle Sean should be reaching the ranch just ahead of him. Enough time for Ian to drop his passengers off at the main house with Aunt Eileen, and for Uncle Sean to dump the trailer and saddle a couple of horses for everyone. 

Sneaking up on thieves was much easier on horseback. As tempting as it was to go blazing in on four wheelers with sirens, a silent approach was his friend. 

“There!” Kelly’s grandfather shouted, waving a crooked finger at the road ahead of them. “That’s one of them trucks we saw the Beaumonts driving.” 

Ian slowed and scanned the distance for the second vehicle. A cloud of dust along the back trail told him his gut had been right. Unable to turn off or turn back, he had no choice but to drive past the truck. “Everybody duck down low and stay down till I tell you to come up.” 

“What for?” Pop spun around to glare at him, but the look Ian shot him was enough to have the old man act now and think later. 

The last thing Ian wanted was for anyone in the big rig to recognize all the passengers and grow suspicious. At least if he was the lone driver heading home from town, simply driving by might not raise any red flags. “We’re going to drive past the truck, nice and casual, like any other Sunday afternoon.”

He couldn’t see Kelly and her uncle, but her grandfather grumbled from low in the seat. 

Using the bluetooth on his phone Ian called DJ. “What’s your ETA?” 

“Another thirty to the ranch. Where are you?” 

“At the turn off to the South trail. One target is parked at the mouth of the road, the other is heading up the trail.” 

“Damn it. That’s a little closer but you’re still looking at twenty till I’m there.” 

“I’m driving past now.” Ian casually checked out the cab. Nothing. “No one in the driver seat. They must have all gone to load the cattle.” 

Kelly’s grandfather popped up from his spot. “Then there’s no reason for me to be hiding like a scared rabbit.” 

“Everyone go ahead and get up,” Ian instructed his passengers before returning to his call with DJ. “With no idea how many there are, if they’re armed, or how well they’re armed, we’ll need some backup.” 

“According to the last rancher they hit, they’ve got some serious fire power. Don’t do a damn thing until Reed or I get there.” 

“What about your dad?” 

“I’ll call him and let him know what’s going on. I hate to say it, but he can probably get to you faster than we can.”

“Got it.” Ian cut off the call and debated what the hell to do next with a car load of civilians. Ornery ones at that.

“Now what?” Kelly’s voice came out in a near whisper. 

Didn’t he wish he knew. He had to find out what they were up against and there was only one way to do that. “Here’s the plan.” He pointed to the two old men. “I don’t want the load of cows on the road going anywhere. We’re going to check if the truck is unlocked. If it is, you two lock yourselves in the cab until DJ and backup arrive. If there’s any sign of the rustlers coming back, and only if they come back before DJ gets here, you turn on the truck and drive it away. Can you do that?” 

Chests puffed like peacocks, both men nodded. 

“Kelly, you stay here in the pickup. First sign of trouble, call DJ and tell him what’s going on.” Ian grabbed the rifle from behind the seat.

Kelly’s hand landed on his arm. “Promise me you’ll be careful?” 

The feel of her fingertips against his skin had him stopping short. Without thinking he leaned in and kissed her hard and fast. “Back at you.” He had a job to do, but as soon as those idiots were in custody, he was going to sit down and have a long talk with Miss Morgan—and an even longer kiss.

Hurrying away to the foot of the trail, he didn’t dare look back over his shoulder. There wasn’t a blessed thing about leaving the three of them watching out that he liked. What he would much rather have had was time to drop Kelly and her family off at the ranch where they’d be safe, and DJ a hell of a lot closer to closing in on the rustlers, but as his mother often told them, if wishes were horses, beggars would ride. Hopping over the fence, he scanned the area once again. Keeping eyes forward, he walked low to the ground, made his way quickly up the pasture. Ducking whenever possible behind a grazing cow, he was thankful the truck hadn’t gone too far up the dirt trail before stopping to assemble the portable railings to substitute for a pen and chute to load the cattle. From where he stood he counted three men but no sign of the fire power DJ mentioned. 

After only a few minutes of watching the Beaumont brothers trip over each other, struggling to move the full-grown cattle through the makeshift pen and up onto the truck, Ian wondered how the heck they’d managed to get a truckload of cattle from the last ranch they’d hit. Since he wasn’t thrilled at the idea of having left the old men in the first truck or Kelly in the pick up, he also considered making his way back to the main road, convinced there was no way they’d be done loading before DJ arrived with backup. 

When one of the Beaumonts slipped in a pile of cow dung and landed on his butt, Ian’s decision made, he turned to make his way back to the main road, except the truckload of cattle he’d left the old men guarding was now bouncing up the south trail, headlights on, coming at the rustlers full speed ahead, and kicking up dust. Following a car-length behind them; Kelly and his pick up. Crap. 

 

****

 

One lousy minute. Standing by the pick up for a better view of Ian’s progress, Kelly had turned her back on her grandfather and uncle to look around for any other signs of life or trouble when she heard the big truck’s engine roar to life. Those stubborn old coots. Opening the door and scrambling inside the cab of the pick up as fast as she could, she turned the ignition, said a silent prayer to anyone listening, and burned rubber pulling away from the side of the road. 

She had no earthly idea what she was going to do when she caught up with her grandfather, but wring his neck was leading the options. Blast that man. And those poor cows bouncing around on a dirt road while her grandfather rode in like a modern day Senior Citizen Lone Ranger. And Tonto too. 

The mere size of the truck in front of her and the dust from the tires made it almost impossible to see what was happening ahead. She heard the single crack of gunfire and for the first time since hopping in the cab, realized exactly how dangerous this whole cattle rustling mess really was. 

In front of her the large truck came to a screeching halt. Another shot fired and her heart nearly stopped. The driver’s door in front of her burst open and her grandfather flew out waving a huge gun and screaming something that sounded like, “Be careful with the cows, you clods.” 

“Oh, Pops,” she muttered softly, took in a deep breath and ducking low, pushed her door open. “Pops, get back in the truck!” 

Somewhere in the recesses of her mind, Ian’s words repeated in slow motion—first sign of trouble, call DJ. She was pretty sure gunfire counted as trouble. Hitting 9-1-1 on her phone, she didn’t wait for Esther to answer before crawling out of the truck for a better look and eased her way around the door that had been keeping her safe. Hiding behind the back end of the cow-filled truck, she heard Esther’s voice from her hand.

“What’s your emergency?” 

“Esther, it’s Kelly,” she whispered just as another shot fired. “Tell DJ that Ian’s in trouble.” 

“He’s almost there. Are you somewhere safe?” 

She looked up at the metal truck blocking her view of the people she cared about most in the world and figured the only safer ones were the cows. “I’m fine but tell DJ to hurry.” 

Slipping her phone into her back pocket, she craned her neck to get a glimpse of what was going on. 

 

****

 

If Ian could strangle Herbert and Ralph with his bare hands he would. Instead of an easy take down once DJ and Reed arrived, now the doofus brothers had abandoned the cattle and taken up the fire power DJ had warned him of. The only bright side being that they appeared to be as bad a shot as they were cattlemen. 

So far, Kelly’s grandfather had shot the hat off of one brother and a cattle prod away from another. Whether that was dumb luck or clean shooting, Ian couldn’t tell. With Pops threatening to tan the Beaumonts hide if a single cow got hurt, and the three brothers tripping over each other trying to duck Herbert and Ralph’s shooting to get away with the few cows they’d managed to load, no one had noticed him circling around with his weapon drawn. 

Somewhere behind him a twig snapped and he froze in place, hoping that escaping critters of the four legged variety had made the noise. 

The familiar click of a revolver engaging announced the presence of a fourth brother. “I wouldn’t take another step if I were you.” 

Another gunshot sounded and a second brother lost his hat. “Damn it, that was my best hat!” the scrawny man cried. 

“I suggest you put your rifle on the ground and tell that crazy friend of yours to do the same, then back away from the truck.” Sirens blared in the distance, another crackle of dry brush mixed with kindling sounded behind him, and the hard steel of a gun barrel stabbed into his back. “Now.” 

“Pops,” Ian called out as instructed, his Arms spread wide, he crouched low to the ground, gently setting the rifle down. “I need you to set your weapon on the ground.” 

“Fat chance,” Pops yelled back without looking in his direction. 

“I’d listen to him old man” The man sneered with an evil delight. “Unless you want me to put a bullet in his hea…” The words trailed off as a black flash came crashing down hard on the brother’s arm, knocking the gun away. 

Before Ian could fully process what had gone down, he reached to his ankle holster, and gun in hand, spun around to face his captor only to find the brother writhing on the ground holding a limp arm. 

“He made me so mad.” Standing over the prone body holding a tire iron, Kelly looked to Ian. “Does it make me a terrible person to hope it’s broken? Badly broken?” 

Ian held back a laugh and shook his head. “No. Just human.” Keeping the gun trained on the fourth brother, with his free hand Ian waved for Kelly to move behind him. “Please come stand over here, and then remind me never to piss you off.” 

Tossing the tire iron far from the action, Kelly rushed to Ian’s side. 

Carefully hooking his hand around her waist, he nudged her safely behind him. Across the way muffled voices drew his attention. From the corner of his eye he saw the remaining three brothers lower their weapons. 

The blaring sirens as DJ took the corner and barreled up the road overpowered all other sounds, but Ian could see the brothers raising their hands high in the sky. It took another few seconds as the sirens came to an abrupt silence and DJ and Reed bolted out of their police cars for Ian to realize Sean and Connor had crept up from the opposite side and taken the three brothers by surprise. 

While Reed ran, gun drawn, to deal with the men Uncle Sean held at gunpoint, DJ came his way. “I’ll take it from here. You two go corral the senior citizens I didn’t see waving loaded guns around.” 

Ian nodded and turned to face Kelly. Brushing the back of his knuckle down her cheek, he refrained from pulling her into a bone crushing hug and checking her over from top to bottom to make sure there wasn’t a scratch on her. He knew if he took the time to say even one word, DJ would be corralling the old men on his own and Ian would be whisking Kelly away someplace safe, special, and for only the two of them for a very long time. As in for all time. As in wasn’t this a crazy damn way to fall in love? 

 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

The living room had been the center of many a Farraday problem solving session. Through the years Kelly had been in awe of the few times she’d watched the family come together and bolster one another through a potential crisis. What she’d never expected was to one day find her own family at the center of such a session.

Even more surprising was sitting on the comfortably aged leather sofa at Ian Farraday’s side, their fingers entwined, his thumb gently drawing soothing circles across the back of her hand. Being with him, like this, was the sort of connection she and every girl had dreamed of, though she could have done without the nightmare of people shooting at them a short while ago.

By the time all the dust had settled, the thieves had been taken into custody, her grandfather and uncle had been driven home, most of the Farraday clan had driven out to the ranch for moral support, and Kelly no longer felt the weight of the world on her shoulders. Though that most likely had more to do with the way Ian Farraday looked at her than the rest of the family sitting around the room. 

“Then the only problem is our missing calf?” Aunt Eileen asked. 

“You mean the sick calf at the clinic?” Becky’s words weren’t meant as a question. The family had drawn together to protect their own. For most of her life Kelly had felt more like family than friend when around the Farradays, but never more than tonight. 

“That’s right.” Adam nodded. “Brooks brought him in earlier today. I don’t anticipate any problems there, it’s only a cold. He’ll be back among the herd pretty soon.” 

The way everyone managed to tell the absolute truth, with a totally casual expression, and never mention her garage or her grandfather’s antics, was nothing short of amazing. The whole thing almost had Kelly in tears. Only the occasional squeeze by Ian whenever she thought she might lose it kept her from blubbering like a grateful baby. 

“It’s really quite simple.” Sean Farraday leaned forward. “We caught the Beaumonts red handed stealing our cattle. DJ and Reed made the arrests. During this arrest another truck, also registered in the Beaumont’s name, was discovered carrying all of the cattle reported as stolen over the last few months. As for my nephew Ian, he’s here for a personal vacation. Only.” Mr. Farraday sat back again. “Seems pretty cut and dry to me.” 

Catherine nodded. “As an attorney, I’d agree that pretty much sums it up.” 

“Now the only challenge seems to be how to keep Herbert and Ralph out of any…” Mr. Farraday paused searching for the right word, “mischief.” 

Aunt Eileen leaned across the side table and patted Kelly’s knee. “Don’t you worry yourself. We’ll figure this one out too. I have a feeling it may be as simple as letting Ruth Ann keep Ralph busy, then maybe on his own Herbert won’t be such a handful.” 

Brother, did Kelly hope Ian’s aunt was right. 

“All right.” Aunt Eileen stood up. “Time for a late night dessert.” 

“Not for me,” Sean said. “Monday morning will be here bright and very early. I need my beauty sleep.” 

A few voices chorused agreement with Aunt Eileen, a few others echoed the family patriarch’s. As the remaining family members mulled about the kitchen, Ian gave her hand a gentle tug and tipped his head toward the back door. 

The moon lit the back porch. She loved the peace and quiet that came with a late night breeze on the porch. 

“Walk with me?” he asked. 

Rather than answer to the moon and back, she settled for a slow nod and a smile. 

Hand in hand they followed the narrow path from the house to the barn. Instead of going inside as she would have expected after coming this far, Ian nudged her toward an even narrower path. Only a few feet more, they sat at an old park bench nestled under one of the few mature trees on the ranch. 

“This is one of my favorite spots here at the ranch. When I’d visit in the summertime, I’d sit out here with Aunt Helen and she’d tell me stories about the sun, the stars, and the little man on the moon.” 

Kelly chuckled. She’d never met Mrs. Farraday, but from all the stories the family told, she’d grown to love and miss her a long time ago. “I’m not sure I’d heard the man on the moon story. The immortality of the crab, yes, man on the moon, no.” 

“Maybe some day I’ll share it with you, but right now I’d like to talk about something else.” 

She was glad he hadn’t said anything that required more than a nod, because her mouth had just gone completely dry. 

“First, before I say anything more, or worse, something stupid, may I kiss you?” 

Surprised by the question, she nodded. 

“Really kiss you? I mean, not a nice-to-see-an-old-friend-on-the-cheek kiss, but a man who has been dying to hold you close kind of kiss.”

She bobbed her head again and wished he’d just hurry up and kiss her before she did something stupid like throw up on his shoes. 

One hand gently cupped the side of her face and the other wound around her shoulder, inching up until his fingers laced through her hair, pulling her closer. So close she could almost feel his heartbeat. 

“You’re so beautiful,” he uttered seconds before his lips came gently down on hers and worshipped her mouth as no man had ever done before. 

 

****

 

Ian felt like a teenager on a first date with the prom queen. His heart galloped so fast he was sure she could hear every beat. The first touch of her lips on his nearly had him tumbling off balance. The impact, the pressure, the sweetness were almost more than he could take, and yet, would never be enough. Letting his hand slide from the back of her head to rest on her shoulder, he eased away, letting his head fall against her forehead, searching for what to say, wishing they could stay like this forever. “I want more than one kiss.” 

A sweet smile pulled at the corners of her mouth. “I won’t object.” 

“But I’m going back to work a week from now.” He spotted the dejection right away. “If you’re willing, I’d like to work around that, at least for a little while.” 

“Work around?” Her eyes brightened again. 

“Days off, that sort of thing, and I don’t usually have regular Saturday and Sundays off either, but if I do we can work around that as well.”

A hesitant smile appeared. “I can do that.” 

His finger hooked under her chin, lifting her face level with his. “Will you dance with me?” 

“You mean this Friday?” 

He shook his head, slipped his phone out from his pocket, swiped at a few apps and set it on the arm of the bench. “I mean now, under the moon and the stars.” 

Strands of the country version of “Thinking Out Loud” began to play and Kelly melted easily into his arms. He placed a sweet, barely there kiss on her temple, and holding her tight, swayed to the soft notes. He didn’t know exactly how they were going to make this work for always and forever, but he knew they would as surely as he knew his name was Ian Brian Farraday. 

The song came to an end. Rhythms of the next song blended in with the last and Ian almost felt as well as heard a rustle in the nearby shrubs. He would have gladly ignored it if Kelly hadn’t tensed slightly in his arms. “You heard it too?” he asked. 

Her head against his shoulder, she nodded. Together they pulled apart and turned in the direction of the movement. He should have known. Sitting quietly like the audience at a famous film festival, the town’s two stray dogs sat side by side watching them. When the animals had both his and Kelly’s full attention, the one dog lifted her paw up and down and dipped her head as though waving a blessing and giving a nod of approval. Her partner tipped his muzzle upward and gave off one clipped bark. 

A smile on her face, Kelly curled back into his arms and without saying a word, continued swaying to the next tune. For a split second his lips tipped up in a smile. Wouldn’t his mother be surprised to learn he’d found the right woman behind bars? 

 


EPILOGUE

 

Not in his entire life had Ian Farraday smiled so much. If Jamie wasn’t watching his tough as nails brother with his own eyes, he wouldn’t believe it. The man practically glowed. Seeing his brother so darn happy was better than a cold Irish ale on a hot Texas night. Better than Christmas morning for a six year old boy excited to get his first two wheeler. Better than…better than anything—ever. 

Every weekend for the last month he’d come to his aunt and uncle’s house for a little family time and under the radar recognizance. And much to his surprise, normally busy catching criminals, Ian had managed to appear in town for Sunday supper every week without fail except one. The whole situation had proved fascinating. His normally serious, all-about-the-job brother was tumbling into the home sweet home land of forever after. Damn nice sight too. 

Not that Jamie was much different from his brother. He liked women, quite a bit, but bartending wasn’t exactly conducive to long term relationships, never mind home and hearth. According to Ian, neither was law enforcement. Though apparently, all it took was the right woman for his brother to sing a different tune. 

“Oh my,” his mom and Aunt Eileen gushed in choral unison. 

Kelly stood in the living room tucked into Ian’s side. They’d come back from an early supper in Butler Springs, something Jamie hoped to change in the very near future, and had been chatting for a good fifteen minutes before Kelly moved her hand and the two mother hens squealed with delight. 

Little brother moved fast. Based in company C with the Texas Rangers, Ian’s home base was only a couple of hours away from the ranch in Tuckers Bluff. Since his vacation and blossoming romance with Kelly, slipping into town on his days off or free weekends had become a common occurrence. 

“It’s just beautiful.” All the women in the family hovered over the ring, shooting questions at the same time, “Have you picked a date? Where are you going to live? You’re not leaving us? Are you transferring?” Jamie wasn’t sure who said what, but clearly not a soul in the room was disappointed. 

“Didn’t see that coming.” His Uncle Sean stepped in closer, giving the engaged couple more space for hugs and congratulations. 

“Really?” When Jamie heard from his mom that Ian and Kelly had shown up for Sunday supper in Austin last weekend, he knew then the sweet gal he’d watched grow up along side his sister and cousin Grace would be his sister-in-law.

Uncle Sean took a short swallow of his after supper glass of milk. The one that came just before the stout. “I knew Kelly was the one, but didn’t see an engagement coming this fast.” 

That hadn’t surprised Jamie. When Ian wanted something, he went after it with a vengeance. It was just one thing that made him a good ranger. If Jamie thought about it, just about everyone in the family had that same trait. Determination ran strong in the Farraday DNA.

“Looks like you’re the only hold out.” Adam slapped an arm around Jamie and tipped his beer bottle at him. 

“You make that sound like a bad thing,” Jamie teased. He was happy with his life and the new direction coming his way. Some day he wanted what his cousins had one by one found, but there was no hurry. The upcoming pub in Tuckers Bluff was his future, for now.

“Uh oh.” Uncle Sean patted Jamie on the back. “Here comes your aunt.” 

There was no running away from the conversation coming. As Adam had said, he was the last hold out. That whole home, hearth, and fruit of his loins thing was about to be handed to him on a silver platter. Anyone would think with all the weddings and babies surrounding them, his aunt would forget about him. 

“Guess this makes you the last Texas Farraday still hanging onto his bachelorhood.” Aunt Eileen pushed onto tiptoes and gave her nephew a kiss on one cheek and a pat on the other. 

“Looks like it.” Last hold out. Check. 

“You know, settling down with a good woman has its perks.” She turned to Adam. “Doesn’t it?” 

Home and hearth. Check. 

Adam grinned like a fool. “You bet.”

All of Jamie’s cousins had that sappy grin to them. And they’d all fallen for smart and even somewhat sassy women. No surprise there that they were all happier than pigs in slop.

“And have you ever seen anything as sweet as Stacey playing This Little Piggy with her cousin?” 

Fruit of his loins. Check. “Can’t say that I have.” He smiled at his aunt and pulled her into a big old hug. “I do love you, and I promise you someday I will find that girl and Stacey can play Little Piggy with every one of my fruit.” 

“Your what?” Aunt Eileen tipped her head back to better see him. 

“Children. Sorry. Children.” 

“Sounds delightful.” She tightened her hold around his waist and smiled. “Just don’t wait till you’re too old to see what’s right in front of your face.” 

No worries there. His eyesight was twenty-twenty and unlike most of his cousins, he wouldn’t need any dogs, full grown or puppies, to help him find his soul mate. He chuckled at the thought. After all these years, and a few close calls, it might take something more like a ton of bricks. 

 

****

 

If you enjoyed Ian, at the end of this boxed set, please take a second to leave a review.
Now, turn the page to see who falls in love next!
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Tuckers Bluff isn’t done playing matchmaker for the Farradays. Do you love the Farradays, the Ladies Afternoon Social Club, the mysterious dogs and their pups, Sisters, and so much more happening in Tuckers Bluff? Then you won’t want to miss Jamison, the next matchmaking escapade, as he tumbles into love with everyone's friend and favorite café owner, Abbie. 

 


CHAPTER ONE

 

Timing was everything, and now was the time.

Scattered pieces of crumbling construction, dust, mildew and old age mingled, creating the sweetest smell on earth. Jamison Farraday squeezed the keys to the ancient building in his hand—an establishment all his own. Well, not exactly his, but he would be the general manager. The concept, the research, the plans, those were all his. Fed and nurtured by years of observing, learning, working, and saving. Financed by one of the more successful conglomerates in the bar and nightclub industry.

“Are you sure about this?” Ian, his brother, and DJ, his cousin, swatted their arms, cutting through dangling cobwebs, making their way across the abandoned storefront. 

“Never been more sure of anything in my life.” 

Ian smiled at his older brother. “Anyone else and I’d have said you lost your mind, but I’m guessing this won’t be the last time you prove us short-sighted mortals wrong.” 

Having the support of his family was probably the best reason he’d dared to dream, taken chances, worked his butt off at every job in the business until he was sure he could pull of his big dream. A family style Irish pub. 

“You do know that Mabel Berkner is already starting up a petition to appeal the vote to sell liquor in this county.” DJ brushed the dust from his hands. “Not that she’s going to get very far with it, but she’s not the only one in town with ruffled feathers over this.” 

“I expected a little flack, but by the time we’re ready and open for business and the crime rate doesn’t skyrocket overnight due to,” Jamison put on a thick southern accent, “our vile influence, everyone will settle down and get back to the business of ordinary living.” 

“So what exactly is the plan?” Walking about, DJ eyed the exposed rafters. 

“The architect we chose for the project is putting the most recent changes on paper. Final plans should be ready any day now. With plan approval in hand, the money men will take on the next step after the letter of intent and ink the final contract with Mr. Thomas. Then we’ll be down to a few more weeks for the title company to do their magic. I can hardly wait to get a crew in here. Clean it out and rebuild.” 

“I can see it.” Ian stood in place, looking around and nodding. “I really can. Knotty pine walls?” 

Jamie bobbed his head. 

“Dance floor?” DJ asked. 

Again, Jamie nodded. His smile pulling tighter against his cheeks. He had it all worked out. Including having lined up some of the best craft beers in Texas. One company on the verge of expanding even talked of growing out here, away from the overcrowded city. 

The corners of Ian’s mouth tipped skyward, exposing the dimples the girls always gushed over. “Irish music?” 

“Oh yeah.” Jamie grinned back at his brother. 

DJ chuckled. “If that doesn’t have Uncle Brian here every weekend crooning with Dad, Saint Patrick isn’t Irish.”

“I’m counting on more folks than Dad feeling that way.” Jamison slapped his cousin on the back. “I wish all the legal stuff were over and done. I’ve been itching to get working on this place for months and now it’s all so close.” 

“Overseeing concept, design, and now construction before the doors even open. Sounds like you’re going to be wearing an awful lot of hats on this project.” Adam Farraday crossed the threshold. “On my way back to the clinic and I saw the door open. Y’all throwing a party without me?” 

“Wouldn’t think of it,” Jamie answered, glancing down at the express mail tube in his cousin’s arm. “What’s that?” 

“Oh, Maggie at the post office asked me to give this to you.” 

“The plans.” Jamie couldn’t get the container open fast enough.

Adam stood shoulder to shoulder with his brother. “For this place?” 

“Yes.” Jamie squatted on the ground and unrolled the large pages. 

His brother hovered behind him. “Why didn’t they just email them?” 

“I don’t know.” Jamie studied the architectural rendering. “That’s what I was expecting.” 

“You’re frowning.” Ian inched closer. “What is it?” 

Jamie shook his head. He had to be looking at the wrong plans. Turning the page, he scooted around to align the front of the store with the top of the plans. There was no mistaking what he saw. Nothing was laid out the way the planning committee and the architect had originally discussed, the way he and the backers had agreed. “This doesn’t even look like a pub.” He pointed to the back section of the drawing. “This should be the dance floor.” 

“I’m not an architect,” DJ leaned forward more, “but there doesn’t seem to be anything remotely like a dance floor on that page anywhere.” 

“That’s because there isn’t. What should be space for a little boot scooting is an open kitchen.” Jaimie had worked enough bars and restaurants to know the concept and recognize it on paper. He looked to the corner of the drawings. Above the architect’s scales and name was the street address and town for the project. Correct. The establishment not so much. Not a pub. Not his pub. Hemingway’s International Grill. What the …

“From the look on your face,” Ian stretched upright, “I gather this is news to you?” 

Jamie stabbed at his phone, held it to his ear and nodded. 

“Is it that bad?” Ian asked. 

“International grill,” Jamie muttered. “This town is no place for a chain restaurant.”

DJ looked from his cousin to his brother. “I suppose that’s no worse than Irish.” 

“Seriously?” Jamie stared at his cousin. Before he could say another word, voice mail kicked in. “Thank you for calling Crocker International—”

“Like Betty Crocker?” Ian asked wide-eyed. 

Jamie shook his head and mumbled, “No relation.” The recording came to an end and the beep signaled his turn to talk. He’d have much preferred speaking to Jeff Nimbus in person, but this would have to do. “Jeff, Jamison Farraday here. Just received the blueprints for The Public House and they’re marked Hemingway’s. Give me a call when you have a minute.” 

“Don’t bite my head off,” Ian held a hand out at him, “but is there a reason an Irish pub is better suited to this town than an international grill?” 

“An Irish pub is basically Abbie’s small town café with an accent. And in our case, local wine, maybe if all goes well, beer, and of course dancing. Pubs are neighborhood watering holes. People know each other. Men have a drink and tell stories that have been handed down for ages. Young and old gather.” 

“He has a point.” Adam shrugged. “Except for the booze and dancing, it sounds an awful lot like the café.”

“Of course I have a point. Every small town in Ireland has and supports its own pub. The same would be true here, except Tuckers Bluff isn’t so small anymore, we’re growing.” 

“With all the advertising the county’s been doing for the ghost town circuit, the vineyard the Brady’s have been working, and a hospital in town, we’re growing faster than any other small town in West Texas. And mark my words, if given a choice, folks living halfway to Butler Springs will want to come here to the pub for some dancing and a drink or two rather than go all the way to Butler Springs for the same old same old.”

DJ hooked his hand around the back of his neck. “I’ll admit, if international is code word for fancy and expensive, then Jamie’s right. Folks won’t be banging down the doors.”

“It’s worse than that.” Jamie raked his fingers through his hair and then hung his hand along the back of his neck. “Can you see the fine citizens of Tuckers Bluff eating sushi?” 

“Sushi?” Adam’s forehead folded into layers. “What does Hemingway have to do with sushi?” 

“The man, nothing, but the restaurant serves everything trendy. They’re based in California and last year spread their wings to Austin and Dallas. They cater to urban millennials.” In his shirt pocket, his phone buzzed. Recognizing the number, DJ was surprised to get a response from Nimbus so quickly. “Hello.” 

“Hey, was on a conference call. Isn’t it great news?” 

“Great news?” 

“Yes. Babcock Foods wants in. We negotiated a sweet deal. Hemingway’s is all the rage.” 

“In LA, sure. Maybe even Dallas, but it’s not a fit for West Texas.” 

“Nonsense. Our research shows—”

“You mean my research.” 

“No, Jamison. Our merchandising department ran some backup market analysis. The pub idea is good.” 

Better than good, but no point repeating that now. 

“And without Babcock Foods, we would have followed through. But Babcock has very deep pockets and this is the perfect alliance for Crocker to branch out to the restaurant side of the industry. If Babcock wants Hemingway’s in Tuckers Bluff, they’re going to get it.” 

This wasn’t good. “Someone needs to explain to the board that this is not the time to—”

“It’s a done deal, Jamie. There’s no explaining. Come Monday, the final papers will be signed. The question is, do you still want to be a part of this?” 

 

****

 

Standing on her feet from dawn to dusk, and then some, was Abbie’s reality. One she and her painfully expensive shoes had made peace with a very long time ago. 

“Here, drink this.” Frank, the cook, slid a warm mug in front of her. “It won’t do much for your feet, but it will help your mood.” One corner of the man’s mouth tilted up in a cheeky grin. “I put some of your special stash in it.” 

She kept a bottle of Bailey’s under the counter for the occasional customer who needed a little something extra in their coffee after an especially rough day. Or night. She didn’t care much for the taste of it herself unless it was buried deep in something chocolaty, but Frank knew that. The something special wouldn’t equate to much more than a splash. His desired intent accomplished. To make her smile. 

Looking out for her had become a regular part of Frank’s routine through the years. Some days she didn’t need looking after as much as others, but she always appreciated it, appreciated him. Another slow sip of the chocolaty brew slid all the way down to her toes. “Just what I needed.” 

“What you need,” Frank stepped back and took his place behind the grill, “is a day off. A real day off. Or two.” 

This wasn’t the first nor the last time she expected to hear the same advice. “You sound like a broken record.” 

“That doesn’t make it any less true.” 

“Would that be the pot calling the kettle black?” The man worked every shift right alongside her. She’d tried hiring a part time cook to give Frank a break, but the sour Marine became surlier than ever. In the end he once again became ruler supreme of his kitchen kingdom. 

Reluctant to set the mug down, she took another sip, lingering in the relaxation a moment longer. The dinner rush would be picking up soon and as good as Shannon, the evening shift waitress, was at her job, Abbie needed to get out of the kitchen and do her share. 

“You’re worried, aren’t you?” Plating an order, Frank didn’t bother to look up. 

She blew on the warm liquid even though it was no longer that hot. “What’s there to worry about?”

“You could get a liquor license too.” 

“This is a café, not a night club.” Besides, rumor had it the town council was considering limiting the number of liquor licenses to keep Mabel Berkner happy. That woman’s devotion to a dry county would have made her temperance ancestors very proud. 

“A dance floor wouldn’t hurt. A small one.” He rang the bell for Shannon to pick up her order.

They’d had this conversation before as well. The first time had been back when word got about that a new supper club was considering setting up here in town. Then the conversation resumed when the referendum came about to change Tuckers Bluff from a dry to wet town, making the county more appealing to competition. Worried or not, either way, her mind was set about not changing the cafe. Pushing away from the stainless prep area she’d been leaning against, she blew out a short breath. If only she could expel life’s aggravations as easily. “I’ll take that out.” 

Lifting his chin to see over the shiny metal on deck shelf in front of him, Frank leveled his gaze with hers but didn’t say another word. He didn’t have to. She could see the worry in his eyes. Not that he had any reason to. Today was no different than any other day over the years. Except he was right about one thing. She was tired. Not just from working six and a half days a week, every week, but the kind of tired that stopped a heart from dreaming, and after all these years, she wanted to dream again.

 

****

 

“I’ll be honest.” Jamie’s Uncle Sean rubbed at his chin. “Never understood why you’d want to take an idea you are so sure of, do the brunt of the work for, and let someone else reap most of the benefits.” 

“That’s easy.” Catherine, his cousin Connor’s wife, chimed in. “Money. Building out a restaurant where there wasn’t one before is an extremely expensive venture. Then you have to squirrel away the funds to run the operation for at least six months while the patronage grows enough to support the business, never mind make a profit. A year would be even better. And then, in this case, include the purchase of real estate involved, well…” 

“How much money are we talking?” His cousin Finn, the youngest of the West Texas Farraday brothers, dropped his ankle over his knee and took a sip of his beer. 

“No.” Jamie skipped over answering the original question and jumped straight to the next one he knew would be coming. No matter how confident he was, he would not put his family’s money at risk. It’s why he hadn’t said anything to his West Texas kin until the deal was an inch from signed, sealed and delivered. 

“No money involved?” Finn’s wife Joanna took a seat on the arm of her husband’s chair and grinned up at Jamie. A full-time writer, the woman had an interesting sense of humor—and irony—and could tease and rag on the family as good as the members born into the Farraday clan. 

Aunt Eileen stood up from her spot on the sofa beside his uncle and moved to the ottoman alongside Jamie. When his aunt got that determined look in her eye, he knew the chances of walking through a cow pen on shipping day without stepping on a paddy were greater than withstanding Force Eileen. 

Glancing around the room of relatives, it dawned on him that almost everyone had that same expression painted on their faces. Whether they’d been born a Farraday or married one. He should have realized when his cousins from town and their spouses had shown up for a family supper in the middle of the week that there was more to the visit than hot food and a little moral support. Something else was brewing. 

Aunt Eileen set her hand on his forearm. “We’ve been talking.” 

“When?” Except for the time it took to drive from town to the ranch, Jamie had been with his aunt and uncle all evening. 

She shrugged. “I suppose the conversation started back when you first mentioned bringing a pub to Tuckers Bluff.” 

“Thought you’d lost your mind.” Uncle Sean chuckled. “Then I started listening a little more closely to the conversations around town. Paying attention to exactly how many folks go driving to Butler Springs for a special dinner or a little Friday night shuffle. More than I’d realized, I’ll tell you that.” 

Aunt Eileen rolled her eyes at her brother-in-law. “Just cause you’re a homebody doesn’t mean the rest of the world is.” 

“Since when is being a family man a bad thing?” Uncle Sean’s brow knit together. 

“Even family men are allowed to get out of the house once in a while.” 

“I get out.” 

Waving a finger at her brother-in-law, Aunt Eileen’s mouth dropped open. “The barn isn’t considered—”

A loud whistle pierced the air cutting off conversation. Finn’s fingers slid away from his lips. “Can we focus please?”

Meg, Adam’s wife, flashed a broad approving grin at Finn before picking up the dropped thread of conversation. “Look at Friday Girls’ Night. We not only spend money for food or entertainment if we go to Butler Springs, we spend a ton on gas too. Just saving money on driving, never mind the time, would bring an awful lot of folks to a new night spot.”

DJ leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees. “I’ll admit I’ve been a bit concerned over what this would mean for Abbie. Frankly, I think she’s a little worried too, though she won’t admit it. But Dad’s right. This town and folks nearby spend a lot of money trucking all the way to Butler Springs. As long as the place is different from what Abbie offers, I think we can handle two choices for dinner.” 

“What about lunch?” Becky, DJ’s wife, asked.

Jamie shook his head. “Not practical.” Though with the new direction Crocker wanted to take, he had no idea what the group’s intentions were anymore.

“You’re frowning.” Aunt Eileen’s brows buckled to match his. “What are you thinking?” 

His recent concerns over the impact of Crocker’s possible new plans wasn’t something he wanted to expand on just yet. At this point he needed to focus on what he knew would work. “To start, the pub would be open for long weekends only. Thursday through Sunday. No lunch. No hard impact on the café.” 

He didn’t have to say anything else. Several men cut from the same gene pool shifted forward or back, but all grit their teeth and nodded. 

DJ sucked in a long breath. “And there are no guarantees what the backers will do now?” 

Jamie shook his head. He should have known better than to assume he’d be the only one in the room to put the pieces together. “If they’re not following through on the deal as originally planned, there’s no telling what else they will, or won’t, do.” 

“I’m not in the real estate or restaurant business,” Uncle Sean looked to his nephew, “but that building has been an eye sore on this town, sitting empty ever since the feed store expanded across the street almost two decades ago. Not many people have a need for a place that size and old Jake Thomas asked a king’s ransom of anyone who showed interest. The way I see it, he wasn’t at all serious about selling till you brought a deal to the table.”

There was a grain of truth in what his uncle said. Jamie knew for a fact that there was a sense of owing the Farradays a debt for standing behind his son in an effort to keep him out of jail. Not that Jamie had been all that sure it wasn’t more a matter of timing, wanting all his business deals off his hands, the way he’d sold the feed store to Grace’s husband. Regardless, whatever the reason for the old man’s change of heart, Jamie was kicking up his heels. Or had been.

“Actually,” Adam spoke up, “there’s a rumor going around that without Farraday involvement, the old man won’t sell.” 

That had Jamie’s ears perking up. “Where’d you hear that?” 

Grace’s husband, Chase, smiled and raised one finger. “I may have planted a seed or two when I spoke with Jake this afternoon. Mentioned that I could see where it would have disturbed him to hear Jamie is considering stepping out of the project. The words the new plans were doomed to fail might have been mentioned, along with folks are slow to trust strangers around here without someone from town to back them up.”

“Not bad, hubby.” Grace leaned over and kissed Chase on the cheek. She, like Jamie, knew that the deal struck by Crocker was a lower point of sale with a profit percentage over time. “Not bad at all.” 

“Hey,” he ran the back of his knuckles along her chin, “I may have given up life on Wall Street, but that doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten how to play the game.” 

Game. Could he even consider what his family was setting up for him? Buy the place himself? Single and simple living had allowed him to stash some money. Nothing near enough for an investment like this on his own or he wouldn’t have settled for general manager to a company with Crocker’s track record. He’d dismissed business loans as an option. The kind of money he’d need, loans could be crippling when it came to getting the business off the ground. And even if he were willing to take the risk, he’d need more collateral. And that he didn’t have. 

“Did you know old man Thomas carried the note for me when I bought the feed store?” 

“I’d bet with the building as collateral banks would be willing to lend the money for the remodel,” Meg volunteered. “I may even still have a few connections that can help.” 

He’d forgotten she used to run a boutique hotel and restaurant when she lived in Dallas. Still, the whole idea was simply crazy. Even with his savings and some good connections, with a note attached, the building wouldn’t be very attractive as collateral. 

“Well, I think investing in this town is a smart idea.” Uncle Sean skewered his nephew with a stern glare. “I’d be willing to kick in for a share of the building, and I’m thinking so would your dad.”

A few voices tumbled over each other with comments along the lines of they each had money just burning a hole in their pocket. He knew they weren’t lying. He had savings as well and banks paid miserable interest rates. He also knew that risking their life’s savings wasn’t the Farraday way.

“And before you go thinking this is some silly whim,” Uncle Sean waved a finger at him, “there’s a condition attached.” 

“Condition?” He hadn’t even agreed to let the family help and his uncle was already talking conditions.

“Let me guess.” Adam looked to his dad. “You want the place called Farradays.”

“Well, it does make sense,” Aunt Eileen almost scolded her oldest nephew. 

“Actually,” Uncle Sean spoke directly to Jamie, “a good Irish pub needs a good Irish name.” 

“Farraday’s isn’t Irish?” Aunt Eileen muttered.

“I was thinking something a bit older than that,” Uncle Sean leaned forward, “O’Fearadaigh’s.” 

 


CHAPTER TWO

 

“You really are going to do it.” Abbie passed through the open doors into the vacant storefront, Frank on her heels. 

“Entering enemy territory?” Maneuvering over an old broken bench, Jamie inched forward. “Watch your step. This place is one giant booby trap.” 

“No kidding.” She honed in on the ancient cash register sitting on what was left of a counter. “Oh, wow. I haven’t seen anything like that outside of photographs.” 

“Works too.” Jamie flashed that same photogenic smile every Farraday possessed. 

“Of course it does.” Standing beside the register, she ran her fingers along the dusty ornate trim, then pushed a button. The bell clanged and the drawer popped open. “These suckers were manufactured before planned obsolescence.” 

Frank scanned the rear, inching his way in that direction. “It’s bigger than it appears from the outside. Mind if I take a closer look?” 

“Recognizance?” Jamie laughed at Frank’s scowl. “Go ahead, but be careful. There are a lot of surprises everywhere.” 

The moment the last café customer had paid the tab, Frank mentioned Jamie was in town at the vacant site and suggested they come check the place out. Abbie hadn’t needed much convincing, her curiosity was driving her to distraction. “Didn’t expect to see you here on a Sunday afternoon. Your Aunt Eileen can’t be too happy if you’re missing supper.” 

Jamie tapped some papers sticking out of his shirt pocket. “Special dispensation.” 

“Everyone’s talking about your plans to buy the building yourself. Word must have spread through church this morning faster than the sermon put folks to sleep.” 

“Not a plan.” He tapped his shirt again. “Grace drew up the contract. We gave old man Thomas a cashier’s check about an hour ago. Everybody’s gone to the ranch to celebrate. I…” He looked up and across the rafters. “Just wanted to stop by a minute.” 

“Closing the deal on a Sunday?” 

“Timing is everything.” The guy was practically glowing from barely contained excitement. 

Abbie didn’t have to imagine what was running through Jamie’s mind, she still remembered every blessed sensation that oozed through every pore the day she signed the papers for the café. The last thing she’d had in mind when she’d agreed to come to Tuckers Bluff was that one day she’d own the café in the little town that had saved her sanity. 

“Don’t look so lost.” Jamie’s smile shifted from one of delight to reassurance. “It will be fine.” 

For a small moment she thought he could read her mind before common sense kicked in and she realized he was talking about the two restaurants. Her response to folks since word of the new business had shifted from rumor to reality weeks ago had been the same. There’d be no liquor at the café, no dance floor at the café, and nothing needed to change. That was her story and she was sticking to it. And if she repeated it enough, maybe she’d eventually stop second-guessing herself. “I’m not worried.” 

“You don’t look convinced.” 

“Maybe it’s because I’m not.” Had she said that out loud? 

Jamie moved a step closer. “I did a lot of research. You might lose a customer or two now and again, but others will come to replace them. Folks who have had no reason to come to Tuckers Bluff will come now to dance or drink. Many of these people will prefer to eat first at someplace with a larger, more diverse menu. These will be customers who don’t already live in town to patronize the café. It will be a good thing for both our businesses.” 

“You sound so sure.” He really did. What was it about the Farradays that they all held so much confidence? No matter what piece of garbage life threw at them. No matter how many Henry Wiggins and his ilk crossed their paths. They could hold a parade into hell and, waving a flag and cheering them on, everyone would follow. 

“That’s because I am. This isn’t a whim. No one opens a restaurant in the near middle of nowhere if they haven’t crunched the numbers. Especially not a big organization like Crocker.” 

“Yeah, well, that’s great for you and Crocker, but that’s probably what Walton told all the mom and pop shops in the near middle of nowhere when he opened his first box store.” 

Something very close to anger burned sharply in his gaze. “I’m not Wally. We’re not on a mission to take over the world, or the town. O’Fearadaigh’s will be good for both of us.” The tone in his words softened. “Believe me.” 

What was it they said about the road to hell? “If you don’t mind, I think I’ll believe it when I see it.” Not that she didn’t trust Jamie or the Farradays, but if their luck were going to run out, she’d be first to bet it would be with something that her life depended on. After all, what were the odds a Farraday would save the day every time her world turned upside down? 

 

****

 

In the years since graduating school, Jamie hadn’t spent nearly as much time in Tuckers Bluff as he had as a kid growing up. Nonetheless, he’d been here often enough to understand Abbie was as much a part of the fabric of this town as the sidewalk and the streets, Wally World could never replace Sisters, and Jamie would never try to replace the Silver Spurs Café. Somehow he had to find a way to reassure her. For both their peace of mind. 

“Well I don’t see Frank.” She rocked back on her heels, scanning the empty rear of the store and called his name. When he didn’t respond, she turned to face Jamie. “Who knows what he’s gotten into. I’m going to head home and take advantage of what’s left of my afternoon off. Tell Frank I’ll see him tomorrow morning.” 

Jamie nodded. “Will do.” 

Not till she’d turned the corner onto the sidewalk and disappeared from view did he go looking for Frank. Halfway to the back door, a rustling sound loud enough to catch his ear had him scanning the area. The movement of a single empty feed sack atop a pile in a nearby corner told him the guilty noisemaker—if there was only one—would be there. 

The real question was did he want to go after the rodent now, or wait for construction to drive the critters away? The more sensible thing to do would be to set out some rat traps. Or get a cat. But apparently today, sensible wasn’t in his vocabulary. Holding a broom handle he inched closer.

He'd almost reached the stack of empty bags when the movement stopped. Tightening his grip on the broomstick, he stood as still as the sacks. Like a ridiculous game of chicken, each of them seemed to be waiting to see what the other did. Seconds ticked by before movement started again. A small lift on one side, a smacking sound nearby, and then what appeared to be an all-out wrestling match broke out underneath. The sack lifted, dropped, seemed to float in the air as something much larger than a single rat wiggled underneath. What was he about to get himself into?

For a new approach, he took a step back, held the broom from the bristle end and hooking it under the edge, braced himself to whisk the top sack away when a definitely non-rodent paw trapped the stick against the floor. What the heck?

Tipping his head sideways as though that would make it easier to see what was underneath the loose bags, and gripping his broomstick, Jamie took half a step forward and tugged lightly at the wooden handle. The paw released its hold and withdrew. Two seconds later two paws followed by a brown-tipped nose popped out from under the pile of empty sacks.

"Okay buddy." Jamie got down on his haunches and tapped his palm against the concrete floor. "Whoever you are, come on out."

Before he could fully brace himself, the fluffy body attached to the nose came barreling towards him. About twenty pounds of puppy energy ricocheted across his lap, up his chest, down his leg, around his back, and over again until finally flattening him and licking his cheek. Using both hands to grab hold of the pup and laughing, Jamie pushed him down to his lap and sat up, holding him steady. "Where did you come from?"

With the wag of his tail and a short woof, the puppy tried to push forward again.

"Oh, no you don't." Securing the animal under one arm Jamie pushed to his feet, scratching under the mutt's chin with his free hand. "Your owner must be around somewhere looking for you." 

Returning to his original mission to find Frank, Jamie opted to check the storage area. Tired of wrestling a squirming puppy, he set his new friend down on the ground. "Frank, you in here?"

"Yeah. In the loft."

Loft? Jamie had checked the place out thoroughly and didn't remember anything about a loft.

Puppy let out a succession of three fast woofs then took off in the direction of Frank's voice and the pull down stairs at the back end of the former warehouse area.

"Hey buddy, wait for me."

Two booted legs came down from the ceiling, finding purchase at the top step. "I don't think anyone ever cleared out this area."

"I didn't even realize there was anything up there." Jamie moved closer to the stairs, the puppy dancing circles at the base.

"I'm not surprised. I almost didn't see it myself. More of an attic really, but I happened to notice the recessed pull and then I spotted the hook arm hanging on the wall over there." Frank took his time descending the rickety steps. "I thought it was just over the little office in the corner but it goes all the way to the back of the building. Same square footage as downstairs. There's furniture up there, crates, trunks. And judging from the period pieces, I’d guess a good bit of that stuff is over 100 years old."

Frank reached the second to last step at the exact moment Puppy barked and leaped upward onto the steps, bumping into Frank's boot.

"Whoa." Frank swung one leg outward to avoid stepping on the puppy. "For land sakes, where the hell did that thing come from?"

Wagging his tail and running circles around the foot of the ladder-like steps, Puppy barked up at Frank.

"Tell me we don't have another one." Frank released his hold on the ladder, taking the last step onto the ground just as Puppy did his dance routine underfoot bumping into Frank. Skidding under the steps, the bundle of fur in motion sent Frank tumbling to the ground.

"Buddy, no!" Jamie shouted, rushing to Frank's side. "Are you okay?"

Flat on his back, Frank blinked upward. "Define okay."

Jamie had to bite back a laugh. It had been a stupid question. Assuming being alive was a good thing, then he was okay. But judging by the way his foot twisted under the last step, Jamie did not need to be a doctor to know Frank was definitely not okay. "Don't move."

"Thought hadn't crossed my mind." Frank grit his teeth. "At least not until I can feel my leg."

Crap. This was so not good. Phone in hand, Jamison tapped speed dial for his cousin Brooks.

"You on your way yet?"

"Nope." Jamie looked at the puppy sitting perfectly still beside Frank. Now he sits. "Got a small problem here."

"How small?" All playfulness had slipped away from Brooks' tone.

"Frank fell from the pull down steps at the new restaurant. If his foot isn't broken it's awfully close."

"I'm more than halfway to the ranch but I'll turn around. Have you got him stabilized?"

"Does lying flat on his back count as stabilized?"

“Comedian. Any signs of injury other than his foot?"

Jamie held two fingers in front of Frank's face. "How many fingers do you see?"

Scratching the puppy with one hand, Frank looked at Jamie’s hand waving in front of him. "Two."

"What year is it?" 

“Oh, for the love of Pete. Stop playing Marcus Welby and just tell your brother to get his backside down here. I’ve got to get this foot taped up and ready for work before tomorrow morning."

"You hear that?" Jamie said into the phone.

"I'm pretty sure the whole county heard that. If you've got access to some ice, no harm in using it. And if he plans on going to work tomorrow morning, you'd better hope you're a lousy doctor and that foot isn't even close to broken."

Visions of Frank flipping burgers, wobbling on one foot, flashed through Jamie's mind like scenes from a really bad play. His gaze shifted to the foot still hooked at an awkward angle. If Abbie was upset that he and his family would be opening a dinner pub in town, when she learned he’d incapacitated her only cook, upset would be an understatement. He didn’t have the slightest doubt. Abbie was about to kill him. 

 


CHAPTER THREE

 

Pacing in the small waiting room, Jamie didn't know what was worse, the silent pained grimace on Frank's face as they moved him to Brooks' clinic, or Abbie’s brave efforts to hide the worry and concern he clearly saw in her eyes.

"Well," Brooks came out from behind closed doors, "do you want the good news first, or the bad?" 

"Good" and "bad" tumbled over each other as both he and Abbie responded.

The clinic front door burst open, Sister and Sissy scurrying in like hungry children late for supper. Tall and slender, Sissy spoke first. "We just heard. How is poor Frank?"

"I was about to explain--" 

Aunt Eileen came barreling through the same doors, Uncle Sean only two steps behind her. "Got here as fast as we could once we heard Frank had fallen. How bad is it?"

The shorter of the two sisters turned to his aunt. "That's what we want to know too."

Jamie shifted around the growing crowd to move closer to his cousin. "I'm thinking we could all use a little good news."

"Good news? Then he's going to be just fine," Aunt Eileen interrupted.

"Eileen." Sean Farraday slid between his sister-in-law and the two mismatched owners of the town general store. "Give the man a chance."

Straightening her shoulders and jetting out her chin, Abbie ignored the chatter and looked to Brooks. "At this point I don't care if it's good or bad news, I just want to know how Frank is."

Brooks opened his mouth ready to speak, then paused to glance at the front door as though expecting someone else to fly in and interrupt. 

“We’re it,” Aunt Eileen spoke. “Rest of the family is waiting at the ranch.”

“And we didn’t say a word to anyone else,” Sister said. “We ran straight over as soon as we bumped into Ned.” 

Jamie didn’t want to know why Ned the mechanic, who was older than dirt, knew about Frank’s injury. All he wanted to know was what they were up against. 

"His foot is not broken." 

Jamie could actually feel the air shift with a group sigh of relief. 

"But he might've been better off if he had,” Brooks continued.

Aunt Eileen frowned. "I don't like the sound of that."

"With a clean break we know we’re looking at a six week recovery. Frank’s got soft tissue damage."

"Torn ligaments?" Abbie asked.

Brooks nodded. "And tendons. To make things more difficult, he’s injured this ankle before."

"I don't remember him having a hurt leg." Sissy turned to her sibling. "Do you remember that, Sister?"

The shorter of the two, with a bee hive hairdo that would do any Texas matron from the nineteen fifties proud, shrugged. "For as long as he's lived in Tuckers Bluff, I've never known him to have a hurt foot."

"I don't think that it's possible for a man to make it through twenty years as a career Marine and get out without a bad something or other for a reminder of his service." Uncle Sean shook his head.

"That's right," Abbie hissed. "He's got a bad knee. I've always assumed it was from his days in the Marine Corps, but he's never confirmed that."

"He didn’t say,” Brooks continued. “Bottom line is he's looking at quite a few weeks before he's back to normal. Minimum one week no weight at all on that foot and then we can re-evaluate.”

Uncle Sean shook his head. "He is not going to like that."

The crease in Abbie’s brow deepened and Jamie knew Frank wasn’t the only one for who weeks off his feet was not a good thing. 

"Frank is a man of few words.” Brooks looked to his dad. “And the ones he shared when I told him I expected him to keep his foot elevated above his heart until the swelling was completely gone would get my mouth washed out with soap even at my age."

"Well," Aunt Eileen rubbed her hands together, "guess we'd better take him home."

The two sisters nodded. "He's going to need looking after."

"Exactly." Aunt Eileen looked to her nephew. "He'd best be coming home with us."

This time the two sisters shook their head. "No point taking him all the way out to the ranch. He can stay with us. Sister and I will look after him."

"What about the shop?" Uncle Sean asked.

Sister shrugged. "We can make that work. No need for both of us to be there all day."

"That's right,” Sissy agreed, looking a little too satisfied for her own good. “This town looks after its own. Frank is one of ours."

The words almost made Jamie spit with laughter. He’d been visiting the ranch the year that Frank came to town. One of their own wasn’t quite the words he’d remembered the sisters using at the time. 

"Can I see him please?" Abbie asked, her voice low and strained.

"Of course. I gave him something for the pain. Not much. The man is stubborn, amongst other things. But he's expecting you."

Abbie nodded and moved slowly forward. He could only imagine all the things running through her head. He didn't know the history between Abbie and Frank, he didn't think anyone in town did, except maybe DJ. But it was no secret to anyone in town that Frank Carter would lay down his life for Abbie. Same as any man would for a sister, mother or daughter.

Increasing his gait to catch up with her, Jamie gently took hold of her elbow. "I'll come too, if that's okay."

Abbie merely nodded.

Eyes closed and his hands across his chest, Frank looked almost peaceful. Only the bandaged ankle nearly twice as thick as the other foot and propped up high on a pile of pillows gave a picture of reality. And right now, reality was one hell of a mess.

 

****

 

There's been a small accident. From the moment Jamie uttered those words, Abbie's heart had not been able to slow to a normal rhythm. Not until Jamie explained only Frank's ankle had been hurt from falling down the pull down stairs had she been able to expel the breath she'd been holding.

Frank had saved her life in so many ways. From that fateful day nobody could ever forget, to the day he moved to Tuckers Bluff to cook for her café, and every day since. She couldn't imagine life in Tuckers Bluff without him.

Even now she worried. Could he have hit his head? Could there be more internal damage obscured by the attention to his foot? If he refuses meds, would blood clots be a problem?

Reeling in every rogue thought and concern by reminding herself what a fantastic doctor Brooks was, and knowing he cared as much about Frank, almost as much, as she did. "If you wanted a vacation, you could have just asked." She wished her voice hadn't come out quite so shaky.

The corner of Frank's mouth lifted into a snarl that substituted for a smile. "Vacations are overrated."

Stepping up beside the exam table, she laid her hands over his and squeezed. "Like it or not, it looks like you're gonna have one now."

Frank groaned and rolled his eyes. "Not happening. I'll be up and about tomorrow morning, same as always. You can count on that."

Her gaze shifted briefly from Frank to Brooks. The family physician remained silent and shook his head.

"I have it on good authority," Abbie patted his hand, "you are on mandatory rest. At least until the swelling is gone."

"Bull...” He paused. “Feathers." 

If her world wasn't about to spin around on its axis, she might have laughed out loud at Frank's efforts not to curse in front of her. After all, it wasn't like she hadn't heard him use a few choice words before. Apparently living in the small Texas town for as many years as he had, had done some good to his vocabulary.

"Like it or not, you're staying off that foot until the doc says it's okay to be up and about."

"No offense, Doc," Frank waved a finger at Brooks, "but it will take more than just a twisted foot to keep me down. Good laced boot and I'll be ready to go."

Brooks chuckled. "Even if you are ornery enough to work on that ankle—against doctor's orders, mind you—you'd have to get past that bunch out there."

"What bunch?" Frank turned his attention to the closed door.

"It seems," Jamie spoke for the first time, "that you have an abundance of potential nurse maids."

Frank looked at Abbie. "What the hell is he talking about?"

"Common sense says you can't stay off your foot and take care of yourself at the same time," she explained.

"Says who?"

"My aunt," Jamie and Brooks echoed.

"And," Abbie added, "the sisters."

Letting out a deep groan, Frank dropped his head back on the table. Shaking his head, the scowl that had been permanently in place gave away to a soft chuckle that slowly grew into rumbling laughter.

Shaking off the nervous edge that regurgitated in her gut at his bizarre reaction, Abbie hefted one hand onto her hip. "And what may I ask is so funny?"

"Of all the times in my life, and there have been many, when I imagined what it would be like to have women fighting over whose bed I would sleep in," Frank waved a finger at the door, "not once did any of that lot come to mind." 

The two Farradays quickly covered their mouths. Jamie suddenly found the floor very interesting and Brooks tinkered with the pen in his pocket. Both failing miserably to hide their laughter. Under any other circumstances, she might've found that comment funny too.

“You will be more comfortable with help,” Brooks added. 

Frank merely groaned. 

“If you want to move into the apartment upstairs from the restaurant, then I can run up and check on you every little bit. Make sure you’re eating and keeping your foot up.”

“That’s not half a bad idea,” Frank agreed. “I can stay in the apartment upstairs, but you won’t have time to run up and down stairs. I’ll just come to work in the morning.”

Brooks shook his head. “No work.”

“She needs me,” Frank grumbled.

“Says who?” Abbie barked back. Just because it was true didn’t mean she had to let him know it. 

Balancing on his elbows, Frank winced when the movement jostled his foot. 

“And that,” Brooks pointed, “is why you need to let your foot heal.” 

Frank shook his head at Abbie. “You can’t work the kitchen and wait tables. Someone has to cook, and it isn’t you.” 

“I’ll do it.” 

All heads in the room turned to Jamie. 

“Don’t look so surprised. I do know my way around a kitchen. I'd have no business running my own pub if I didn't."

Surprise slid away from Abbie's gaze. She turned to face Frank. "There you have it. He can cook. Now, who's gonna take care of you? The Farradays or the sisters?"

 

 


CHAPTER FOUR

 

“Two pairs, Queens high." Eileen Callahan, aunt to the massive Farraday clan, looked over her shoulder at Abbie a few tables away. The poor thing was as jittery as the proverbial long-tailed cat in a room full of rockers. Eileen knew how the woman felt. This wasn’t even her café and the thought of Abbie’s livelihood depending on Eileen’s nephew the bartender working in the kitchen, made her wish all she had to worry about were a few rocking chairs and an emergency trip to the vet. At least she could rest easy knowing that Frank was being well cared for at the ranch. Though the way Sister argued with Sean and later fawned over Frank when Brooks let them all in to see his patient, Eileen had a feeling that Sister might have been motivated by a little more than neighborly consideration. The way Frank quickly chose the ranch, he most likely had gotten the same impression. 

Ruth Ann blew out a soft sigh. "Usually a pair of queens requires more than one but less than three."

Glancing at her cards, Eileen had no idea what happened to the other queen. "I know I had two."

Dorothy picked up a discarded playing card. "I think this is what you're looking for."

"Oh, of course. Simple mistake. I was distracted."

Sally May tossed her hand onto the pile in the middle of the table. "I know we’re not playing for real money, but distraction is not an option."

"Except for her." Dorothy jerked a thumb in Ruth Ann’s direction.

Ever since Ruth Ann had started dating Kelly's great uncle Ralph, from time to time she’d gotten increasingly more distracted in her card playing. Eileen guessed it was like the old cliché; lucky in cards, unlucky in love. Or in this case, lucky in love, unlucky in cards. Or would that be distracted in cards. Whatever.

The clamor of clashing metal rang out in the café and Abbie took off in a mad dash for the kitchen.

Shuffling the deck, Dorothy paused and leaned forward. "That's the third time this hour. Do you think maybe one of us should go see if we can help?"

Eileen bit her lower lip and shook her head. She'd wanted to jump up and run to the kitchen after the first time the crashing sound of metal ricocheted through the restaurant.

"So," Ruth Ann cut the deck, leaning in conspiratorially, "if we're not going to do anything to help, why in heaven's name did we show up for a special card playing session at the crack of dawn?"

Eileen sucked in a deep breath and reached for the first card dealt her way. The social club always started their card games early in the morning, but rarely were they the first customers in the door. "Moral support."

Sally May rolled her eyes and muttered, "Moral support my foot."

A full tray on her shoulder, Abbie came hurrying out of the kitchen and rushed past the card playing friends to the table behind them. To her credit, Abbie had plastered on a pleasant smile and took her time setting out the plates and dishes at the neighboring table, taking a moment to chat with the customers the same as she did on any ordinary day of the week. 

Except for all the noises that didn't usually come from the kitchen, if Eileen weren't privy to what was actually happening today, she'd have no clue someone new was doing the cooking.

“It would help if Donna hadn’t called in sick at the last minute.” Sally May sorted her cards.

“It’s not her fault her little girl has the flu. Besides, under normal circumstances with Frank in the kitchen, Abbie can handle this place with one hand tied behind her back.” 

“I suppose on the bright side,” Ruth Ann rearranged her cards, “breakfast crowd is almost over.” 

A fresh set of cards in her hand, including two aces, and no surprising sounds from the kitchen, Eileen nodded and decided perhaps everyone’s luck had changed.

"Anyone like their coffee freshened up?" Abbie held up a pot, her smile a little tired.

All the card players shook their heads. Even if they'd wanted another cup, no one dared to take up Abbie's time.

Eileen wasn't totally sure, but she thought she heard Abbie mumble "bless you" under her breath moments before the old-fashioned bell tinkled above the door announcing the entrance of a new customer. In almost choreographed precision, three voices across the table, including Abbie's, muttered "uh oh."

Eileen dared to glance over her shoulder. A parade of new customers pushed through the doorway. Tourists. From the way they continued to pour in, Eileen guessed one of the bigger buses.

Abbie's jaw almost hit the table. Her skin went ashen gray, and a rim of white surrounded surprised eyes.

Shoving back her chair and pushing to her feet, Eileen rested her hands flat on the table, leaned forward and whispered to her friends, "Now, girls. Now." 

 

****

 

Apparently working in a kitchen was almost like riding a bicycle. Slowly getting back his rhythm, Jamie had only dropped the hotel pans a few times. Of course, he'd never actually been a cook, but any restaurant manager would tell you that when an employee is a no-show, he learns fast how to cook, bus, prep, or wash dishes. Jamie had done his share of all of the above. Except right now he wished before moving on to barkeep, he’d done a lot more of the cooking and a lot less of the table busing. Had he not felt guilty as hell for Abbie’s only cook being down for the count, he might have waited for someone more qualified to step up. Qualified or not, since the visiting pup who had actually caused the problem couldn’t cook, and it was Jamie’s future place of business where Frank had taken the dive, here Jamie was cooking in a strange kitchen. Praying not to screw things up too badly and extremely thankful Frank was as good at his job as everyone gave him credit for. 

This morning, Jamie had anticipated cooking a la minute from scratch, meal by meal, searching for ingredients and fumbling his way through a foreign kitchen. It shouldn’t have been a surprise to find Frank had left all the food prep for today ready before leaving yesterday. Jamie was even happier that the breakfast crowd was dwindling before his breakfast mise, the prepped items and ingredients for the morning dishes, ran out. 

The double doors sprang open. Abbie hurried in, but rather than stop at the pass to leave an order, she rushed past him. 

“What are you doing?" he asked.

Abbie grabbed an apron from a hook by the back door slid it over her head and wrapping the strings around, tied it tightly. "Tourist bus just pulled in. You're going to need help."

Before he could utter a word, Dorothy, one of his aunt's dearest friends and his cousin DJ's grandmother-in-law, pushed through the double doors.

Casting an observant glance from left to right, Dorothy nodded. "I've never been in here before. Not bad.” Slapping her hands together she faced Abbie. “Which way are the aprons?"

Since Abbie stared at her with the same surprise he felt, Jamie supposed she hadn't expected company in the kitchen any more than he had.

"Eileen sent me in here,” the older woman explained. “I've been assigned to do the meese. Whatever the heck that means. Which way?"

Blinking, Abbie nodded and pointed to the back door. "There's an extra apron over there. When it's tied on, follow me to the fridge."

Working as fast as he could in the unfamiliar kitchen, Jamie plated the next orders and slid them onto the pass for pick up. About to ring the bell, he realized the only waitress in the place was in the refrigerator with Dorothy.

The double door swung open again, and in marched his aunt. “We've got one heck of a crowd. Ruth Ann and Sally May set up three twelve-tops and two four-tops."

Great. Jamie took a deep breath. First day on the job and forty-four extra customers for breakfast. Just peachy.

"Four-top number one,” his aunt read from a pad in her hand. “That'll be two cowboys with spurs hold the onions on both. My guess is those folks plan on doing some kissing later in the day. I'll need two dots and a dash, and an Adam and Eve on a raft." Eileen spun about and called over her shoulder. "Don’t you worry none, Abbie. Sally May is already working on a fresh pot of coffee. Oops, dirty water." 

Giggling as though this were the most fun she’d had since she was six years old, his aunt waltzed back into the cafe. 

Stunned silent, he turned to see Abbie frozen in place, arms laden with peppers, and onions and other fresh vegetables, staring wide-eyed at the closed doors. 

"Did you know she could do that?" he asked. 

Abbie shook her head. "Do you understand what she ordered?" 

"Yeah," he nodded, slowly turning back to the closed doors. "I just hope she does."

 

****

 

"Take a load off." Adam Farraday pulled a chair out for Abbie.

One by one through the day almost every Farraday, except Catherine and Joanna who’d been left in charge of Frank, had found an excuse to stop in and check on Jamie. And by extension, Abbie. Some had popped in for only a moment or two, like Connor and Finn, who had used going to the feed store as an excuse to come into town. Not that they needed two hulking Farradays to pick up an order of horse pills. Of course, when word got out that the Tuckers Bluff Afternoon Ladies Social club was waiting tables, Abbie had the largest lunch crowd she’d had since that first day when Meg had shown up in town. 

Now, at the end of the day, the only people left in the café after the dinner crowd were the three Farraday brothers who lived in town. Two with their wives.

Brooks waved a hand at the chair beside his brother. "I could make it doctor's orders. Sit."

Abbie knew the worst thing to do at the end of an insanely long day was to stop and sit, but she also knew there was no point in arguing with a Farraday, never mind three of them. She sank slowly into the wooden chair.

"Better." DJ smiled at her. "That's my girl."

Becky squeezed her husband's hand and sprang from her seat. "I'll go get Jamie. He probably needs a break too."

"How come you're not home with your wife and baby?" Abbie looked to Brooks.

Smiling as wide as Main Street, Brooks pushed to stand. "As a matter of fact, now that I can personally assure my wife that you are not frazzled to the bone or in need of medical attention, and cousin Jamie did not do anything to merit you killing him today—"

"That would be why I'm here." Laughing, DJ cut off his brother.

Brooks chuckled. "As I was saying, I can now go home and report to my wife that all is well, then call my sister to inform her that you will not be in need of her legal representation."

"Hardy har har." Jamie strolled to the table and spinning around the chair Brooks had just vacated, he straddled the seat, resting his forearms along the top. "Had I thought my life would be at risk, I would never have volunteered."

Meg sputtered with laughter. "I have a feeling General Custer may have said the same thing just before Little Big Horn."

The entire table, including Jamie, laughed along with Meg.

Jamie waved a finger at Brooks. "Before you go, who can tell me where the heck Aunt Eileen learned diner speak?"

"What?" several voices echoed.

Abbie bobbed her head. "He's not kidding. She marched into the kitchen this morning spouting coded breakfast orders as though she were on a reality restaurant TV show."

"Our Aunt Eileen?" Adam asked.

Jamie nodded and looked to Brooks, who shrugged, then to DJ who shook his head.

"All I know," Meg added, "is when I worked here at the café she never said a word to give any indication that she’d ever worked in a restaurant herself."

"Maybe that explains why she's such a good cook?" Becky asked.

DJ shrugged. "Well, it certainly could explain why she's so good at cooking for a lot of people."

"So, what we’re all saying is that nobody has any idea where Aunt Eileen learned kitchen slang." Frowning, Jamie leaned forward. "Do we at least know what Aunt Eileen did before she moved to the ranch?"

All the Farraday siblings and in-laws looked around to each other.

"Didn’t she sing or something?" Adam asked. Being the oldest when their mom passed, he was the most likely to remember anything mentioned around that time.

Brooks snapped his fingers. "That's right. She has a picture of herself standing in front of a microphone. I asked her about it once and she never really answered."

"Funny, I saw the same photo. It’s in her dresser. For some reason I always assumed it was like karaoke night or something,” DJ said. “If it were an important part of her life wouldn’t it be on the dresser? Besides, who would walk away from a music career to take care of the lot of us?"

Even Abbie could answer that easily, and she wasn't a member of the family. Eileen Callahan. Today by itself was an excellent example of who their aunt was. On a dime, without a word having been spoken, she stepped in and pretty much took over the café for over three hours until Shannon came to work. And she roped all her friends into helping. Sure, Jamie was her nephew, and the whole town knew that Aunt Eileen was fierce about protecting her own. Today, Abbie might as well have been a Farraday.

She knew dang well this morning that any other card game day, and every last one of those women would've had their drinks refilled—often. But this morning they were more concerned with not making extra work for Abbie. Truthfully, she was a little surprised Aunt Eileen hadn’t jumped in sooner. Every time Abbie had run to the kitchen after some horrendous crash, she discovered Jamie merely suffering the growing pains of working a new kitchen. Juggling and dropping a few pots and pans made for frightening noise in the restaurant and had every patron on alert, including Aunt Eileen, but she’d stayed put. Until the busload of tourists.

Abbie bit back a smile. That woman truly was amazing. Now, more than ever, like the rest of the Farradays, Abbie really wanted to know, what was Aunt Eileen's story?

 


CHAPTER FIVE

 

Standing on his feet was nothing new for Jamie. Bartenders stood for long shifts, but today had to be one of the longest days of his life. Not until he’d taken a seat beside his cousins had he realized just how bone tired he was. How Frank and Abbie did this, day after day, week after week, year after year, he didn’t have a clue.

Across the room, Abbie locked the café doors. He knew she had to be as tired as he was, and yet she insisted on staying late to help him prep for tomorrow. All day he'd seen her come and go, in and out of the kitchen. A few times he'd had the luxury of pausing to watch as she fluttered about. The thought crossed his mind that perhaps this was how Frank made it through his days. Most of the time Abbie wore a smile that when flashed in his direction offered a jolt of energy to help push him through.

"All ready?" Her smile held in place, she yanked a toothy clip away from her head and shook out cascades of chestnut brown hair, then stretched her shoulders and neck before twisting her hair back into a bun, reattaching the clip, and heading for the double doors into the kitchen.

As the dinner crowd had wound down, he’d taken Frank's advice and began the prep work for tomorrow's menu specials.

"I know Frank plans his menu out at least a week in advance. The problem is, he doesn't actually write it down anywhere."

Jamie followed Abbie into the kitchen. "I know."

She turned to look at him over her shoulder. "You do?"

The phone in his pocket sounded, and he knew at this hour it could only be one person. Not bothering to look at the screen, he swiped at the phone. "I'm in the kitchen."

Frank's deep voice rumbled through the line. "How much did you get done?"

"Quite a bit. You were right."

"Of course I was right. You think I was born yesterday?"

Jamie had never been in the military. He’d never had the pleasure of a drill sergeant dragging him out of bed before dawn and screaming in his ear about absolutely nothing before his first cup of coffee. Regardless, he was savvy enough to know not to respond to that particular question. 

“I hear footsteps,” Frank muttered. “That woman has bionic ears. I swear she can hear a cricket snore. I'm supposed to be resting. I’d better go. I'll keep the phone close if you have any questions."

"Got it. Go rest."

"Now you sound like your aunt. I hurt my foot, not my mouth."

His aunt’s voice grew louder, but not close enough for Jamie to make out her words.

"I really gotta go. You take care of everything." The call disconnected.

Jamie had to laugh. How many people could have a former Marine drill sergeant backing down? Only one that he knew of. Force Eileen.

"That doesn't sound like the first time he's called." Abbie waved a finger at his phone.

Slipping the cell into his breast pocket, he nodded. "You probably don't want to know."

Abbie's eyes grew surprisingly round. "How many times has he called?"

Jamie shrugged. “He didn't want to see you run into any trouble."

“Whoever heard of a backseat cook?"

"Don't be too hard on him. He cares about you."

The sudden softness in her gaze had him questioning if perhaps the relationship between Abbie and Frank was something beyond employer and employee. Her attention shifted to the prep area in the small kitchen. "Oh, you have been busy."

He liked seeing the pleased grin on her face. "Frank shared his routine. In painfully precise detail."

"Oh brother, he's been calling you all day long, hasn't he?"

Jamie smothered a smile. "Yeah, pretty much."

"I'll ask him to stop."

"That won't be necessary." Jamie moved to the other side of the stainless steel table and stood beside her. "When things were really busy, I simply didn't answer the phone."

Abbie's eyes widened. "Oh, I bet that went over like a lead balloon."

“He would have done the same. He’s a big boy.” 

“Right now, I’m not so sure about that.” She smiled again and Jamie wondered how he’d never paid attention to such a heartwarming smile before. 

Between the work he’d already done under Frank’s instruction and the extra hands helping, the work for the next day was prepped and stored in the fridge in almost no time at all. 

“If you’d like to use the upstairs apartment, you’re welcome to it.” 

Jamie shook his head. 

“It’s a long haul to the ranch and dusk comes early.” 

Didn’t he know that. Raised on a ranch, starting the day in the pitch of night was pretty normal. Of course, he hadn’t been working after dark the nights before. “Thanks for the offer. For now, I’m fine. If it gets to be too much, I’ll let you know.” 

Abbie nodded. “Fair enough.” 

Standing outside the café doors, Jamie waited for her to lock up. “I’ll give you a ride.” 

“Not necessary.” She spun about to face him, clipping the keys onto her purse straps. “The walk helps me unwind.” 

Which was what Frank had told him during one of his nine million calls today. When she had a lot on her mind, she’d walk to work. “Makes sense. I’ll walk with you.” 

She stopped and stared up at him. Slowly her brows buckled over the bridge of her nose. When a deep-set frown appeared, he knew they’d been busted. “Frank.” 

It wasn’t a question, but he nodded anyhow.

“I swear,” she grumbled then whirled around. “This isn’t exactly a high crime neighborhood.”

Slipping his hands into his pocket, he flashed a smile and shook his head. 

“But you’re going to walk me no matter what I say.” 

Again, not a question, but he nodded nonetheless. “Frank is bigger and stronger than you. I’m not going home and reporting that I let you walk home alone.” 

Hefting her purse over her shoulder, she rolled her eyes and shook her head, mumbling, “Men.” 

“It would,” he waved to the lone car left in the side parking lot, “be a blessing to my tired feet if I could just drive you home.” 

Her gaze darted down the block then back to him. For a second he felt sure she was going to go all drill sergeant on him when her shoulders unexpectedly sank in rhythm to a deep exhale. “Fine. But Frank and I are going to have a nice little chat tomorrow and settle a few things.” 

“Better you than me.” 

Shaking her head and scowling, she turned away. Her steps heavier, she muttered something he couldn’t quite make out but he was pretty sure the words men and incorrigible were in there somewhere and they didn’t sound at all as playful as when she’d mumbled at him a few moments ago. Whatever was turning about in that pretty head right now didn’t seem to show a very high opinion of the male species, and deep in his gut he had an unexpected urge to take on the task of changing her mind. How crazy an idea was that? 

 

****

 

How crazy was she to let a man give her a ride home—all four blocks of it. Though the true measure of her sanity should have been last night when she agreed to let Jamison Farraday cook for the café. Her soon to be competition. Competition that by the end of the week would have all of Frank’s recipes. Maybe she should be asking how stupid was she. 

“Whatever it is, I didn’t do it.” 

Abbie blinked twice then dragged her gaze away from the window and focused on him. Maybe he was the crazy one. “Do what?”

“You were frowning and your back’s as stiff as wooden plank. Whatever you’re thinking, I didn’t do it.” 

Just what she needed, an observant recipe thief. 

Jamie pulled onto her street. “Which house?” 

“Third from the corner on the right.” 

He pulled into the drive and leaning forward over the steering wheel, peered up at the house. “Cute.” 

“Thank you.” She was darn proud of this place. Ten years ago she could barely make ends meet waiting tables in Dallas and here she was, owner of the café and her own little house. Before she could gather up her purse, and her energy, Jamie had circled the hood and stood holding the passenger door open. If anyone told her the Farraday men had the corner on the chivalry market, she’d believe them. “Thanks.” 

“My pleasure.” 

The door of his old truck slammed shut and Abbie spun around. “You don’t have to walk me to the door.” She stuck her hand out before he could speak. “Even Frank doesn’t walk me to the door.” 

His gaze darted from her to the house, then to each of the neighbors’ homes. She could almost hear the thoughts playing in his mind. Would Frank kill him if he stood by the truck? What if the boogieman is hiding behind the door? And if he’s there, never mind Frank, his aunt and uncle would skin him alive. Kin or no kin. 

“On second thought,” she held up her hand, “why don’t you come in for a cup of tea and you can tell Frank and your family there was no one hiding behind the shower curtain.” 

Jamie’s eyes circled round as the full moon, the whites shining just as bright and Abbie had to laugh.

“Thank you, but if you don’t mind, I’ll just walk you to the door and take a rain check on the tea.” 

“Not going to check behind the shower curtain?” 

He hesitated a beat too long and she knew he was actually considering it. 

“Come on in,” she laughed. “You can even check under the bed if you like.” 

Hands in his pocket, he walked heavily beside her. “You a mind reader too?” 

“No.” She stuck the key in the lock and ignored the little line forming between his brows at the number of deadbolts on her door. It had been a long time since she used them all, but knowing they were still there if she needed them helped her sleep more soundly.

Inside she flipped on the lights, tossed her keys on the nearby table, and spun around to face Jamie. “Last chance?” 

Looking over her shoulder to the far end of her tiny house, he shook his head. “I think I can report back that all is well.” 

“Suit yourself.” She stood slightly behind the open door. 

For a half a second he paused as though reconsidering the checking under the bed thing, then moved forward. “See you tomorrow.” 

“Tomorrow,” Abbie echoed.

Keeping his eye on the house, Jamie took a few steps backward along the walkway before turning toward his car. 

The front door shut, she locked a single deadbolt. Maybe even back when she’d bought the place, three had been a bit excessive. 

Anxious to get off her feet and crawl into bed, she resisted the urge to peek through the curtains and watch Jamie’s truck roll away. Instead she stood, hand hooked around her neck, rolling her head and stretching until the last sounds of the rumbling engine dissipated into the night. 

Tomorrow, when she wasn’t brain dead after functioning all day on only the few hours of interrupted sleep she’d gotten, she’d have to come up with a Plan B. For a crazy minute she wondered if Aunt Eileen could cook as well as she could wait tables. 

 


CHAPTER SIX

 

“This shouldn’t be so difficult.” Sean set the whipped cream from dessert into the refrigerator and turning to face his sister-in-law, kicked the door shut with his foot. "The stubborn man is taking three steps forward and two steps back. That foot is going to take forever to heal at this rate.” 

"I swear that man makes an old mule seem reasonable.” Aunt Eileen closed the door to the dishwasher and pushed the button.

Sean tipped his head in the direction of the bedroom hallway. "Anybody taking bets on whether or not he's in there right now strapping on a boot, planning his escape?" 

"What are we going to do?” Eileen leaned against the counter. “He has a point. Jamie can't cook at the café forever. Soon he’ll have his hands full working on the pub.”

"True enough, but it hasn’t even been a week. The ink on the bill of sale has barely had time to dry. There are a whole lot of new plans that have to be made before the first hammer gets picked up. That’ll give Frank some decent healing time—if he’ll cooperate."

Eileen knew Sean was right. Without the corporate backers and the family now making the decisions, there were already a few changes Jamie wanted to put back into the designs that Crocker had vetoed. Nothing major, but enough to require an architect to make adjustments delaying the start of demolition phase, and none of which was going to happen so soon that Frank had to push himself. “Okay, I know that, and you know that. Question is, how do we convince Frank?"

"I'd have better luck tying a bull’s testicles with one hand." 

She bit back a laugh. Why did everything that sounded so funny always have to hold a glimmer of truth? She wished just this once that Sean wouldn’t have been spot on in his comparison, but dealing with an uncooperative pissed off bull would be a lot easier than dealing with Frank. As if proving her point, a crashing noise loud enough to be heard in the kitchen sounded too much like a raging bull trapped in a chute. 

Tearing off down the hall, she arrived at the door in time to see Frank sprawled on the floor sans crutches. Stubborn didn’t even begin to describe this thickheaded cook. 

“Don’t just stand there,” Frank barked. “Crutches are next to the bed.” 

Sean shimmied around her and crossed the large bedroom in a few long strides. Holding the requested crutches in one hand, he outstretched the other to help Frank off the floor. “I know you’re used to giving orders, but in this house it’s customary to find a spot for the word please.”

“Sorry ’bout that. Please and thank you.” Balancing on one foot, he placed a crutch under each arm and swung himself the few steps to the bed then landed heavily on the mattress. “Don’t know how those boys do it.” 

Eileen didn’t understand — which boys doing what? Frank’s expression was subdued, somber. He looked beaten. 

“I forgot,” Frank muttered, leaning the aluminum aids carefully against the wall. “Woke up out of a sound sleep needing to take a leak. Got up, took one lousy step on the good foot, then one with the other and landed hard on the floor like a felled tree.” 

Sean nodded and Eileen scrambled around to reposition an extra pillow under Frank’s leg, wondering what she was missing. 

“A few weeks and my life will be back to normal.” 

“If you follow Brooks’ orders,” Sean cut in. 

Frank nodded and blew out a sigh, sinking more comfortably into the bed pillows. “I knew,” he tapped his temple, “but I didn’t understand.” The same hand dropped to tap his chest. 

There was no doubt in Eileen’s mind that the pain in Frank’s eyes had nothing to do with his injured foot. 

“Too many of our boys are sent home with a new normal.” Breathing out another sigh, Frank looked from Sean to Eileen. “In our minds we believe we understand what too many of them have gone through. Then standing up to find your leg won’t hold you, well, this,” he tapped his injured leg, “is true understanding. And let me tell you, it sucks. For those few minutes I might as well not have had a leg. I have no right to complain. From now on we’ll do this the doc’s way. Higher than my heart and no walking off into the sunset.” 

Sean didn’t say a word for a long moment, merely dipped his chin in assent before glancing across the room and back. “Want some help to the bathroom?” 

Frowning, Frank stared blankly at him. A moment later his expression more relaxed, he shook his head. “No. Guess I don’t have to go after all.” 

“Very well. Think I’m going to call it an early night.” Sean brushed passed his sister-in-law, giving her arm a gentle pat on his way out the door.

Tempted to fluff the pillows again, Eileen had spent enough years around men to know the gesture wouldn’t be appreciated and retreated a step instead. Her mind wandered to a short time ago when Ethan had come home after the surgeries to save his leg. She hated that it was the thought of all the servicemen who’d lost limbs that subdued Frank into taking care of himself, but she hated even more that anyone had ever lost a limb at all. “If you need anything—”

“I know.” Frank waved a hand at the bell on the nightstand. “Just ring.” 

“Rest well.” At least now she wouldn’t have to worry about Frank making things worse. Closing the bedroom door behind her, the sound of Sean in the kitchen surprised her. Standing by the sink, staring out the window, he’d set two mugs on the table and didn’t flinch when the kettle began whistling. 

Without saying a word, she turned off the gas, and kettle in hand, poured steaming water into the empty mugs. 

Not till she set the kettle atop the stove again did Sean seem to notice she’d returned to the kitchen. “I meant to do that.” 

“I know.” Eileen smiled up at the man she’d spent well over twenty years learning to read with the ease of the written page. “Want to tell me what’s rolling around between your ears?” 

Sean chuckled. That was the same thing she’d heard her sister ask him or the kids a thousand years ago. Tugging on his ear, he smiled at her. “Don’t suppose I’ll get away with immortality of the crab?” 

“Nope.” She poured sugar and milk into the tea and happily grinned at the use of her sister’s other pat response. “Not this time.” 

Lumbering slowly to the seat in front of the hot tea, Sean took his place at the table. “We’ve been blessed.” 

Eileen nodded.

“We got all our boys back.” He wrapped his hands around the warm mug.

She nodded again. “We did.” Except for Brooks and Adam with years of post-graduate education under their belts, and Finn who was practically married to the ranch before he’d even hit puberty, all the Farraday men had spent at least some time serving their country. Of those who’d been deployed overseas, it was only Ethan they’d come close to losing. That they knew of. 

“It’s like Frank said. We know here,” he tapped his temple with one finger as Frank had done, “but we can’t possibly truly understand what it’s like to lose a part of us until it’s actually gone.” 

Thinking of Helen and how badly Sean had hurt for so long, she held in a sorrowful sigh. Not appreciating what you have until it’s gone was a sad, honest truth. An image of the letter tucked deep in her dresser drawer reminded her some lessons could only be learned the hard way. 

 

****

 

After almost a week on the job as the café cook, Jamie had developed a healthier respect for restaurant staff. Unlike his cousins who had served time in the military, Jamie didn't fully appreciate the stamina of a former Marine until doing Frank's job all these days. It wasn't so much the job that was the challenge as much as doing it for 16 hours a day, all on his feet. From what Jamie could tell neither Abbie nor Frank took a lunch or dinner break. 

Abbie pushed through the kitchen doors and standing in the threshold waived her thumb over her shoulder. "Adam and DJ just walked in looking rather dower. Chase is on his way too. As soon as you finish that last order, they’ve asked you to join them."

He didn't like the sound of that one bit. What would have his cousins and Grace’s husband meeting grim-faced at the café? "Did they say something about Uncle Sean or Aunt Eileen?"

"No." Shaking her head, Abbie took another step inside, letting the doors slam shut behind her. "Something about the city council, which tells me it may have something to do—”

"With the pub," he finished for her.

Over the last few days, bit by bit, he'd been convincing Abbie that having two establishments in town could succeed. From the concerned look on her face over the future of his new venture, he hoped that meant he’d won her over to his way of thinking. The idea of losing the fragile foundation of his rather unconventional friendship with Abbie, and having it replaced with the cautious treatment of a rival, didn’t sit well with him—at all.

She waited in front of the pass shelf for the two meals, and grabbing one in each hand, tipped her head toward the door. "Go on, hurry up."

Except for the young couple a few booths away from his cousins, and two tables of locals gabbing over coffee at the other end of the café, the place was pretty much empty in anticipation of closing time. Rather than slide into the booth, Jamie grabbed a seat and flipping it around, slid it over to the end of the table, straddling it so he could get up quickly if needed. "Tell me which one of you buffoon’s wives locked you out of the house this morning?"

Like matching bookends, Adam and DJ's eyebrows shot up high on their foreheads.

"Don't look at me that way. The only possible reason for such sour expressions is if your wives have kicked you out of bed."

Adam rolled his eyes and DJ leaned back blowing out a sigh.

“Another teen got his hands on some backwoods hooch and wound up in one of your offices?” Jamie teased.

“Lord no.” Adam shook his head. “Don’t wish that on anyone.” 

“It’s not about our wives or a bad still,” DJ said quietly.

He didn't like the shiver running up his back. He’d been joking about the wives and the moonshine but maybe he’d been wrong and this wasn’t about the pub. "Something with the family?" 

"Not the way you mean." DJ spotted Grace’s husband coming through the door and waved him toward the table. As soon as the in-law had settled into the booth, DJ leaned forward. "Why don't you fill Jamie and Adam in from the start with what you told me, then tell us all what more you have to report after the emergency council meeting."

“Emergency?” Adam muttered. “Has the city council ever done that before?” 

DJ shook his head. “Not that I know of, which is why as soon as I heard it was going to be closed to the public, I knew we’d want to get some facts sooner than later.”

Chase nodded. "There are some perks to being married to the town’s legal counsel. She and the mayor are in a meeting still, but here’s what I’ve got so far. According to my wife, the only smart thing in the original contract between Crocker industries and old man Thompson was the no-fault kill clause. That allowed Jake to back out of the agreement at any time for any reason prior to the execution of final contract so long as he returned all earnest money received with the letter of intent."

"No one ever said old man Thomas was a fool." Adam looked to his brother-in-law. "Can we skip ahead a little bit and get to what’s going on now?"

Chase took a sip from the glass of water sitting at the table in front of him. "The point is that no matter how much Crocker grumbled about losing the building there was nothing legally they could do to come after Jamie or Thompson on that deal. Their hands were tied. Grace made sure everybody's backs were covered before we got involved insuring Crocker’s annoyance would not be our problem.”

“They were seriously not happy with me.” Jamie smiled at the memory of Jeff Nimbus hollering on the phone. All is fair in love and war—and business. If Crocker could pull the rug out from under him they shouldn’t have been so surprised that he’d be willing to do the same to them.

“What no one accounted for,” Chase continued, “was Crocker not giving up on the idea of Hemingway’s here in town.”

“You’re kidding me?” Jamie sputtered. “Where do they think they can put a restaurant of that size? The few available store fronts aren’t large enough for an ice cream parlor, never mind a full-service restaurant.” 

“No,” Chase shook his head. “Nothing available is an option.” 

A miserable thought crossed Jamie’s mind. “Oh, don’t tell me they’re gunning for your place?” 

Chase shook his head again. “They’ve requested a building permit.” 

“What?” several voices called out. 

“You heard me. That’s what the emergency meeting was all about. They apparently are offering some very lucrative incentives for fast action. They want to build at the end of town on land owned by Tuckers Bluff.” 

“Isn’t that an interesting turn.” Adam leaned back. “Jumping from one eating establishment to three.” 

“We can’t support three,” Jamie interjected. He’d done plenty of studies. Two restaurants were viable, three would do just enough damage to possibly put all of them under. 

“Some of the council feels the same way.” 

“Good,” Adam waved his hands. “Building permit denied. Why are we here?” 

“Because,” Chase set his elbows on the table and leaned in, “some folks on the council only see dollar signs and others are on the fence because of the opportunity for more construction jobs.” 

“Temporary jobs,” Jamie corrected. “O’Fearadaigh’s would be doing the same with the renovations.”

“That was Grace’s argument, but it only got her so far. Remodeling and building from scratch are two different time tables.” 

Jamie didn’t like the sound of that. “Spit it out.” 

“There was only one thing the council agreed on unanimously.” 

Everyone’s backbone stiffened in anticipation. 

“Within the town limits, only one liquor license will be issued.” 

“To who?” Adam asked. 

“And that,” Chase flattened his palms on the table, “is what they are meeting about now.” 

 

****

 

There wasn’t a single thing about the look on the Farraday men seated with Jamie that could put Abbie at ease. Brewing a fresh pot of coffee and getting a head start on filling the salt and pepper shakers were keeping her hands busy but not her mind. She really wanted to go eavesdrop, but if this was about the pub, then she had no business hovering. About to switch to filling the ketchup bottles, the overhead bell alerted her to new customers, a welcome distraction even this close to closing time.

Recognizing the two, she already knew what the orders would be. Same as always when teenagers came in. Two cheeseburgers hold the onions and a couple of colas. Caesar salad and diet drinks if they were girls.

Pushing the booth of Farradays out of her mind, Abbie smiled at the happy kids. "You boys are looking awfully chipper today."

The sandy haired teen she knew as the youngest of one of the larger ranching families beamed up at her. "Ordered a new hunting knife from Sisters. Just picked it up in time for our camping trip this weekend."

This wouldn't be the first or last kid to come through the cafe effervescing with delight over his new wilderness toy. In all the years she's lived in West Texas, Abbie still didn't understand the frontier fondness for knives and guns, but at least she wasn't afraid of them anymore. Truth was, if it came down to being trapped and helpless or having an armed Farraday or Brady, whether man or woman, young or old, she'd opt to have a ninety year old West Texas granny with a rifle any day.

Halfway to the kitchen, she spotted Jamie pushing to his feet and waved him back. With only these two kids and the few folks doing more chatting than eating at the other table, she had plenty of time to grill a couple of burgers.

Focusing on plating the order and not burning herself on the hot grill, Abbie had made it through without thinking even once about what was going on at the booth with Jamie and his family.

A plate in each hand, she could hear the excitement in the teens’ voices. Heads together, they looked ready to conquer the world. “Here you go, boys.”

Pulling apart and leaning back to allow room for the burgers, the kid with the new knife gripped it tightly in his hand, still yacking with his friend as though he held a butter knife and not a weapon that could gut an animal twice his size. 

Sliding a plate in front of each kid, Abbie kept her gaze on the boys’ faces as they lifted the buns and smothered the meat in ketchup. “Anything else?” she asked.

“Nope,” one of the boys mumbled, grabbing his burger with both hands. 

In a rapid movement, the other kid sliced his burger and, waving the ketchup covered hunting knife under her nose, turned to Abbie with a huge smile.

Any effort at avoiding the knife failed. Muffled words sounded in her ears. The overhead light caught the glimmering metal and flashed in her eyes. More muted sounds hummed in her ears. The boy continued to wave the blade covered in red back and forth like a hypnotic metronome. 

“Abbie.” Loud and strong, her name penetrated the haze. “Is something wrong?” 

Blinking, she lifted her gaze to the startled kid. “You okay, Miss Abbie?” 

“Abbie.” Lower, softer, her name sounded again. This time accompanied by a gentle grip on her arms. “Abbie?” 

Jamie stood beside her looking as worried as the kid at the table. 

“Put that thing away.” DJ had followed Jamie to her side. Adam and Chase were a step or two behind. It took the kid a long moment to realize DJ meant his new knife.

Out of sight, out of mind. Sucking in a deep breath, she closed her eyes and searched for something to say. “Sorry, guys. It’s been a long day.” 

The two teens shrugged. The kid with the knife held out his glass. “Could I have another drink, please?” 

DJ stared at her, watching silently. 

Jamie cast a quick glance to his cousins, first DJ, then Adam. 

“One cola coming up.” She spun about and spotted the Farraday men watching her the way they might keep an eye on a rattler about to strike. “I’m fine. Too much on my mind.” 

She turned away, quickly poured the kid a fresh drink, then hurried to the ladies room to regroup before everyone decided she’d lost her mind. Though for a few seconds there, maybe she had. 

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

“Still no news?" Abbie reached for the BLT on whole wheat. 

Jamie shook his head.

“I thought for sure you’d have heard something by now.” 

For the last two days he'd been on pins and needles waiting for more news from the town Council. The only thing they’d concluded the other night after meeting in private with Grace and the mayor was that they needed more time. He always considered himself a patient man, but right now time was not his friend and patience was fading fast. His family had invested a boatload of money in the building. A building that would be virtually useless if the town didn't issue them a liquor license. After all, what good was a pub that didn’t serve beer at least?

"As a good friend of mine once said, don’t look so lost. It will be fine.” 

Throwing his own words back at him actually made Jamie smile. Sundays were the only day the café closed early, and Jamie intended to use some of his free time to sort through the loft. He might not be able to start construction, but cleaning out the storage area was better than twiddling his thumbs.

A few more minutes and Abbie came back through the doors, setting a stack of dishes down. "This is it. Looks like were done for the day."

Jamie spied the clock over the doorway. "Closing early?"

"It happens. Once the Sunday afternoon slow down hits, that's it. Sunday is family day, and that's perfectly fine with me."

Family day. As far as Jamie knew, Abbie didn't have family in Tuckers Bluff. Thinking about it a minute, he realized he had no idea if she had family anywhere. Today completed the first full week working with her, and other than she had a lovely smile and an amazing work ethic, he knew little more about her now than he did seven days ago. "Got any plans for your afternoon?"

Abbie grinned from ear to ear. "A very hot date with a tall drink, the last ray of light, and a paint brush."

“Paint brush? Do you need help painting the house?” 

That sweet smile that made him want to smile back bloomed. “Not that kind of paint. I like to paint pictures. Mostly oils, occasionally water colors but those are harder for me. I find it relaxing.” 

He could certainly understand anything that gave her a chance to relax, but somehow it seemed wrong for her to spend her only day off alone. "I'm heading over to the building to start cleaning out the loft. Don't suppose you'd like to help?"

"Loft?"

"Well, it's more of an attic actually."

"Right. The place Frank had been snooping around before he fell."

Jamie winced. He’d sort of forgotten that part. "Sorry about that." He’d probably said that to her a dozen times a day for the first few days he worked here. "According to Frank there's some really cool stuff up there. Today will be the first chance I get to see for myself."

To his relief, her eyes twinkled with interest. "Frank did mention that he suspected some of the stuff up there could be well over 100 years old."

"I asked old man Thompson about it."

"And?"

"He groused that junk had been up there for as long as he'd run the feed store but didn't seem to know or care how it got there in the first place."

Abbie shook her head. "There's no understanding some people. I'm still amazed that old goat actually sold you the place."

"You and me both. When I found out how much more Crocker offered him to not kill the deal, I was flabbergasted that he turned them down cold."

"Well," Abbie shrugged, "I suppose deep down there’s some good and loyal side to Jake Thompson."

Jamie smothered a smile. "Or he hates sushi."

Her brown eyes twinkling, Abbie laughed outright. "There is that."

"So, you curious?"

"Won't Aunt Eileen be upset that you're not at Sunday supper?"

Jamie shook his head. "Nope. Sunday supper is at Meg and Adam’s later today. There's plenty of time to scour the attic."

"In that case, I think the Texas bluebonnets can wait a little longer."

"The what?"

"I like flowers.” Abbie turned on her heel and pushed at the kitchen doors. "I'll be back to help you clean up in just a bit."

Flowers. He’d have to remember that. Something told him there weren’t enough fresh blooms in her life. The door swung shut and Jamie took a minute to consider his temporary boss. The other night when she'd zoned out serving those kids hamburgers had been the first time he'd ever seen her anything less than totally in control. Even his first day on the job when she’d had to run in often to check on him, she never displayed any sign of frayed nerves. If DJ hadn't spoken with her privately and then assured Jamie that she was just fine, he might've shut the place down for the night whether she liked it or not. Had he seen even the slightest sign of something amiss the last couple of days he'd have pushed for more, but it was as though he’d imagined the whole thing.

Whatever was going on inside that pretty little head of hers, there was one thing he was definitely sure of. Abbie Kane was one helluva woman, and much like the attic in his old building, everything about her made him eager to uncover what more lay hidden behind her steadfast demeanor and wrinkle free uniform. 

 

****

 

"Good grief. You weren't kidding." Hands on her hips, as far back as Abbie could see the place was piled high with boxes and miscellaneous goods.

"I know there's a light here somewhere because Frank had it on the other day when we were talking." Jamie maneuvered around her, using the flashlight feature on his phone to find the light pull.

The old-fashioned chain made a familiar sound as Jamie yanked on it, brightening the crowded room.

"Wow." The place was a Mecca for antique enthusiasts. She could easily see Eastridge tables, Victorian settees, tables and chairs. Dark mahogany popular in the nineteenth century was everywhere. "Look at that."

Jamie chuckled. "Care to get a little more specific?"

"Those trunks." Lined along the left wall, Abbie counted at least two massive steamer trunks suitable for long ocean voyages and three or four smaller trunks. The kind people used nowadays for coffee tables or decoration. "I wonder if they’re locked."

"I don't know, but hold on a minute." Jamie stepped to one side. "If you want to look at that first, we’re going to have to make a path."

"No. Wait. Makes more sense to start here at the front and work our way back."

"That's a plan I can get on board with." He looked left then pointed to his right. "Why don't we begin in this corner over here? The boxes are cardboard and more recent than some of the others. Maybe it's just junk we can toss to make room for the other things."

Abbie nodded. "Works for me."

As predicted, the first box opened held outdated paperwork including fifty-year-old accounting ledgers from the Thompson feed store.

Flipping the pages, Abbie looked to Jamie. "How long did Thompson own this place?"

“I’m pretty sure he inherited the feed store from his dad. I have no idea how many generations before him ran it." 

"At least one, according to this. Should we ask Chase if he wants them?" 

"Good idea. I'll shoot him a text. We can set them aside for now." 

The next few boxes were more paperwork. Some ledgers, some receipts, bills of sale and other notes. All for the Thompson Feed Store, and all old as dirt. Several open boxes were now stacked behind them when Jamie's cell phone beeped.

Taking a few seconds to read the text, he slipped the phone back into his pocket. "Chase said to pull out a few samples for nostalgia, but we can recycle or donate what's left."

Abbie scanned the neat pile of old boxes. “Do you think the library would like some of these records?"

“No idea, but I vote to take these boxes over another day and let Miss Marion decide."

Pushing to her feet, Abbie chuckled softly. "I still can't believe Tuckers Bluff actually has a librarian named Marion." She leaned over to pick up one of the boxes.

Jamie moved beside her. "What do you think you're doing?"

"Taking these downstairs to get them out of our way."

"Oh no you don't."

“What do you mean no?"

"I mean, I already lost you one cook, I am not losing your head waitress too. I'll take the boxes downstairs."

Abbie hugged the box closer to her. "And what if I lose you, then I’ll be out a cook again."

Hands on the box Abbie refused to let go of, Jamie frowned at her. "It looks like we have a stalemate."

Without releasing her grip, she shifted her weight. "So what do you suggest?"

"I suppose we could just toss the boxes down the stairs."

Abbie rolled her eyes. "Great. Then we can have twice as much of a mess to clean up."

"Okay. What if we line all the boxes along the edge of the stairway, I go down with the first box, then you can meet me halfway and pass the rest off?"

She realized quickly what he wanted was to be at the bottom of the stairs to either catch her or break her fall. Such a Farraday thing to do. Chivalry was alive and well in West Texas and downright overflowing among the Farradays. "Deal."

With almost a dozen boxes sorted and out of the way, they had more room to reposition and organize.

"Looks like that's the last of the cardboard boxes. These over here are wood." Jamie pointed to some smaller crates. "There's a crowbar downstairs. I'll be right back."

Abbie nodded and worked her way around the front crates to the first trunk within reach. Delighted to find it unlocked, she blew some dust off the top and lifted the lid. "Oh my."

Crowbar in hand, Jamie climbed off the last step. "What did you find?"

“A little of this, a little of that." Gently sifting through the contents, she decided this had been someone's family trunk. Keepsakes of a lifetime. Hand crocheted baby booties. Infant christening gown. Handmade quilt. Perhaps a favorite party dress. A hand carved train engine worn right about where a playful little boy’s hands would have held the toy fascinated her. "Do you think these belonged to the Thompson family?"

Jamie squatted beside her. "I doubt old Jake would know. And I hate to say it, but I don't think he’d care either." He fingered the christening gown she laid neatly across the top. 

“You like babies?” She hadn’t expected him to look so…interested.

A small hand carved rattle to one side caught his eye. “Doesn’t everyone?” 

“Not really.” 

Eyes wide with surprise met hers. “You don’t like babies?” 

“I love them. Just saying not everyone does.” 

“No,” he leaned back. “We wouldn’t need protective services if they did.”

Abbie studied him a long moment, wondering if watching all his cousins and siblings married and many starting families was making him feel left behind. “Penny for your thoughts.” 

“If the town council smartens up and the pub becomes a reality, Tuckers Bluff is a good place to raise a family.” 

“I think so.” 

“You ever picture yourself with a family? Kids?” 

“Not for a long time.” 

“Why not?” His brows buckled with concern. 

Abbie shrugged. For a split second she considered truthfully answering the question, but she couldn’t bring herself to share the fears that had once ruled her life for too long. Gently closing the lid, she turned her attention to the crates a few feet away. "We’ve still got a lot to do here. Might as well go back to opening the ones closest to the front."

An uncomfortable long moment passed as Jamie studied her too intently before nodding. With little effort, he was able to pop the lid off the first wooden container and removed the top layer of straw packing.

"Ooh," Abbie squealed. "Pictures.” 

Jamie stood over her shoulder as she dusted off photograph after framed photograph, handing them to him.

“Hey, isn't this Adam's clinic?" Abbie held up a frame for Jamie to see.

"Yep. Back when it was a homestead. I'll have to give this one to Adam. I'm sure he'll want to hang it in his office."

"Or maybe the waiting room so the whole town can enjoy it."

Jamie nodded.

"And here's the feed store.” She handed it off to Jamie. 

“Looks like this place had been in the family for a lot longer than old Jake thought.” Jamie held the picture of an older man in front of the Thompson Feed Store, a younger version of himself at one side, and a small boy at the other. 

“Maybe Chase would like it?” 

“I’m sure he would.” Jamie set the picture in the box of paperwork for Chase. 

Reaching the bottom of the crate, Abbie lifted two of the last framed pictures. “Oh my.” 

“What?” Jamie leaned over. 

“I didn’t realize colored photography was available so long ago. Someone was one hell of a photographer.” She held up one of the pictures. “This must be the Grand Canyon. Look at all those colors. Even faded, it’s like a velvet blanket of yellow and blue.” 

“Actually,” he reached for the photo, “I think this is Big Bend.” 

“You’ve been?” 

He nodded and handed her back the picture. “Amazing place.” 

“This would make a beautiful painting.” 

“Would you like it?” 

“Would I?” She glanced up from the frame in her hand to see him grinning at her. “What?” 

“Your whole face lights up a room when you’re really happy.” 

She could feel the heat reaching her cheeks. “These are lovely. Thank you.” 

“So are you.” 

Time and space seemed to come to a silent halt. Abbie had noticed long ago that Jamie had the captivating Farraday smile and twinkling light eyes, but not till this very second had she felt the heat of his gaze as strongly as though someone had wrapped her in an electric blanket. She didn't dare so much as blink an eye for fear of losing the connection. Unable to think, she couldn’t begin to guess just how long had it been since she had felt so perfectly warm and safe. Safe with another Farraday, only this one made her feel warm and fussy in ways the other Farradays never had, and didn’t that spell Trouble with a capital T. 

 

****

 

Though mostly working in silence, Jamie didn’t want his time alone with Abbie—well alone with her and over a hundred years of ghosts and history—to end. Even if it meant being surrounded by a house full of relatives, he had only one possible idea to keep today from ending early. “It’s almost time to head to Adam and Meg’s for supper.”

“Oh my.” Abbie glanced at her wrist. One of the few people Jamie knew of who still wore a watch. “I didn’t realize we’d been up here so long.” 

"And we've barely made a dent." He hadn’t anticipated what a chore going back in time would be.

Straightening her back, Abbie slowly scanned the still untouched items in the long forgotten storage area. "I'd like to come back."

Just the words he’d wanted to hear. "I'd like the help."

The corners of her mouth lifted in a soft smile before she scooted across the dirty floor to fumble with the lock of another trunk. "Last one before you have to leave.” 

“About that.” He shifted to sit beside her. “Thought you could join us for dinner.”

“Oh, I look as worn out and dirty as some of these pieces.” 

“Ditto, but Aunt Eileen won’t care. No one will.” He brushed her hand already fidgeting with the lock of another trunk. “Please.” 

She hesitated just long enough for him to hope she’d give in, but fear she’d stand firm in her refusal. When she bobbed her head in agreement he let go of her hand and stopped himself before lifting his in a winning fist pump. 

Already engrossed in the challenging lock, Abbie missed his near fumble. “This one seems to be stuck."

"Let me try." He reached around her and pushing at the ornate clasps, shoved them apart. "Dang it." Yanking his hand away, he quickly shoved his thumb into his mouth.

Frowning, she glanced in his direction. "You cut yourself?"

Nodding, he eased his thumb away from his mouth, swiped at the red droplets and pinched his thumb.

On her knees reaching for his hand, she hesitated midway between them and then shifted back onto her haunches. "We should have Brooks take a look at that."

"It's just a prick." Jamie lifted his gaze from his thumb to Abbie, surprised to see the hint of panic in her eyes. Nothing like the other night, but nothing he was used to seeing. "Hey, it's no worse than a paper cut."

"Yes.” Abbie nodded, slow to shift her gaze away from his thumb and back to the trunk. “But still."

"Look at me." He waited a long beat for her gaze to meet his. Studying her blank expression, he considered the woman he’d worked with all week and the one he’d encountered a few nights ago. Something was very wrong. “Want to tell me what this is all about?"

She blinked a few times. "The latches are old and rusty. You might need a tetanus shot." 

"Had one.” He brushed the back of his knuckle along her cool cheek and softened his tone. “Want to tell me what's really going through your mind?" 

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Willing her mouth to find the words, Abbie squeezed her eyes shut and blew out a deep sigh. For the second time tonight, and the first in forever, she wanted to talk about that night. "It's a long story." 

"I'm not going anywhere." Jamie remained calm and still beside her. 

"What about Sunday supper?" She knew she was stalling. A part of her wanted to hop up and scurry away, but another bigger, deeper part very much wanted to tell Jamie how jumpy she’d been since that ridiculous knife had sliced through the ketchup covered piece of meat. More than anything she was angry with herself for letting something so ridiculous set her back so unexpectedly.

"Guess I'm not very hungry." His voice dropped, soothing her like a sip of aged whiskey. “Tell me.” 

"Don't know where to start." She sucked in another deep breath.

Jamie smiled at her. "What’s your favorite color?" 

"Purple." She forced a smile back at him. "Yours?"

"What kind of an Irishman what I be if my favorite color weren't Kelly green?"

Her smile came more easily this time. Her own fingers pressing into her palms uncurled. "Is it?"

Jamie nodded. "Though sky-blue comes in a close second."

"I like blue too."

"Favorite food?"

"Easy.” Her shoulders relaxed. “Lobster. Less than a pound. With lots and lots of butter."

"Ah, I detect somebody perhaps has a New England background?"

She tapped the tip of her nose. "Dad was from New Hampshire. Every so often we'd go visit. Grandma always made us lobster the day we arrived. It was my favorite part of the trip."

"Beach or mountains?"

"Not so fast.” She slid her legs out from under her. “Your favorite food?"

Jamie chuckled. "Oh come on. The way to a man's heart is through his stomach. Everything is my favorite food."

"None of that." Abbie shook her finger at him. "There has to be one special thing."

Tilting his head back Jamie studied the cobweb-covered rafters as though an answer were stitched alongside one. Dropping his gaze to meet hers, he held out his arm, extending his pinky. "Promise never to tell my mother or my Aunt Eileen?"

She linked her pinky with his. "Promise."

"I used to date a gal who came from an Italian family. Every once in a while she'd make meat sauce from scratch. It took all day. It was out of this world, but when she used it to make her lasagna. Oh. Heaven.”

"Grams lived in New Hampshire but she hailed from an Italian neighborhood in Boston.” Fingers still entwined, she flashed a toothy grin. “I'll bet Grams’ recipe against your ex’s sauce."

He shook his head. "Easy pickings. I've had Frank's lasagna."

“That's nice,” she shrugged, pulling her hand away, “but Frank doesn't have Grams’ recipe."

"Ooh,” he sucked in a breath through his teeth, “a super-secret sauce recipe. You're on.” Leaning back against a crate he shot her another question. "How long have you known Frank?"

"Since my first day waiting tables in Dallas. Everyone warned me to steer clear of the gruff former Marine. He barked orders at everybody as though they were his recruits. Bad ones."

"But he didn't fool you?"

Abbie shook her head. "No matter how hard he yelled, I could always see the twinkle in his eyes. Except once."

Jamie straightened. "The reason you froze when the kid wielded his knife the other night."

"It wasn't the knife alone that threw me off. I’ve seen plenty of knives. Frank uses huge ones to butcher beef. No, this was the perfect storm. That particular type of hunting knife, the ketchup, the juice from the burger, even combined I still could have held it together, but when he waved the dripping knife under my chin while talking." The fingers of her left hand dragged her shirt collar away from her neck, exposing a thin white line, then she leaned forward clasping her hands together in front of her. “That’s when it all came flooding back.”

Jamie's strong hand covered hers. "What happened?"

Already she’d told Jamie more than she would have any other person. She knew if she chose to stand up and walk away, he wouldn’t ask again. But she didn’t want to walk away. She wanted him to understand the part of her life that changed her world and tried to steal her soul. "After I’d been at the restaurant a few years, a new girl came to work with us. Nice. Sweet. Natalie went to college during the day and worked the dinner shift with us. I'd only met her boyfriend once, but something about him just rubbed me the wrong way. Reminded me of a snake oil salesman. Lots of charm and smiles but vermin underneath. Anyhow, his behavior shifted, became more controlling of where she went, what she did, trying to separate her from her friends, but she was smart enough not to fall for it."

Jamie's thumb began swirling motions across her wrist, giving her something comforting to focus on as she spoke.

"When Natalie broke it off,” she continued, “he kept at it. Calling her at all hours of the day and night, showing up on her doorstep. Badmouthing her to her neighbors and anyone who would listen to him. The police couldn't do anything about it until he made the mistake of hitting her in front of witnesses."

"Restraining order?" Jamie asked

Abbie nodded. "For all the good it did us. Everything came to a head on a Sunday night. Natalie and I were the only two waitresses left. Frank was the main cook. A couple of other guys, kids actually, were working the kitchen with him. Manager was in the office. We didn't bother to lock the doors until the last customer had left." 

She could feel the tension in Jamie's hand tightening to match her own. 

"It all happened so fast. One minute we were cleaning up and the next Henry Wiggins stood in front of us waving a gun. It was crazy. He fired into the ceiling to get everyone's attention. Carolyn, my manager, came running out from the office, her cell phone in her hand. He whirled the gun at her and fired. I swear my heart literally stopped. She must've seen it coming because she ducked left behind the salad bar. I didn't know it at the time but she’d dialed 911 as soon as she’d heard the shots so the police were listening to everything.

"In the kitchen, Frank realized right away what was happening. Doesn’t take much for a Marine to recognize the sound of gun shots and take action. I don't know that he knew it was Natalie’s ex, but he knew we were in trouble and managed to get the entire kitchen staff out the back door."

"He stayed."

It wasn't really a question, but she nodded anyhow. "Henry fired another shot at one of the tables, sending the glassware flying. He was so focused on scaring Natalie and me that he hadn’t realized Frank was in the building until he crawled out to bandage a woman's arm that had been cut badly by the shards of shattered glass."

She took in a calming breath and Jamie squeezed her hand. So engrossed in living the story, she didn't notice when he had laced his fingers with hers.

"By now there was a first officer at the scene." A nervous smile tugged at one side of her mouth. "DJ. Though I had no idea who he was at the time. He developed a rapid rapport with this character. When the hostage negotiator arrived, Henry would only keep talking to DJ. Your cousin did pretty good with him, considering the guy was truly certifiable. One minute he’d be sweet talking Natalie and the hostages, promising he wouldn’t hurt anyone, that he just wanted Natalie to give him a chance to make her happy, and the next he was Dr. Jekyll firing the gun, making threats, accusing Natalie of cheating on him. Then DJ would talk to him and calm him down all over again. Talk about an emotional roller coaster. At some point DJ asked if he was hungry, and Henry screamed I'm not eating any of your poisoned food. Frank spoke up, offered to cook him anything he wanted, said he could watch and make sure it was safe to eat. Frank even offered to eat it first. Apparently, food, like music, can calm the savage beast."

Jamie inched closer, closing the remaining gap between them.

"For a brief few minutes, we thought DJ had finally convinced him to let us all go, but something inside snapped again. The bullet hit Frank. Natalie screamed, and when she tried to run to help, Henry grabbed her by the hair and told her she was his. Said that he was the only person she needed to worry about taking care of. Frank shook his head at us, waving his good arm, letting us know it wasn’t serious. Anger fueled by adrenaline, Natalie pulled away and screamed at Henry that over her dead body would they be together.”

Jamie winced, sucking in a short breath. 

“Yeah. That's when he pointed the gun right at her and pulled the trigger. I couldn’t possibly have stopped him, but I didn’t have to. Nothing happened. I’d lost count of how many times he’d fired. He might've run out of bullets. It might've been a misfire. To this day I don't know how, but wounded and all, Frank lunged in Henry’s direction. Like an idiot, I ran right in front of Henry to reach Natalie. Before Frank could get within grabbing distance Henry had pulled me against him, squeezing the air from my lungs with one arm. The other hand held the hunting knife against my neck. I’d been so focused on the gun, I hadn’t even noticed the knife before."

"Oh, Abbie," Jamie whispered softly.

“Natalie jumped up, begging him to drop the knife. Pleading, agreeing to do anything he wanted. He seemed to get tremendous pleasure out of watching her grovel. I didn't even feel when he tipped the knife against my skin."

Mindlessly, she lifted her hand, one finger traced the tiny scar before falling back in front of her.

"Natalie was on the ground on all fours, promising the idiot anything he wanted. Frank was holding his wounded arm, promising Henry would live to regret the day he was born if anything happened to me or Natalie. And then DJ's voice broke through the haze. The same steady calm voice that had dealt all night with that lunatic. Easy and reassuring. Doing his job. Henry shifted his weight, turning his attention to the front door, loosened his grip. Next thing I knew gunfire ricocheted in the room and Henry’s arm fell away from me. I was covered in blood. His blood."

"I'm sorry."

Blinking, Abbie lifted her gaze to meet Jamie's. "I was an emotional wreck for a long time. I tried to go back to work, but I couldn't do it. Eventually I thought to hell with the get back on the horse after a fall theory and went to work for a different restaurant. That didn't matter, every time someone came up on me unexpectedly, or the cook held a cleaver in front of me, or a car backfired, I’d jump. DJ had kept tabs on me, did his best to keep me grounded. We’d have coffee every so often until he left the force and moved home. Right about then was when I gave up working nights and took a job at a pancake house during the breakfast shift. Then one day a man came in who looked so much like Henry I actually questioned if I’d really seen him killed. DJ talked me off that ledge."

“Remind me to thank my cousin.” Jamie squeezed her hand. "What happened to Natalie?"

"She finished out the semester, packed her bag, and moved home to Nebraska."

"And you decided she had the right idea?"

"Not until the day DJ called and told me there was a waitress opening at the café here in Tuckers Bluff. I don't remember saying yes. I don't remember packing. I barely remember driving to West Texas, but as soon as I pulled into the parking lot I could breathe again. By the time the café owner showed me the room upstairs to use until I settled in, for the first time in a long time, I knew everything would be okay."

"And Frank?"

"Unlike me, the former owner was the cook. When she decided it was time to retire and moved to Florida, she told me she was putting the cafe up for sale. I had a little bit of money saved, not much, but I made an offer asking her to carry the balance until I could prove to a bank that I could make a go of it. There weren’t a whole lot of people banging the door down to run a café in small town Texas. She agreed, I called Frank, and the rest, as they say, is history."

"And the kid with the knife brought it all back."

Abbie nodded. The only person she ever talked about that day with was DJ. Not even Frank dared bring the subject up. For years now the whole thing seemed truly behind her. Except for the day Meg was taken hostage at the hardware store, Abbie never really thought about it.

Sidled up beside her on the floor, Jamie draped an arm around her and whispered softly in her ear, "Is this okay?”

Nestling her head into his shoulder she nodded. "Very."

"I'm thinking we could stay here the rest of the night going through the boxes, or just sitting here like this on the floor…"

"I can just hear how that story’s going to get retold around town like wildfire."

He placed one gentle finger against her lips. "Or we can go have dinner at Adam’s, fill up with good food and maybe indulge in one of Toni’s decadent desserts. The choice is yours."

“I do love her cake balls.” Not waiting for her to think it through, her stomach growled, making the final decision. "I guess were going to Sunday dinner."

Despite feeling a little shaky, Abbie couldn't think of any place safer then at Jamie's side, except maybe a Farraday kitchen.

 

****

 

Nothing in his lifetime could have prepared Jamie for what Abbie had just told him. Crazy events like that are the sort of thing that happen to other people. People on the news. Not people you care about. And he did care. More than he probably should. If his cousin hadn’t killed the low life years ago, Jamie for the first time in his life could easily see himself hunting that devil down and taking him out like the rabid animal he was.

The entire short ride to Meg’s B&B, Jamie couldn’t get the story Abbie had too aptly unfolded out of his mind. Not even the savory smells of a delicious dinner that smacked him in the face as he and Abbie crossed the threshold could snap his thoughts fully back to the here and now, and yet, Abbie had moved on. Made a better world for herself. Yeah, he’d been right all along, she was indeed one hell of a woman. 

“Don’t you look cozy?” Abbie bit back a smile. Tucked under a blanket on the big leather sofa, a book in his hands and cushions propping him and his foot up, Frank reminded him of a cattle baron of yesteryear recovering from some ranching accident. 

Flipping the paperback closed, he mouthed, “Hardy har har.” 

“I’m with her.” Holding a small box in one arm, Jamie pointed his other thumb at Abbie. “Is everyone in the kitchen?” 

“Your aunt and some of the ladies have been in there laughing and cooking since church. I think DJ and Brooks are the only two missing.” Frank tossed the book onto the nearby coffee table. “How are things going for you at the café?”

“Great.” Jamie offered as much of a smile as he could muster after hearing what they’d both been through. 

Narrowing his eyes, Frank studied him a moment. “Would you tell me if it weren’t?” 

“Of course he would,” Abbie answered, “but he won’t have to because he’s keeping the customers very happy.” 

“Hmmph,” Frank grumbled and reached for the book again. “Happy, my good foot.” 

Jamie smothered a smile. “I’m going to put this in the kitchen and let folks know we’re here.”

“I should clean up a little first.” Abbie brushed her hands together. More than once since leaving the dusty former feed store she’d done the same, but probably still felt as dirty as he did. 

“I was thinking the same thing once we checked in. Let me ask Meg which bathrooms we can use.” 

Abbie nodded, then turned to Frank. Poor guy had hoped to be back and on his feet by now, but after a week Brooks had handed down the sentence of another seven days without putting any weight on it. “Need anything from the kitchen?” 

The man looked over the rim of his book to the stack of word puzzle books and empty dishes and glasses cluttering the coffee table then skewered her with an are-you-kidding-me glare. 

“Guess not,” she chuckled. “Whistle if you change your mind.” 

He harrumphed and again buried his nose in the paperback. 

Scanning the old kitchen for Meg, Jamie dropped the box on an empty corner of counter space and continued around the island to kiss his aunt on the cheek. 

“Oh, good.” His aunt smiled up from the basket of warm rolls in front of her. “We were getting ready to send a search party out for y’all.” 

“You should see all the things stored in that place.” Jamie reached for a bun and Aunt Eileen playfully swatted his hand. 

“Don’t spoil your appetite.” 

“No, ma’am.” He uttered the only acceptable response since he’d learned how to talk. 

“So glad you’re joining us, Abbie.” Aunt Eileen smiled. "I was hoping Jameson would invite you."

Across the room, Toni slid a tray into the oven. "You two look like you've been digging through a coal mine." 

“Agreed.” Jamie turned to Meg. “Is there someplace we can wash up?” 

“Sure. Head up to our apartment.” Meg inched closer, waving at the dusty box. “Did you at least find something fun?" 

"Actually," Jamie turned and pulled out a few of the pictures they'd found, “yes.”

Wiping her hands on a dish rag, Meg came around to one side of him and Toni to the other.

Meg whistled. "Cool."

"What?" Grace peeked over Meg's shoulder.

Coming in from the back porch, Adam stopped at his wife’s side and peered down at the photos now laid out on the island. "That's the clinic."

"According to the date on the back," Meg said, "about 150 years ago."

"Wow." Adam held the framed photograph and looked to his cousin. "You got plans for this?"

Jamie shook his head. "It's all yours. Old Man Thompson doesn’t have any interest in the stuff in storage.”

“Well," Aunt Eileen handed a stack of plates to Adam, "that doesn't surprise me at all. That old man only cares about his horses."

"Mostly his horses." Finn closed the kitchen door behind him. "He did give up a lot for his son when push came to shove."

"He has a point," Jamie added. "Could have something to do with why he was willing to sell the building after all these years."

Aunt Eileen handed another stack of dishes to Finn. "Maybe, but I'm not gonna waste my time trying to figure it out. You two," she waved a finger at Jamie and Abbie, "go on if you want to clean up. Dinner will be on the table shortly.”

“Yes ma’am.” Five minutes in the kitchen with his family and Jamie was at peace again. This was one of the biggest reasons he’d pushed for a pub in Tuckers Bluff. His gaze shifted to Abbie, hair down and swaying with her hips as she made her way down the hall and upstairs. Now he had two reasons for wanting very much to stay in Tuckers Bluff. 

 


CHAPTER NINE

 

By the time Jamie and Abbie returned to the kitchen, all the food was set out on the massive island. Half the family had already taken their places around the dining room table.

Keeping a close eye on Abbie, Jamie noticed she'd hardly put any food on her plate. "We won't run out. If we did, it would be a first."

Scooping a little extra mashed potato onto the plate, she smiled up at him. "Saving room for dessert. That was a tray of cake balls Toni put in the oven."

"Smart woman." At least he hoped it was all about the dessert and nothing about reliving a nightmare. 

"Would you two get the lead out," Grace called from the other room. "I'm hungry and we have a lot to talk about." 

Holding the chair for Abbie, Jamie found himself wishing he could do so much more for her. Everyone finally seated, his cousin Finn did the abridged version of saying grace. The fact that neither his aunt nor uncle scolded his cousin for skipping from “thank you father” to “through the lips and past the gums” only showed how hungry everyone was. Or anxious to hear what Grace had to say.

Eileen split open one of Toni’s homemade buns. “How did this simple idea get so crazy?” 

“It should be an easy choice for the council.” Jamie stabbed at his dinner. “A no brainer.” 

Grace nodded. “Remember, cousin dear, we don’t have many restaurateurs on the town council.”

“The facts are all in black and white,” Jamie said. “We couldn’t have made the report any more clear.” The very next day after the emergency meeting, he and Grace had presented the council with all the data from his initial research as well as a consolidation of why his proposal would be better suited to Tuckers Bluff than Crocker. “The pub will be a boom all around for the county. Not only by bringing in new customers for all the shops, but by selling local wines from Brady—something I wouldn’t count on Hemingway’s to do—and having local baked goods—” 

Toni waved a fork at him, “Just remember, if business gets too good you’re going to need more than me.” 

“Noted.” He grinned at his cousin’s wife. 

“The problem is some of the more vocal folks on the council want to go with the fast money.” Grace took a sip of her beer. “This is pretty good. What is it again?” 

“Dallas Craft,” Jamie answered quickly. “That’s the brewery expanding and seriously considering bringing their business out here if we open O’Fearadaigh’s.” 

“Don’t companies want to move into Dallas, not away from it?” Aunt Eileen asked. 

“That’s mostly companies coming from high tax states. Which is the reason Dave, the brewery owner, wants to move some place less hectic.” 

“No one would ever describe Tuckers Bluff as hectic.” Abbie smiled. 

“Dallas is growing so fast some people think it’s going to be another Los Angeles soon. Dave and his wife just had their second child. Small town living is holding a lot more appeal for them than it might have a couple of years ago.”

Eileen slathered butter on a piece of roll and, rather than toss it into her mouth, studied it. “Maybe we need to show the council more than a report.” 

“Explain, please,” Sean prodded his sister-in-law. 

“Do we know anyone who bakes better than Toni?” 

Jamie shook his head. “Which is why I promised her my first born to bake the bread for the pub.”

“Exactly.” Eileen waved the buttered morsel at her nephew. “Even though I follow the recipe to the letter, and even though my soda bread is mouthwatering good, when Toni follows the recipe it’s like stepping into my grandmother’s kitchen again. Only the few of us here have ever tasted Toni’s soda bread.” 

“Or her rolls,” Meg added. 

“Which,” Abbie held one up, “are really good.” 

“You’ve got a point.” The family patriarch looked to Aunt Eileen. “Please make it.” 

Aunt Eileen rolled her eyes and faced her nephew. “Like Doubting Thomas, the council needs to see exactly what they’ll be getting.” 

Doubting Thomas? Staring at his aunt’s wide grin the connection suddenly clicked in his mind. “Or,” he smiled back at her, “taste.” 

“We’ll invite the council to the ranch,” Aunt Eileen continued, “cook everything on the menu for them.”

For the first time in days he felt a glimmer of hope. He hadn’t voiced his fears out loud, but with every passing day that the council delayed coming out in his favor, the dream of a family pub had been slipping away, but now…

“You may have something,” Jamie said. “After all, the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach,” 

“Oh,” Meg bounced in her seat, “I’m liking this. Do you think it might be better to invite them here in town to the B&B, maybe include a few other folks also to get a resident’s take on the menu?” 

“That’s a great idea.” Adam patted his wife’s knee under the table. “The ranch may be a bit like we’re all ganging up on the council, but hosting a meal here in town may help them feel more like they’re on their home turf.” 

“Well,” Abbie cleared her throat, “if you’re looking for neutral territory you can do this at the café. We can close it off to regular customers, just invite the council and a few special invitation guests. Even though that’s a great kitchen, a commercial kitchen would work more in your favor.” 

Everyone at the table stared at Abbie. A few mouths even hung slightly open. 

Abbie looked from left to right and shrugged. “What can I say, I’ve been convinced the pub will be good for this town.” 

Until now, Jamie hadn’t been sure he’d made any real progress convincing Abbie, only suspected. Knowing she was on his side for sure, he couldn’t stop himself from grinning like the village idiot. 

One by one, each family member at the table smiled and nodded. 

“Sounds like we have a plan.” Aunt Eileen leaned back, rubbing her hands together. 

“Agreed,” Sean tapped a spoon lightly on the table, “but what if we go one better.” 

“One better?” Jamie asked. 

Uncle Sean nodded. “Invite Hemingway’s to come and do the same.” 

It took Jamie a moment to connect the dots. A deep rumble of laughter erupted at the thought of the mayor and his cronies champing down on sushi and BLTs made with eggplant instead of bacon. “Oh, that’s rich, Uncle Sean.” 

“I know.” The man laughed with him.

“But it could work,” Meg added. 

“Not could.” Aunt Eileen bobbed her head. “Side by side, you’ll beat Hemingway’s hands down.” 

“Especially,” Adam added, “if you open it up to the whole town.” 

“Like a fair?” Meg asked. 

“Or,” Eileen grinned splitting her face in two, “a sort of cook-off. This needs to be bigger than the town council.”

Jamie turned to Abbie. “Now that we’re turning this into the tasting to end all tastings, you still volunteering your place?” 

Abbie nodded. “How can I go wrong if the whole town will be coming?” 

“It will be standing room only,” Grace said cheerily. “I’ll make the offer to Crocker and if they’re on board, we’ll present the proposal to the council.” 

“And if Crocker doesn’t want to play?” Adam asked. 

“Then,” Jamie leaned back in his chair, excitement burning once again inside him, “we won’t have the satisfaction of watching the council cringe at eggplant pizza, but either way, by the time we’re done feeding them, they won’t have any choice than give us the permits.” 

Abbie looked at him and for the first time in days her smile reached all the way to her eyes. Oh, yeah. Things were most definitely back on track.

 

****

 

“You sure you want to let us do this to you?” From the driver side of his old pickup, Jamie cast a quick glance in Abbie’s direction. 

“You’re not doing anything to me.” Ever since she’d first volunteered the café during dinner at the B&B, she kept expecting that unsettling sensation that would rear its ugly head in the pit of her stomach whenever she’d made a stupid decision she would live to regret to snap at her. So far nothing had happened. From the moment she’d suggested using her kitchen she’d felt only a sense of accomplishment. Almost as if the pub was hers. Maybe it was some silly kinship after sorting through the attic of the soon to be pub. Or perhaps it had something to do with listening to Jamie’s infectious enthusiasm for over a week. Whatever the reason, she very badly wanted to do this. To be a part of convincing the town council, and maybe the town too, that O’Fearadaigh’s was a good idea. 

Jamie turned the corner and looked her way again. “You really are one helluva woman.” His eyes momentarily widened and she had the feeling he hadn’t meant to say that. “I mean, uhm. Well, thank you. The town council has to take this whole thing more seriously if you’re on board.” 

“I am. On board that is.” Ideas had been popping into her head left and right since dessert and hadn’t stopped. She twisted in her seat to fully face him. “As a matter of fact, how close are you to the beer guy, is it Dave?” 

Jamie nodded. “Pretty friendly. I’ve known him since the days when he used to hit all the local bars pimping his product himself.” 

“Do you think if we invited him to town for the taste off he might be keen on coming and serving his beers?” 

Jamie’s face brightened and that lazy smile that could make a girl weak in the knees appeared, making her very thankful she was already sitting down. “I think that’s a fantastic idea. We’ll give the council, and the town, the full effect of what O’Fearadaigh’s will be like.” 

“If you’re talking full effect, you’ll have to do it all, food, drink, ambiance.” 

“Ambiance?” 

“That would be Irish music too.” 

She didn’t think his eyes could twinkle any brighter, but they did. “I should have thought of that.” 

“Yes.” She turned forward in the seat and tugged at the safety belt, swallowing a teasing grin. “You should have.” Deep down in her bones she knew this was going to work. The town council would have to be out of their ever-loving minds not to choose the Farraday’s family pub over some new wave urban restaurant. 

“Here you are.” Jamie pulled up to the curb. As he’d done on the other nights he drove her home from work, he circled the hood of the truck in nearly the same amount of time it took her to unsnap her seatbelt and climb down to the sidewalk. 

“Thanks.” She’d given up on convincing him she could walk herself home without need of an escort. The routine was pretty standard. He’d walk her to the door, she’d tell him that wouldn’t be necessary, he’d smile and do it anyway. Then she’d offer him tea or coffee and he would politely decline. A familiar song and dance. The lock undone, the knob turned, the door slightly ajar, she spun about to face him. 

He stepped in closer than his usual spot at the edge of her porch. Close enough that she could see the flecks of gold in his eyes shining against the overhead light, and held out the two photographs for her. “Don’t forget these.” 

Sea green eyes remained fixed on hers. Slowly lifting one hand, his finger gently grazed her cheek before tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. Her mouth went dry and her palms grew damp. It had been way too long since she’d been kissed, and Jamie Farraday had the look of a man about to do just that. Unsure if she should lean in and enjoy the moment or turn and run for the hills, her choices vanished with his single step in retreat. Once again, Jamie stood at his designated spot by the edge of the landing. 

“Would you like to come in for a cup of tea or coffee? Maybe a cold drink?”

He smiled, taking another step back onto the walkway. “I’d better not. It’s late.” 

“Yes.” She shoved the door behind her fully open, crossed the threshold and turned to face him. “See you tomorrow.” 

“Tomorrow,” he nodded. 

As she’d done all the other nights he’d brought her home, she turned the single lock, leaned against the door and waited for the rumble of the truck to disappear down the street. The difference, tonight, she wished more than ever that he would have stayed. At least a little while. And maybe, just maybe, left her with the memory of a good night kiss. 

 


CHAPTER TEN

 

“Remind me again why I’m tagging along on this venture?” Sally May climbed into one of the Farraday ranch pickup trucks. 

“Because,” Eileen waited with a bit less patience than she should have, “if I show up on Mabel Berkner’s doorstep by myself, she’ll know something’s up.” 

“Oh, right.” Sally May snapped the seatbelt in place, then looked up at her friend. “And having two of us who never cross her doorway show up will be totally not suspicious.” 

Eileen shrugged. Maybe Sally May was right. If Eileen couldn’t persuade Mabel to back off and be more supportive of what was good for the town, namely O’Fearadaigh’s Public House, then as a somewhat disinterested third party, Sally May could take a shot at the old bitty. If neither succeeded, at least Sally could be counted on to either prevent Eileen from killing the high and mighty teetotaler or help Eileen bury the body. 

“Uh oh. You’ve got that Lucy-look to you.” Sally May shifted on the passenger side of the massive quad cab. “The one that always gets Ethel into trouble.”

“Nonsense. Just planning my speech ahead silently.” 

“Uh huh.” Her friend of a bazillion years blew out a sigh. “Okay, what’s the strategy and what’s my role?” 

“I’m still working on that part.” 

“What?” Sally May swiveled around to face her again.

“Well, I haven’t yet come up with the right angle. Something to make her, if not support Jamison, at least not fight us.” 

“We could talk down California hippy liberalism.” 

“Is Hemingway’s based in California? And do they still have hippies?” 

“No idea, but I’m guessing she doesn’t know either. That woman could make a right wing conservative seem downright communist. You gotta know she won’t like anything that even hints at alfalfa sprouts or tofu or free love or legal pot.” 

“Yeah, well, I’m pretty sure free love and legal pot won’t be on Hemingway’s menus.” 

Sally May looked over the rim of her sunglasses. “And alfalfa?”

“Maybe.” Eileen wished now she’d taken more time to learn about Hemingway’s before heading off to take on Mabel. “Jamie does seem to mention eggplant a lot.”

“Ooh, eggplant parmesan is really good.” 

“I don’t think they cook Italian. I’m pretty sure Jamie referred to it on a hamburger, or was that a club sandwich?” 

Sally May’s face scrunched in horror. “Either way, ick.”

“See. That’s why this cook-off is such a great idea. As long as Hemingway’s doesn’t cook rib eyes and baked potatoes, we’re golden.” 

“Then why do we need Mabel on board?” 

“Because I’d rather be platinum.” 

Sally May rolled her eyes and shook her head. 

Mabel Berkner lived on the other side of town about twenty minutes past the old golf course. The woman never married and as far as anyone knew only had the one nephew, her sister Lilly’s boy. Not the brightest bulb in the chandelier. 

By the time Eileen pulled into the long narrow drive leading to the house that had been in Mabel’s family for generations, neither she nor Sally May had come up with a solid plan. 

“This is absolutely crazy.” Sally May climbed down from the truck, mumbling. “It will never work.” 

“Oh, shush.” Eileen slammed the driver side door shut. Deep down she feared her friend was right, but that was the last thing she wanted to admit. The Farradays had a lot riding on the upcoming cook-off. This crazy effort had to work. It just had to. 

The second Eileen’s foot hit the ground the sound of barking dogs slammed into her. Glancing around, Eileen was delighted to see the two animals snarling like junkyard dogs were kenneled. 

“Wouldn’t want to run into one of those two in a dark alley on a cold dark night.” Sally May frowned at the snarling animals. “So help me, if I wind up with a backside full buckshot on account of this house call, you will pay.”

“Nonsense.”

No sooner had the words escaped Eileen’s mouth then the front door of Berkner homestead creaked open. Eileen half expected to see the business end of a shotgun greet her. Relief washed over her at the sight of Mabel offering a wary smile.

“Now, since when do you two make afternoon calls?”

Afternoon call? This woman really was living in the last century. Gentlemen callers and afternoon social visits had long ago fallen by the wayside along with prohibition and suffragettes. “I’ve been thinking it’s time to redo the kitchen at the ranch house, and Sister tells me you’ve recently redone yours. Thought you might be willing to show me what you did.” 

“Kitchen?” Mabel’s expression faltered briefly. “That was nearly five years ago.”

“Then I guess it’s time we saw it.” Sally May came to a stop beside Eileen. “I hear it can make a person’s mouth water.” 

Times like this it really paid off to have sneaky friends who could take a short lead and lie like a rug. The kitchen excuse was pretty lame. If Eileen had thought about it she would have realized it had indeed been years since the sisters mentioned Mabel had dropped a pretty penny on a fancy new kitchen. Which at the time had made no sense since they were pretty sure Mabel didn’t like to cook. 

“Sisters couldn’t stop talking about it.” This was the part where Eileen hoped Sister and Sissy had actually seen the kitchen remodel. And judging from the bright smile that bloomed across Mabel’s face, Eileen was pretty sure Mabel had bought their story, hook, line and sinker.

“I’m afraid the house is a bit of a mess.” Still grinning, Mabel shoved aside a couple of large boxes stacked along the hallway. In the kitchen a few more boxes were lined against the inside wall.

“Are you going somewhere?” Sally May frowned down at an open box.

Taking two Mason jars off the kitchen island and slipping them into the empty spaces in the top box, Mabel quickly closed the lid and spun around. “Thought I’d give another shot at canning vegetables and using my great granny’s recipe for preserves.”

Eileen nodded. With most of the family moved out and on their own, Eileen’s vegetable garden was a fraction of the size it had been when the kids were growing up, and yet she still had enough canned goods in the pantry to survive a nuclear meltdown.

“As you can see,” Mabel waived an arm from one side of the kitchen to the other, “this is not my grandmother’s kitchen.”

There was no denying that. Sleek mid-century, or would that be Scandinavian, cabinets lined three walls. Stunning solid surface countertops made this place a baker’s dream. Eileen was no expert on appliances, but any fool could see the huge stainless steel range was commercial grade, and the double built-in fridge was one of those insanely expensive custom models.

“I would kill for a full fridge.” Eileen opened the refrigerator side of the appliance and peered inside. She had one of those French door refrigerators that gave her a good amount of space, but never enough. 

Mabel patted the freezer side door. “Can’t imagine going back to having my freezer in the mudroom again.”

Both Eileen and Sally May moved around the kitchen oohing and ahing, lovingly stroking the marble counters and custom cabinets.

“Would you look at these?” Sally May fingered the cabinet handles. “If these aren’t the cutest things. Forks and spoons, I love it.”

Mabel beamed as though someone had just told her she’d won an international beauty pageant. “That was my idea. Found them online and knew they would be perfect for that little bit of country feel.”

Little just about covered it, because there was nothing else about this kitchen that said country. Eileen knew the Berkner family had always been well-off, but she didn’t realize how well-off until now. She wasn’t a builder, but she knew enough about pricing a kitchen remodel to know this kitchen had to have cost Mabel what some young folks pay for a new starter home in these parts.

“I struggled between quartz and marble.” Mabel ran her hand across the Carrara counters. “But in the end the marble just looked so pretty.”

“That it does.” Sally May pulled one of the stools out from under the island and took a seat. “I could do some serious baking on this sucker.” 

Eileen dropped a fisted hand on one hip. “When was the last time you baked?”

“Don’t know, but for this counter, I take it up again.”

The three women laughed. Probably the first time Eileen could ever remember Mabel Berkner not looking like she’d sucked on a lemon.

“Shall I put on a pot of tea, or do you ladies want to just tell me why you’re really here?” 

Eileen shot Sally May a sideways glance before focusing on Mabel. “I really did want to see this kitchen. I have no idea how old the ranch kitchen is, but older than me is a fair guess.”

“And…?” Mabel took a seat, smiling, but shaking her head. “If you think you can flatter me into not protesting the new liquor license laws, it’s not going to work.”

“How much do you know about the establishment that Jamison and the family want to open?”

“I don’t need to know the details to know this town has done very well for itself in a dry county. We don’t have a lot of drunk and disorderly behavior, no trouble with teenagers getting all liquored up in a field. Having to drive all the way to Butler Springs for a six pack of beer, never mind a bottle of whiskey, has kept our town nice and peaceful, just the way we like it.”

“It’s not like Jamie is going to be serving every teenager in town whiskey.” Eileen threw her arms up.

Sally May raised a finger at Mabel. “And it’s not like they can’t find homemade hooch closer to home.”

“We’ve never had a problem with teenagers partying on local moonshine.”

“That we know of.”

“Seriously, Eileen,” Mabel said. “You don’t think your nephew, the chief of police, would say something if we had a problem with teenagers getting drunk on moonshine the way underage teens can buy booze in the big cities and hang out the back seat of cars or empty fields until they make themselves sick?”

“I agree.” Eileen nodded. “We don’t have a problem with drunken behavior, and letting the pub open isn’t going to change that.”

“It’s a slippery slope. One establishment opens and then another and then another and before you know anyone can buy liquor at a grocery store or a gas station. Eventually there could be more places to buy booze than coffee in this town.”

Eileen pushed to her feet. “Now Mabel, you’re exaggerating. Not only is this town not going to turn into sin city because of one Irish pub, but the town is only going to issue one liquor license.”

“One?” The old biddy looked truly surprised.

Eileen nodded. “One. And Hemingway’s is fighting awfully hard for it to be their establishment that gets it.”

“And how does this affect me?” The sourpuss expression had returned to Mabel’s face.

“At least O’Fearadaigh’s will be looking out for their own. We care about this town as much as you do. And those West Coast corporate types only care about the bottom line.”

Mabel’s gaze narrowed. Eileen couldn’t tell if the woman was on the verge of agreeing or disagreeing, or getting ready to blow her top or give in.

“We can be sure,” Eileen continued, “that the pub would serve the local wine from the Brady’s vineyard, local baked goods, local raised beef, and Jamie’s working really hard to get a craft beer company to move their operations out here. You don’t need me to tell you how much good it would do a town to get a handful of new families in our school system, shopping in our stores, buying our vacant properties and sprucing them up.”

Mabel continued to stare silently, her lips pressed in a thin line. Eileen didn’t like the looks of it. Maybe coming here wasn’t as good an idea as she’d thought. Maybe Sally May was right and there’s no convincing this old bag to change her antiquated way of thinking.

“Well,” Eileen stood up. “I’ve said my piece, hoping you’d consider working with the Farraday’s for this town and not against us. But either way, we’ll keep working to fight for this pub and fight hard. There’s plenty of business to be brought in from around the county and new business is good for Tuckers Bluff.”

Sally May pushed away from the counter and nodded at Mabel. “I know how you feel Mabel, but we can’t stop the world from changing.”

The sour expression on Mabel’s face remained intact. Without a word she escorted the two guests to the front door.

“Thank you for letting us look at the kitchen.” Eileen turned on the front porch to face Mabel. “It really is everything the sisters said it was.”

A hint of a smile tugged at one side of Mabel’s face. “Thank you, ladies.”

Two feet off the front porch, Eileen noticed the small vegetable garden to her right. Looking over her shoulder at Mabel still standing in the open doorway, she pointed to the vegetables and hollered, “You may want to plant some marigolds in there. That will stop the garden pest problem you’ve got going here.”

Mabel shifted her attention to the sorry looking garden in the front yard and then back to Eileen. “I’ll keep that in mind. Thank you.”

Not till the engine had started and they’d turned back onto the driveway did Mabel close the door.

“Well that went well.” Sally May forced a smile. “At least you didn’t make me tie her to a chair and lock her in the closet until all the decision-making is over.”

“Oh for heaven’s sake. There’s no need to exaggerate.” Eileen pulled onto the main road toward town.

“I’ll tell you something else, as good as that woman can be at making trouble for us, she’s equally going to be as bad at canning vegetables. If that woman manages to get a week worth of food stored, I’ll dance naked down Main Street.”

“Oh heck no. I’d better get myself over to Mabel’s and help her fix that vegetable garden.”

“That puny thing? The woman hasn’t a clue what she’s doing.” 

The two women cracked up laughing. Truth was they were both in pretty good condition for women of their age. Neither of them had the svelte figures they’d had in their twenties, but working a ranch most of their lives had kept them in good enough shape.

“Do you really think having Mabel on our side would make much of a difference?” Sally May asked.

Eileen cast a last look at the Berkner homestead fading in the distance. “I honestly don’t know. But if she insists on protesting, I sure as heck hope not.” 

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

Almost another full week under his belt and Jamie was starting to feel like he was getting the hang of this running a kitchen thing. He wouldn’t have wished injury on anyone, but Frank’s hurting his foot was turning out to be a pretty good learning lesson for Jamie. What hadn’t been so easy was keeping a safe distance from Abbie. As much as he admired Frank, every day, the more he learned about Abbie the more amazing she was to him. In the short drives home, he’d learned she was an only child who had lost her parents nearly a decade ago, she loved helping people, blueberry pie, and she painted flowers because she had a brown thumb. The first week after driving her home, out of sheer respect for how tired she had to be, he’d turned down the invitation for a late night cup of coffee. By the second week he’d said no simply because he wanted so badly to say yes. 

Tying a knot on the black garbage bag, he opened the rear door and only made it two steps when a familiar fuzzy blur bolted at him from behind the trash cans.

Dropping the bag on the ground, Jamie squatted just as the puppy leapt at him, knocking him flat on his butt. “You really have to stop doing this to people,” he laughed, scratching behind the dog’s ears.

Oblivious to Jamie’s admonishment, the fuzzball happily licked his face, squirming in place.

“Okay, okay, calm down.” Jamie shifted, getting a better grip on the dog. “What I’d like to know is who you belong to that keeps letting you out loose.”

Pup barked a single yap response.

The sound of Jamie’s name drifted through the open doorway. 

“I’m out here.”

Abbie stood in the doorway, the light filtering behind her like a halo. “What is this?”

“We have company.” Jamie sputtered through laughter.

No longer interested in Jamie, the pup scooted over to where Abbie stood.

“Aren’t you just adorable?” Squatting on her haunches, she scratched under his chin with one hand and rubbed his back with the other. “Who do you belong to?”

“I was just asking him the same thing. Whoever it is really shouldn’t let him out on his own like this to get into more trouble.”

Lifting her gaze away from the dog, Abbie focused on Jamie. “More trouble?” 

Jamie nodded. “With all the commotion and concern after Frank’s injury, I may not have mentioned this little guy was the reason Frank fell off the ladder.” 

Her voice soft and low and sweet, Abbie lifted the dog’s nose to her face. “I really should be very annoyed with you for what you’ve done to my cook. But you’re too adorable to be angry with.” 

A long lick, straight from chin to nose was the puppy’s response.

“Okay.” Abbie coughed and rubbed around her mouth. “You’re not that adorable.”

Her face all scrunched, Jamie thought she looked absolutely adorable as well. “Do you suppose he’s astray? Maybe Frank had been feeding him?”

“That’s doubtful. Frank probably would’ve said something to us when he fell off the ladder.” Abbie continued to scratch and pet the puppy now sitting perfectly still, his eyes glazing over with delight.

Lucky dog, Jamie thought. And that was why he’d yet to accept an offer of late night coffee.

Abbie lifted her gaze from the puppy to Jamie. “I have to ask Frank if he’d noticed someone getting into the trash.”

“Nothing’s been out of the ordinary since I’ve been working the kitchen. Tonight’s the first time I’ve seen any sign of him. I had just assumed he’d gone home to whoever his owners were and hadn’t gotten out again.”

“Well he doesn’t look like he’s very hungry. I know he’s not wearing a collar, but maybe he has a chip.”

“That’s a great idea. We can take him to Adam to scan for a chip. Find out who the owner is and let him know that the puppy keeps getting into trouble.”

“That’s not true.” Abbie lifted the pup’s nose to her face again, not as close as last time. “You’re not in any trouble.”

“Babies and puppies.” Jamie rolled his eyes to the night sky and back.

Abbie kept her attention on the soft fuzzball. “What about them?”

“They can do no wrong.” He chuckled and reached out to scratch the other ear. He certainly wasn’t going to tell her that at the ranch all it took was one cute baby to turn all of his cousins into goofy sweet-talking babbling halfwits. Pushing to his feet, he brushed his hands clean. “Are we done for the night?”

Abbie stood up and nodded. “Last customer just left. Grace and her husband are inside. She’s heard from Crocker.”

“At this late hour?” 

“Guess it’s not too late to be working in California.” 

Leaning sideways Jamie looked over her shoulder into the kitchen. “Good or bad?”

“She didn’t say.”

“Then let’s get this over with.” Jamie looked down at his feet, first left then right. “Where did he go?”

Abbie spun around a full three hundred and sixty degrees. “I don’t see him.”

“He has to be around here somewhere.” He grabbed the trash bag, carried it over to the garbage bins, watching every step for the dog. “A regular Houdini.”

Walking a few feet away from the door, around and back, Abbie shook her head. “No sign of him.”

“I really would like to know who that animal belongs to, but I’ve got more important things to look after right now.” Letting his hand fall on the small of Abbie’s back, he nudged her inside, through the kitchen, and pushed the double doors open.

Abbie shifted to one side. “I’ll finish cleaning up.”

“Uh uh.” Jamie shook his head. “You’re as much a part of this now as I am. We’ll both hear what Grace has to say.”

Abbie hesitated a brief moment before nodding. Placing his hand at the small of her back again, he walked with her to the booth where Grace and her husband were seated waiting. He liked the feel of Abbie under his fingertips. The warmth of her standing beside him. Yep, he definitely liked the feel of her just a little too much.

 

****

 

“It’s official, we’re on.” Grace practically bounced from her seat.

Abbie wished they’d chosen a table and not a booth to sit in. She wasn’t sure sitting so close to Jamie was very smart. Already she missed the warmth of Jamie’s gentle touch. How ridiculous was that? With no choice, she slid in across from Grace and her husband. 

“Are you talking Council approval, or Crocker’s?” Jamie slid in beside Abbie.

Grace laid both hands flat on the table in front of her. “I mean the new restaurant cook-off is official. Not only has the town council approved the idea, but Crocker has agreed to participate.”

“How about that.” Jamie hefted one shoulder in a halfhearted shrug. “I wasn’t sure if they’d get on board with the idea.”

“Well,” Grace rubbed her hands together enthusiastically. “I may have eluded that the only way to attain the liquor license would be to participate.”

“You didn’t?” Abbie didn’t want to think how much trouble they’d get in if the truth came out.

“I did not.” Smiling, Grace leaned back in the booth. “I merely chose my words carefully, how they interpreted those words is not my fault.”

Both Chase and Jamie barked with laughter.

“You certainly do make life fun.” Chase squeezed his wife’s hand, giving her a quick peck on the lips.

“So,” Grace addressed her question to Jamie, “who is going to do the cooking for O’Fearadaigh’s?”

“That would be me.” Jamie pointed a thumb at himself.

Abbie shook her head. “I know this is none of my business—”

“You bet it’s your business,” Jamie interrupted.

“While I’ll agree I have something at stake here. How you run this is really up to the family, but I do think the cooking shouldn’t be on you. Your job should be to win the townspeople over, to schmooze the town council, to just be a Farraday.”

“Don’t you have a cook lined up?” Chase asked.

“Had one lined up. Things have changed a bit, and Brad couldn’t turn down another offer.”

Grace pressed her lips together in a moment of thought. “This is going to be a family business. It only makes sense to have the family involved, at least in the cooking for the competition. Do you at least have the menu?”

“Absolutely.” Jamie nodded. “Right down to Mom’s Irish Stew.”

Grace’s eyes opened wide. “She shared the recipe?”

“Apparently she and Aunt Eileen have reached out to every distant relative we have from here to the Emerald Isle itself gathering recipes.”

Hand over her mouth, Abbie did her best to hold back a smile. How she loved that woman. If she could only pick one person in this world to have her back, it would be Aunt Eileen. As much as she loved and trusted DJ, his aunt had her vote hands down.

“Good. We’ll do it like those food festivals in any major city except it will all be free. Guests can taste a little of this and a little of that.” 

“Appetizers, main meal, dessert.” Jamie nodded, the smile at the corners of his mouth slowly lifting higher and higher. “We’ll wipe ‘em up.” 

“What about drinks?” Abbie asked. “Any way to get a special dispensation or something to serve beer?”

Grace nodded. “Yes. I can’t believe I forgot to mention it. Each company will be issued a single day one time permit to serve the liquor.”

Turning to face Jamie, Abbie shouldn’t have been surprised to see him already looking at her smiling and nodding. He didn’t need to say a word; she already knew what he was thinking. The next call he would make would be to the Dallas brewery. 

Twenty minutes later, inside the future Farraday’s pub, final design plans scrolled open atop a makeshift table of plywood and sawhorses, Abbie stood listening to Jamie’s side of the conversation.

“Uh huh, that’s right, two weeks.” Jamie straightened, shifting his attention from the blueprints to the pegboard walls across the room. “Good, good. We’d love to have you. Appreciate your getting right on this.” Nodding his head and holding the phone to one ear, Jamie’s grin grew. His left arm bumped casually against her, his fingers quickly weaved through hers and he squeezed her hand. 

Excited at the sparkle in his eye as he continued to bob his head at whatever Dave had to say, it took Abbie a few moments to notice Jamie had not let go of her hand. The giddy feeling of a young teen catching the attention of the good-looking nice guy on campus flooded her unexpectedly. 

“Sounds perfect. We’ll see you tomorrow.” The conversation over, Jamie let go of her hand, swiped to disconnect the call, and slid the phone into his pocket before turning to face her. “Dave and his wife are going to drive out here tomorrow. They’ll check out the town, the café, and this place. That is, what there is of it.”

A sliver of disappointment nipped momentarily at her good mood. Jamie gave no indication that holding her hand had been anything more than an enthusiastic impulse. Deep down she’d instinctively known not to make anything of the gesture. And even if she’d wanted to feel sorry for herself for at least a minute or two, she couldn’t. The air around them fizzled with excitement as every inch of their plans came together. Well, his plans. “Are they only staying the day?”

Jamie shook his head. “He’ll stay at least the weekend at the B&B. He’s calling Meg now.”

“All right then.” Abbie slapped her hands together and surveyed the empty space. She’d known Jamie had been coming to clean out the main storefront most nights after dropping her off, but hadn’t realized how much progress he’d made. Too wound up over Grace’s good news, tonight she had insisted on joining Jamie with the cleanup. “Where do we start?” 

“Down here is just waiting for demolition once we get the go ahead with the permits. I’ve also gone through all the boxes upstairs of old ledgers and outdated paperwork. Most of it was trash but I did take some to Marion.”

“Oh, I bet she liked that.”

Jamie chuckled. “Actually, she did. That woman has quite a fondness for old paper.”

“I bet.”

“Anyhow, I haven’t touched any of the trunks upstairs yet.” His gaze dropped to the floor before lifting to meet her eyes. His bright smile appeared a tad bit shaky, and a hint of color reached his face. “I had sort of hoped you might want to sort through those with me.”

The same giddy feeling that had rushed through her when he held her hand came hurrying back. She didn’t know what to make of all the emotions working their way to the surface or the sweet way Jamie had been treating her, but for once in her life she wasn’t going to think something to death and was determined to simply enjoy the ride.

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Right about now more than anything else, Jamie wished he could read Abbie’s mind. Her pleased smile gave no indication if it was his gesture of waiting for her that gave her pleasure, or simply the prospect of digging through history again.

“I’d like that.” Abbie waved him on. “I’d offer to race you, but I don’t think we can afford any more mis-steps.” 

“Definitely not.” He resisted the urge to reach out and take hold of her hand again. When he’d done so earlier on the phone it had been sheer instinct that had him reaching out for her. Then when he realized he still held on, he did his best to casually let go and hoped he hadn’t scared her away. At this point he was merely delighted she wasn’t annoyed with him and would be working at his side. “It occurred to me that the upstairs space would actually be really good for some offices. Maybe use some of that furniture.” He tugged the rope, lowering the foldout stairs.

“Oh, that sounds great. Have you told the architect to draw in a real staircase? The kind that doesn’t descend from a ceiling?”

“Won’t need the architect for that. A cousin or two and I could build them in an afternoon.” 

Grabbing hold of the rails and taking one step up, she turned to look at him over her shoulder. “For the record, I won’t object if y’all start on that any day now.”

“I’ll do that,” he chuckled, “but I suspect you’d get faster action out of my cousins if you did the asking. Not that they don’t want to help me, but an attic staircase is not on anyone’s priority list.” He started up the ladder behind her.

At the top, dusting off her hands, she turned to face him. “I just might do that.”

They’d barely reached the top of the stairs when he heard voices calling “yoo hoo” in the distance. “Did you hear that?”

Hands on her hips, Abbie leaned toward the attic opening. The voices sounding once again. “Yep. Women’s voices. Are you expecting someone else?”

Jamie shook his head.

“Olly olly oxen free,” sounded louder and more clearly accompanied by more than one female voice giggling.

“They have to be here somewhere,” another woman announced.

“I bet they’re upstairs.” This time Jamie recognized his aunt.

“Uh oh.” Wide-eyed, Abbie spun to face him. “I may be wrong, but my first guess is that the girls’ Friday night-out has just been moved from Meg’s house to here.”

“Why here?” he asked. 

Footsteps came to a halt at the bottom of the stairs. “Yoo hoo.” 

“I think we’re about to find out.” Abbie laughed and crossed the attic to the stairway opening. “We’re up here. Come on and join the party.”

Leading the pack, Meg was first up the stairs. One by one Jamie’s family and friends followed her onto the second floor.

“Just got off the phone a little bit ago with Dave,” Meg started. “He and his wife will be arriving tomorrow, but you already know that.” She turned from Jamie to Abbie. “And Grace said y’all closed a little early tonight. Since you’re not answering your phone and your house is pitch black and Dave said Jamie was here at the pub location, we figured you must be here too.”

“Sorry, my phone is on silent in my purse downstairs.”

Becky maneuvered around her sister-in-law. “No matter, we found you.” DJ’s wife smiled with a little bit more enthusiasm than he was used to even for her.

“Yep.” Aunt Eileen came around scanning the area as she spoke. “Since Mohammed won’t come to the mountain, we figured we’d bring the mountain to Mohammed. Hey,” she pointed behind Abbie, “is that a Lincoln rocker?”

Before Jamie could fully process a gaggle of women all talking at once, the storage room had been transformed from dusty mayhem to party hall. One of the trunks had been cleared off to use as a tabletop for several bottles of wine, plates of snacks and Toni’s—he suspected fully boozed—cake balls. He’d never seen all these ladies quite so… happy. 

Not usually a man slow to react, still standing frozen in the same spot since everyone had climbed upstairs, Jamie didn’t know what to do next. His aunt and a few others buzzed about like bees from flower to flower, savoring every new find. Dusting off a discovery of velvet covered folding chairs, Toni and Becky scattered them around the trunk turned coffee table.

Squeezing her way between Meg and Grace, Abbie worked her way back toward him. “You look a little stunned.”

“Let’s just say, this wasn’t what I expected to be doing at this hour on a Friday night.” He glanced around at the smiling happy faces. “But everyone seems a little bit too happy.”

Abbie let out a deep chuckle. “Don’t underestimate them. Sure they’ve had a glass of wine or two—”

“Two?”

“Mostly,” she smiled, “but what you’re watching is the synergy of women taking care of women. Everyone works long and hard, day after day, week after week, and girls’ night is their chance to enjoy and recharge.”

On second look, he realized she was right. While an inordinate amount of laughter abounded all around him, the conversation was practical, clear, and reminded him of a birthday party for his sister when she was a little girl. A dozen or more friends gathered with cake and ice cream, laughing, giggling, having the time of their lives and all of them obviously perfectly sober. 

“Jamie,” someone called from across the attic, “you’re going to have to use some of these pictures in the pub.” 

“Synergy,” he mumbled.

“The best kind.” Abbie waved for him to follow her. “Come on. Let’s go see what treasures they’ve come across.” 

Jamie nodded. He’d join in on the fun tonight, but he wasn’t interested in treasure. He was pretty sure he’d already found his, and for now, would follow her anywhere.

 

****

 

“Wow, I can’t believe how much stuff is crammed in that attic.” Abbie collapsed on the sofa, propping her feet up on the coffee table.

Meg sank into the oversized easy chair beside Abbie. “You’re not kidding. I hope Jamie takes me seriously when I tell him I’d love to have a few of those pieces for the B&B.”

“Most of it, except for a century of dirt, is in pretty good shape.” Aunt Eileen leaned back on the other end of the sofa.

“Well,” Catherine, Connor’s wife, dropped her purse on the floor. “Since I’m the only one still standing, I guess I’ll put on the kettle for tea.”

“You don’t have to do that.” Abbie swung one foot off the table. 

Aunt Eileen’s arm came across and she patted Abbie on the knee. “Let her. You’ve been on your feet all day and most of the night.”

“She’s right,” Catherine said. “I sit at a desk all day long. Let someone else take care of you for a minute.”

“I’ll admit, the concept holds great appeal.” With the crazy hours Abbie always kept it was rare she’d have company at her house. It was even more unusual for her to be included on a Friday night outing, but once in a blue moon, like tonight, the dinner crowd would taper off unusually early and she’d get home at a decent hour. Not that 12:30 in the morning was a decent hour, but the gang had spent the last few hours sifting through all the remnants of yesteryear and Tuckers Bluff.

“I’m a little surprised that Jamie lasted as long as he did,” Meg mumbled through a yawn.

Aunt Eileen waved her finger at her niece-in-law. “None of that. Don’t get us started.”

“You have to admit, not many a man can hold his own around that many women.”

“We did have an unusually large turnout tonight, didn’t we?” Aunt Eileen said.

Abbie smiled. “I’m glad I got to play with everyone tonight.”

“I know I’ve said this before,” Meg sat forward, “but you could consider hiring a part-time waitress to give you a couple of nights off a week.”

Catherine came into the room carrying a tray of cups and saucers and other teatime accessories. “One night a week would be a start. Surely you could do one night a week?”

More than once the thought had crossed Abbie’s mind that it was time to slow down, to stop pushing so hard. Her mind didn’t wander back to ugly places as often as it used to, then she’d come home to an empty quiet house with nothing more to look forward to than an occasional run to the store or a few hours dabbling with paints, and think maybe next year. 

The teakettle sounded and Catherine scurried into the kitchen, calling over her shoulder, “No one discussed the elephant in the room tonight.”

Sitting up, placing teabags and mugs and adding sugar and milk and casting sideways glances at each other, no one said a word.

“We really should hedge our bets.” Catherine returned, teakettle in hand and began pouring into each person’s cup. “I know everybody was having fun picking out pictures and other items to display at the new pub, and that the family has been discussing recipes for the menu, and we’ve got the craft beer guy coming to town tomorrow, but we’ve got less than two weeks to pull this off and I think we need more of a plan.”

Aunt Eileen dipped her teabag in and out of the boiling water. “Sally May and I went to go visit Mabel Berkner.”

“Really?” Abbie wasn’t sure what to make of that little bit of news.

“She is, after all, the most vocal opponent to the pub.”

Catherine took a seat. “She’s opposed to anybody selling booze. And yes, she is the most vocal.”

“My thought was,” Aunt Eileen stirred her hot brew, “if we could get her on our side somehow that might mean more to the town council.”

Meg blew on her tea. “I don’t understand why she would want to support either option.”

“Better the devil you know than the devil you don’t.” Abbie set her teacup down on the table. “She may not like the idea of liquor in the county, but that’s water under the bridge. She can balk all she wants, the folks of this county voted and the county or this town isn’t changing their minds. On the other hand, if there’s going to be liquor sold in Tuckers Bluff, at least she knows the Farradays are good honest people and care about this town is much as she does.”

Catherine looked to Aunt Eileen. “So how did it go?”

“Not very well.” Aunt Eileen paused for a sip. “Most of the time Sally May and I talked the woman looked like she’d been sucking on lemons.”

Abbie laughed. “Well that doesn’t mean anything. She always looks like she’s sucking on lemons.”

Aunt Eileen shrugged.

“Maybe we can’t convince Mabel, but what about the council?” Meg said. “Maybe we can sweeten the pot a little for those who are leaning away from the pub.”

“Bribe them?” Abbie couldn’t believe she just heard that.

“Of course not.” Meg shook her head “I was thinking of a little negotiating. You know, like lobbyists do. Or politicians.”

“Comparing sweetening the pot to lobbyists and politicians is not making me feel all warm and fuzzy,” Abbie said.

Aunt Eileen jetted her chin forward, rubbing under her jaw. “She may have something there. This county has gotten through some rough times for many a generation with a little horse trading. That’s how barns got built and cattle and sheep ranchers learned to live side by side. Yep, I definitely think she’s onto something.”

“So,” Catherine rubbed her hands together. “We’ve got less than two weeks to find out who is leaning towards giving the permit to Hemingway’s and fishing out how O’Fearadaigh’s could be more of a benefit to them individually as well as the town than the competition.”

Aunt Eileen nodded. “I like this idea. For sure, I know from Grace the mayor is thinking there’s more to be had by taking on an international company. I’ll talk to Sean and see what we can do about him.”

Surrounded by smiling ladies, Abbie hoped it was going to be this easy. She’d grown accustomed to the idea of having Jamie around. Not that she didn’t miss working with Frank, and not that she didn’t know soon enough she wouldn’t get to spend as much time with Jamie. Common sense told her if the pub didn’t get its license, the Farradays would find something else to do with that building but Jamie would not have any reason to stay in Tuckers Bluff. That idea, more than anything else running through her mind at the moment, bothered her way more than it should. And what the heck was she going to do about that? 

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

“Ante up.” Eileen tossed a chip into the pot. Morning poker games at the café had been a regular part of her routine for as long as she could remember. She had no idea how she would have survived those first few years after Helen’s death without these fabulous women she called friends.

Ruth Ann waved a finger at her. “Are you planning on dealing anytime soon or you just going to shuffle the cards until dinnertime?”

“My, my, someone is testy today.” Dorothy tsked at her longtime friend. “Trouble in paradise?”

Twirling the long gray braid that hung halfway down her back into a knot at the base of her neck, Ruth Ann rolled her eyes. “Not everything has to do with my love life.”

“I don’t know about that.” Sally May shrugged. “How high you rate on a grumpy scale lately seems to be directly related to how happy you are with Ralph.”

At least one of them, Eileen thought, had a love life. Until Ruth Ann started keeping company with Ralph, Eileen had considered love and relationships something tucked away in the memories of younger days.

“Ralph and I are perfectly fine.” Ruth Ann waved a hand at Eileen. “She’s still shuffling that deck. Much longer and she’ll wear a groove in the sides.”

All eyes turned to the arch of cards one by one falling flatly into place.

Dorothy raised her brows. “Ruth Ann does have a point. By now they may have been shuffled back to where they were in the beginning.”

Slamming the deck in front of her dearest friend, Eileen waited for Dorothy to cut the cards. No point in saying anything, they were right, she’d been a little distracted this morning. That stupid letter that she should have simply thrown into the trash when it first arrived had come flying out of the drawer along with a clean bra. Floating to the floor, the return address boldly stared up at her, taunted her still. 

“Eileen,” Ruth Ann repeated. 

“You planning on winning big?” Eileen did her best to cover her mind wandering—again, and gathered the deck, dealing out five cards quickly. 

“Should’ve let you keep shuffling.” Ruth Ann rearranged her cards left to right then right to left.

Eileen sorted through her own cards. Her luck is not any better than Ruth Ann’s and Eileen had not had a love life in almost 30 years. 

“Oh, look.” Dorothy discreetly pointed toward the front of the café under her cards. “Looks like the mayor’s sidekick, councilman Roy Garland, is here for lunch. Alone.”

Waiting to see if anybody joined him, Eileen darted a glance over the rim of her cards a time or two.

“Well,” Sally May leaned forward, “here’s your chance to find out what the one of the council wants.”

Ruth Ann folded her cards in front of her. “Or have you decided Sean is right and to leave well enough alone and let the chips fall where they may?”

“I hope not.” Dorothy tossed aside two cards. “Like it or not, this is politics, and we can’t just stand back and hope the good guy wins. The least we can do is have a nice friendly conversation with one of our town council and see what strikes his fancy.”

“Agreed.” Assured that the councilman was lunching alone and would welcome her company, Eileen played out the end of her hand. The timing was perfect. As she tossed the last of her cards down to the table, Donna set the mayor’s lunch on the table in front of him.

“You fixing to go somewhere?” Holding a pitcher of tea in one hand and a pot of coffee and the other, Abbie came to a stop beside Eileen.

“Yep,” Eileen nodded. “Cross your fingers, girls, I’m going in. Here’s hoping he’s as easy to con facts out of as my nephews were when they didn’t want Sean and me to know what they were up to.”

Sally May gathered the cards in front of her. “Oh for land sakes, he can’t be as gullible as a couple of teens. Hope you’ve got something else up your sleeve.” 

“No, but you know what they say?” Eileen flashed a knowing smile. “What separates the men from the boys is the price of their toys.”

 

****

 

Every time Abbie walked past Roy Garland’s table she wondered why was Jamie’s aunt still sitting there.

“I’m sure by the time Aunt Eileen is finished with the man she’ll have all of his family secrets.” Jamie looked down at the next order.

“It’s just that he’s so… touchy.” 

The double doors swung open and Donna hurried in. “Anyone else wondering what your aunt is doing with the ass patting Councilman Garland?”

Frowning, Jamie looked from one waitress to the other. “Wait a minute. Are we talking about the same man? On the tail end of middle age, slightly rotund, comb-over to hide the bald spot, always smiling?”

Like a matched set, Abbie and Donna nodded.

“He’s from a different era.” Abbie shrugged. “According to the sisters, his nickname in high school was octopus hands.”

“Wait a minute. How touchy is touchy?” 

“It’s not that bad. As long as Old Octopus Hands doesn’t take me out on a date, I have nothing to worry about.”

“Has he asked you?”

The growing alarm on Jamie’s face was almost amusing. Abbie had to strain to keep a straight face. “Only in a teasing way. You know, run away with me and you’ll never work another day in your life kind of thing. We waitresses get that all the time.”

“Uh huh.” Jamie’s grip on the paper in his hands tightened. 

“Whatever.” Abbie turned on her heel.

“Wait.” 

She pivoted around. “What?” 

“Grace has been working late a lot with the council members. You don’t think he… you know?” 

This time Abbie laughed out right. “No, I don’t. The guy may have itchy fingers, but I’ve never heard him disrespect a married woman, ever.”

“So you agree he’s being disrespectful.”

“Well of course I do. It’s not your backside he likes to pat. I’m just saying we cut the old goat a little slack around here and keep a wide berth and everybody’s happy.”

“Yeah well, I think it may be time for the Farradays to have a little chat with his honor Mr. Councilman.”

“That’s fine with me, but I suggest you wait until after all the permits have been issued.”

Jamie slid a frying pan onto the burner, grumbling something about doing it but not liking it.

One of the double doors swung open, stopping Abbie in her tracks.

Standing under the doorway, his aunt Eileen held the door with one hand and flashed a thumbs up with the other, and whispered, “Sorry to barge in, but I wanted to let you know we’ve got this covered.”

“Oh that’s wonderful.” Abbie leaned forward to hug Eileen and noticed Roy walking toward the kitchen. “We have company,” she whispered.

Aunt Eileen looked over her shoulder. Spotting the councilman, she straightened and plastered on a huge smile. “Roy?”

Giving a brief nod to Jamie in the back, the man smiled at Eileen. “You are sure we are all set for dinner?”

“Absolutely, consider it a date.”

Grinning with an unusual amount of boyish charm she never would’ve expected to come from the old goat, the man smiled up at Jamie and Abbie, then wiggling his fingers, waved goodbye to Eileen. Abbie would’ve bet a month’s wages the guy was going to dance down the sidewalk as soon as the front door closed behind him.

“What have you done?” Jamie turned off the stove and walked around to where his aunt and Abbie stood.

“Don’t look so horrified. I found out what he wants and now he’ll get it.”

Abbie swallowed what little saliva was left in her mouth. “You’re going on a dinner date with the Roy Garland?”

“Of course not.” Shaking her head, Aunt Eileen turned halfway and pushed the door open to the restaurant. “Sally May is.”

“Sally May agreed to go to dinner with him?” Abbie and Jamie echoed. 

Aunt Eileen’s smile grew. “No, but she will.” 

Before Abbie could say another word, the door swung loudly behind his aunt. She turned to face Jamie. 

His jaw slightly open, his eyes still on the swinging door, he mumbled, “We’ve created a monster.”

 

****

 

“Well,” Jamie turned back to the cooktop. “One thing is for sure, we can’t let Sally May go on a dinner date with Mr. Octopus just so that the Farradays can open a pub.”

Donna came hurrying in. “Bunch of teams just came in. Get ready to do a lot a hamburgers and fries.” She slapped an order down in front of Jamie and turned, hurrying back out the door.

“I’d better get back to work. We’ll figure something out.” Abbie followed behind the other waitress.

All he wanted to know was how did everything get so crazy. A simple deal. A simple plan. An Irish pub. Now his aunt was negotiating dinner dates with a dirty old man, vegetable gardens with sourpuss temperance ladies, and he didn’t dare consider what she might come up with next. 

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

“I definitely can see the charm in Tuckers Bluff. Oh man.” Sitting on a counter stool, Dave slurped a taste of Irish Stew from a spoon. “This is amazing.” 

“Let me.” His wife pilfered the spoon and swallowed the last bit of broth. “Oh, amazing doesn’t cut it.”

Jamie couldn’t stop from smiling. It had only taken him four batches to get it right. 

“Told you.” Abbie leaned her elbow on the counter. Typical for a Sunday afternoon, the restaurant had been closed for over an hour. She, Jamie, and his friends from Dallas had been laughing, and exchanging stories, and experimenting with recipes.

“I never said I doubted you.” Leaning over, about to plant a delighted kiss on her lips, Jamie realized in the nick of time how inappropriate that would be and diverted to a quick peck on her forehead. “I would have done this recipe from now till doomsday and not recognized that my hands and my great grandmother’s hands are not the same size.” 

Dave’s wife swallowed another taste. “I don’t understand?” 

“The recipe,” Jamie poured a bowl for each of them, “was passed down from woman to woman in my mom’s family and it went mostly a pinch of this and a handful of that.” 

“Ah,” Dave nodded. 

“Right. My hands are bigger than any of my maternal ancestors.” He waved a thumb at Abbie. “She figured it out.” 

Abbie shrugged, taking a quick taste of the stew. “I remembered reading that somewhere about one of the cookie companies. Don’t remember which one, but it struck me that her problem copying her grandmother’s recipe could have been your problem.” 

“So we used Abbie’s hands.” Jamie resisted the urge once again to lean over and kiss her. Instead he took a step back. Anything to keep his mind on the food. “I’m also thinking that Abbie’s pinch and handful are closer to my great grandmother’s because even mom’s stew doesn’t turn out this good.” 

Dave’s wife Beverly blew on a spoon. “I wish we were going to be around long enough to try out everything on your menu.” 

“Me too,” Dave added. 

The overhead bell on the café door jingled. Even though they were no longer open for business, they hadn’t bothered to lock the door. Something that both surprised and delighted him. After Abbie had rehashed all the dark memories, he was glad to see that she didn’t still feel jittery. At least not enough to have been conscientious about the café door.

“Hello,” two female voices sang. 

Sissy, a tall willowy redhead led the way. “Meg said we’d find you here.” 

“Hello,” Beverly said. “Nice to see you again.” 

“Then you’ve met?” Abbie asked. 

Dave and his wife nodded. 

“Oh, yes,” Sissy answered. “They were in the shop yesterday with Meg and Eileen for a little while. Told us about the new baby. Such sweet pictures.” 

“That’s one of the nice things about this newfangled electronic world,” Sissy chimed in. “So many lovely photos at your fingertips on a cell phone.” 

“Well,” Sister, the shorter of the two women who still wore her platinum blonde hair as wide as it was high, reached into her purse. “After we spoke yesterday, I knew we had at least one more of the hand carved rattles.”

“The other one belongs to Ethan’s little girl now, but the man who carved it had made a spare and brought it into us not that long ago,” Sissy explained. 

“I don’t know how we’d forgotten about it.” Sister produced a lovely handcrafted baby rattle. 

“Oh my,” Beverly’s eyes widened. “That’s just lovely. And so light.”

Sissy smiled beside her sister. “The only thing the maker asked of us is that it be given to a special baby.” 

“That’s right,” Sister nodded. “While we haven’t met your little bundle, we can tell from our visit with you yesterday that the craftsman would be happy.” 

Beverly looked up, passing the rattle to her husband. “How much does he want for it?” 

“Oh, he doesn’t want money for it,” Sister said quickly. 

“But so much work,” Dave fingered the lovely item. “Surely—”

Sissy cut him off with the wave of a hand. “We’d all be mighty pleased if you’d accept it.” 

Dave and his wife looked to Jamie. 

He nodded. “That’s the way things are done around here.” 

“Yes,” Dave mumbled, handing the rattle back to his wife. The two stared at each other long and hard. Jamie recognized the scene before him as one he’d seen many times in his own household between his mom and dad and often at the ranch between his Uncle Sean and Aunt Eileen. The silent conversation of a couple who didn’t need words to communicate. Then Dave raised one brow, Beverly smiled and nodded, and Jamie knew they’d come to an agreement.

Beverly turned and smiled at the sisters then settled her gaze on Jamie. “Meg took me to her neighbor’s house up the block. It’s just lovely and will be going up for sale soon. The family has outgrown it.” 

“Yes,” Sissy nodded. “That would be Ken and Elizabeth Ashridge. Just had their fourth baby, well, fourth and fifth.” 

“Such a blessing to have twins,” Sister added. “Even if it was a bit of a surprise.” 

“Surprise?” Jamison thought today’s world of 3D sonograms and DNA testing that parents knew everything about their baby short of its IQ. 

“Apparently one baby kept hiding behind the other,” Abbie explained to him 

Sister nodded. “They’re building a house not too far from Brooks and Toni’s.” 

“We drove by that as well yesterday,” Beverly continued. “The Ashridges’ old house would be perfect for a growing family.” 

“What my wife is taking the long road to say is, we’d like very much to raise our family in Tuckers Bluff.” 

“Yes,” Jamie cheered, practically leaping over the counter, pulling his friend into back slapping hug before turning to embrace the man’s wife. “Welcome to Tuckers Bluff.” 

“Our first new residents, and new jobs thanks to O’Fearadaigh’s,” Abbie beamed. “We’ll see what the town council says about that.” 

The councilman. One problem solved and another one at his feet. He had no choice, he would have to sit down with Force Eileen for a nice long chat. Then all he had to do was figure out how to break the anticipated date without ticking off one too friendly councilman. 

 

****

 

“Okay, ice cream and crème de almond tastes way too good to be saddled with a name like Pink Squirrel.” After Dave and his wife had returned to the B&B, Abbie and Jamie worked on the liquor choices for the cook-off event. She took another sip of the concoction in front of her. This sucker was fantastic. “I’ve heard of some crazy named drinks, but why would anyone name something so tasty after a laxative colored rodent?” 

“Mom didn’t say.” Jamie rinsed out the blender. “All she told me was that my grandmother Farraday had one every afternoon before dinner. If it’s good enough for my Irish Granny, the name is good enough for O’Fearadaigh’s. So this is a definite for serving the cook-off day?” 

Abbie shrugged. “I’m torn between how delicious the thing is and serving something that looks so much like a strawberry milkshake.” 

Frowning down at the empty blender, Jamie huffed. “I hadn’t thought about that. Maybe we should cross this one off the list. 

“You can if you want, but I do admit this sucker is fantastic.”

Smiling, Jamie shook his head. “So yes or no?” 

“It’s your cook-off.” 

“And,” his heated gaze bore into her, “I’m asking your opinion.”

“Oh.” Get a grip Abbie. “Well,” she sucked in a deep calming breath, “yes. After all we’ll be serving beer and wine so it will be obvious that the bar end of the café is not for children.” 

His grin took over his face. “There we go. Pink Squirrels it is.” 

Abbie took another sip. “They really are delicious.” 

“Yeah, well, they pack a wallop if you drink ‘em like milk shakes.” 

“Noted.” Abbie saluted him. Not sure why since he wasn’t a Marine like Frank or Ethan. 

“These are the beers.” From under the counter, Jamie hefted a large carton onto the top and, one by one, pulled out different beers. “Not all are Dave’s, but I thought we’d pick maybe three or four as a sampling beside the standard tap offerings.” 

“Do you think three or four is enough?” 

Jamie’s brow shot high on his forehead. “Don’t you?” 

“Nope.” Abbie shook her head. “You should out do Hemingway’s in all things. Let the town know their options.” 

“Then let’s choose the ones.”

It was fun watching him working in his element. Unlike the first day in the kitchen where he needed some getting used to, here behind the counter, even though it wasn’t set up like a real bar, Jamie opened and poured the beers with just the right amount of froth every time. 

By the fifth sample, Abbie decided they should have asked someone else to do the tasting. Not a true beer fan, they were all beginning to taste the same. “I still think my favorites were the first two, though I’m not sure if it’s because they were that much better or now they’re all blending together.” 

“The first two were lighter. The last one was a dark ale, not everyone likes the darker brew.” 

“I’ve heard that.” Abbie lifted her chin, pointing at the next carton. “What’s that?”

“These are the wines from Brady’s.” He set a bottle in front of her. 

Her gaze followed his movements as he removed each bottle from the box. “Ooh, they do a Pinot Grigio. I like that.” 

“They do a Pinot Noir too. And of course a Cabernet.” He lifted one of the bottles with the white label. “And recently they’ve won an award for this Chardonnay.” 

“So four standards?” The bell over the front door announced a visitor. “You expecting anyone?” 

At the same time Jamie shook his head, much to Abbie’s surprise, Mabel Berkner waltzed into the café. “Your aunt mentioned at church this morning that you two would be working here this afternoon.” 

“I was just showing Abbie the wines from Brady’s.” Jamie set the bottle down and waved Mabel inside. “Take a seat.” 

“Thank you.” Mable made herself comfortable on the stool in front of Jamie. “You’ll do well with Brady’s. They use French oak for their Pinot Noir and Chardonnay.” 

One eyebrow cocked high with surprise, Jamie shot a sideways glance at Abbie. She hadn’t expected the woman to know anything about wines either.

“Less vanillin from the wood,” Mabel continued. “Makes a huge difference in the flavor over time.” 

“Would you like a glass?” Jamie offered. 

“No thanks, I have errands to run. Have a bunch of mason jars I want to give to Eileen. Canning is not for me.”

“I’d be happy to take them home tonight if you want to leave them here,” Jamie offered.

“Thanks, but that’s not why I’m here. It’s a lovely day for a ride out to the ranch. The reason I’m here is your aunt came to talk to me the other day. She and Sally. They made some good points. I’m getting on in years.”

“Like a good wine,” Jamie smiled.

Mabel laughed. “At least you didn’t compare me to cheese.”

The Farraday smile was in full force and judging by the way Mabel blushed, it still had an impact even among the senior citizens.

“As I was saying, I’ve put up a good long fight to keep this county dry but it’s time for you younger folks to decide what you want for this town. This county.”

“All we want,” Jamie said, “is what’s best for everybody.”

“And that brings me to the next point. Your aunt is right. The Farraday’s and the Berkner’s have cared about this town for long before any of us were born.” She waved her arm at the bottles on the counter. “Serve Brady’s wine, bring in the new beer maker to town with his family, and I’m guessing you’ll be sourcing local foods and vegetables.”

Jamie nodded. “That’s the plan. We even have a few surprises when it comes to baked goods.”

“Is that why your aunt Eileen wants a new kitchen?”

“She wants a new kitchen?” he asked.

“Eileen may have said something about that.”

“If she does want the new kitchen, it’s not for baking. That will be Toni’s domain.”

Mabel’s expression lifted. “Oh, she does bake a good cake.”

“Yes, that too.”

“Well that makes me feel even better about my decision.” Mabel glanced from Jamie to Abbie and back. “You have my full support on getting the liquor license for the pub. I see no reason to bring an out-of-state company into town and have them shipping all their profits away from Tuckers Bluff.” 

Anyone would think the pub was hers the way Abbie’s heart did an Irish jig at Mabel’s endorsement.

“That’s great news.” Jamie flew around the counter and practically lifted Mabel out of her seat into a huge hug. 

Flustered, when he let go of her the woman brushed away non-existent wrinkles. “Yes. Well. It’s the neighborly thing to do.” 

“Yes,” Abbie agreed. “Very neighborly. 

The over-door bell sounded again. 

“Apparently we do better business when we’re closed than when we’re open,” Jamie teased. 

“Seems so.” Abbie kept her eyes on the door, surprised to see Ian coming through. 

“What brings you by, little brother? Aunt Eileen know you’ve gone AWOL?” 

Mabel’s eyes rounded and Abbie almost spit with laughter. After all, Ian was as big as Jamison. Two men cut from the same cloth. Either would have been very intimidating in a dark alley, together they could scare off an entire enemy battalion.

“Just came from there. On my way out to the old Peterson Trail.” Ian took a seat beside Mabel.” Spotted the lights on in here and since I have a few minutes to spare thought I’d stop in a second.”

Jamie frowned. “Something wrong?”

“Actually, quite the opposite.” Ian waved a finger at the wine and the beer. “Seems the new referendum is working in the county much the way the end of prohibition worked against the bootleggers a century ago. Word is the main moonshiner who’s been evading the law since forever is retiring.”

Smiling broadly, Jamie lifted a high five to Abbie, Mabel and then his brother, “This calls for a celebratory drink.”

“I’m on the clock.” Ian waved away the proffered beer bottle. “Before you throw a party, rumor also has it that there’s going to be one last major delivery of white lightning today. State police and the Sherriff’s department have brought in all available manpower to cover every back road and trail possible.” 

“Why such a big push if they’re retiring?” Abbie asked. 

“From West Texas, maybe, but there’s always a chance someone in the chain will just move on to be someone else’s headache.” 

“Unless you stop them.” Abbie should have realized that. 

“Then go get ‘em, bro.” Jamie went for another round of high fives, stopping short at Mabel’s dour expression.

Mabel moved to stand. “I’ve said my piece, I’d better be moving on.” She straightened her back and faced Jamie. “You let me know if there’s anything I can do besides talk the ears off the town council.” 

“I will.” Jamie nodded. “And thank you.” 

Mabel hurried out the door, rummaging through her purse, producing both her keys and phone by the time she’d reached the door. 

“Did I hear correctly?” Ian eyed his brother. “Have you converted the enemy?” 

“Looks that way.”

Abbie reached for a rag and wiped the counter. “What surprises me almost as much, is her making an effort at being friends with your aunt. That I know of, that woman has never been friends with anyone.” 

“Stranger things have happened.” Jamie shrugged. “But I think she’ll be surprised to find the last thing Aunt Eileen’s going to want is more mason jars.” 

“Mason jars?” Ian asked. 

“Yeah, Mabel doesn’t want to do canning anymore so she’s donating her leftover mason jars to Aunt Eileen. A peace offering, I suspect.” 

“Peace offering,” Ian muttered, getting up and moving to the window. His gaze on Mabel as she turned the engine and raced away from the diner. He pivoted around to face his brother. "Doesn't she have a nephew?"

"Yeah," Abbie nodded, "But he and his mom moved away from town a long time ago. Every once in a while he'll visit though." 

"Wonder what he drives?" Ian seemed to be more thinking aloud than asking questions. 

"Don't know but it roars like a hungry lion when he starts the engine," Abbie laughed. 

Ian returned his gaze to the window and shook his head. “Sometimes this business makes us too cynical. For a second there I actually considered that nice old lady could be our bootlegger." 

Jamie barked with laughter. “Okay, that's a stretch. I mean...” 

“Yeah.” Ian smiled. “I’ve got to get a move on. If all goes well you’ll be reading about this in the papers.”

“Good luck,” Abbie called after him. For as long as she’d lived in Tuckers Bluff she’d known about the local moonshine operation, but somehow she thought it rather unfair that right when the bootlegger decides to retire the law would make such a big push to stop them. “I know I shouldn’t, but I feel kind of sorry for them.” 

“What do you mean?” Jamie sidled next to her.

“I don’t know. I guess a law breaker is a law breaker. But wouldn’t it be something if Ian’s instincts were right and teetotaling Mabel is our mastermind bootlegger?” Not till she’d spun around in place and bumped into Jamie’s chest did she realize just how close he’d been standing to her. 

“Yes,” he agreed softly, his gaze latching onto hers, his hands falling gently to her sides. 

Her breath trapped under her beating heart, Abbie managed to nod and mumble, “Uh huh” seconds before Jamie’s mouth descended on hers. Soft, sweet, and gentle, it was the most tender kiss she’d ever received. Before she could move her arms or inch closer, he pulled away. 

Letting his forehead lean lightly against hers, his warm breath blew against her face. “I shouldn’t have done that.” 

Why not, she wanted to say. But nothing came out. 

“What are the chances of me being run out of town on a rail if I were to,” he sucked in a deep breath but didn’t move, “do that again?” 

Did he really just ask if he could kiss her again? Because if she’d had any say in the matter they wouldn’t have stopped the first time. 

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, retracting a step.

She realized she hadn’t voiced her thoughts, pushing him away with her silence. 

“If I promise,” he continued, “never to drink another Pink Squirrel can you forgive me?”

Was that it? Was it the drink that had driven him kiss her? Ludicrous, a man his size could handle mixing drinks.

Jamie inched further away, his expression shifting from playfully apologetic to dripping with concern. Rubbing his hand along the back of his neck, he sucked in a long breath and leveled his gaze with here. “Please tell me I haven’t totally botched our friendship.” 

Friendship? She’d been kissed many times by many people. On the cheek, on the forehead, even a peck here or there on the lips and none had ever felt anything like the too brief feel of his mouth on hers. If that kiss was in the name of friendship, her name was Scarlett O’Hara. 

“Abbie,” he said softly. 

She might be shooting herself in the proverbial foot. Or perhaps hammering the final nail in the coffin of friendship, but if it meant moving onto better things, that was a chance she was willing to take. 

“Sometimes,” she moved into his personal space, “words are highly over-rated.” 

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

If Jamie had died and gone to heaven, that was perfectly all right with him. Abbie molded against him and every fiber of his being went on high alert. Had anyone ever felt so perfectly right in his arms before? 

A soft cough rumbled in the distance, followed by a second louder cough, sending Abbie springing backward. 

“Didn’t mean to interrupt.” Frank stood leaning heavily to one side, a large black orthopedic boot on his bad leg, the intensity of his gaze belying his statement. “I’ve been sprung.” 

“Frank,” Abbie squealed hurrying to his side. “Sprung or flew the coup?” 

“Would I lie to you?” 

“Yes,” she deadpanned, both hands fisted on her hips. “If you thought it was for my own good.” 

The stern expression on Frank’s face gave way to a smothered chuckle. “Touché, but in this case I have been promoted to this boot.” Frank pointed down to the bulky boot on his bad leg. 

“And a lovely boot it is,” Abbie smiled 

“No one could complain about the Farraday hospitality, but I am ready to sleep in my own bed again.” 

Brooks popped inside. “No matter what he says, the boot is not a ticket to spend all day standing in the kitchen.” 

Jamie was pretty sure he heard Frank snarl. 

“Short spurts only,” Brooks admonished.

Abbie swiveled around to face Brooks. “What do you mean by spurts?” 

“Twenty minutes or so. Thirty tops. Then he needs to put it up for a bit.” Brooks stared pointedly at Frank giving Jamie the impression this was an old argument. 

“I can help,” Frank insisted. 

“Not in the kitchen,” Brooks countered. “Not yet.” 

Frank rolled his eyes. “Bossiness sure runs in the family.” 

“Thank you.” Brooks tossed him a big grin and turned to Abbie. “I’m taking him home now. If he tries to come back as anything more than a customer for another week, you let me know.” 

“You got it,” Abbie said. 

“At least let me see what your kin has done to my kitchen.” 

Brooks looked down at his watch. “Okay, but let’s make it quick. Toni and the baby are waiting for me in the car.” 

“Why don’t you leave Frank here?” Jamie suggested. “I can give him a ride home later.” 

Brooks studied his cousin then turned to Frank. The official café cook nodded and Brooks faced Jamie. “Guess he’s all yours. Good luck keeping him off his feet.” 

“Don’t you worry about that,” Abbie assured Brooks. “I may not be a Marine, but I’ve worked for one long enough to know how it’s done.” 

Frank muffled a groan. 

“We’ve got Irish Stew and corned beef and cabbage on the stove. Want me to warm up a taste before you make inspection?” 

“Wouldn’t mind a taste. Or a look at this new menu.”

“It’s for the cook-off next week.” Jamie put a placemat in front of Frank. 

“That’s what I heard.” 

“Oh,” Abbie paused at the kitchen doors, “you should try the sauce for dipping French fries. Sounds disgusting when you hear it’s mayonnaise based, but it tastes really good.” 

“Mayonnaise?” Frank’s lips curled downward. 

“Like she said,” Jamie pointed over his shoulder at Abbie’s disappearing back, “tastes good.” 

Frank nodded, watching the doors wobble closed. When they were firmly shut, he settled his gaze on Jamie. “How long has this been going on?” 

“This?” Jamie hoped this was referring to something benign like the license competition. 

“Don’t be obtuse. I don’t have long before she comes back. That was one hell of a liplock.” 

Jamie couldn’t stop the corners of his lips from turning up at the memory. It really was. The kiss was also none of Frank’s business. “And your point?” 

“That girl matters to me. A great deal.” Frank must have seen the questions in Jamie’s eyes because he quickly continued, “She may not be my daughter by bloodline, but she is in every other way that counts. We go back a long time. Been through more than most folks.” 

“I know.” 

His bushy brows shot up. “She told you?” 

Jamie nodded. 

“Everything?” 

“About that lunatic and the knife? Yes.” 

“I see.” Frank began twirling the spoon Jamie had set out for him.

Jamie resisted the urge to fidget, find something else to do. Frank was sizing him up and he knew it. For some inexplicable reason, Jamie really wanted to pass muster. 

“You care for her.”

It wasn’t a question but Jamie nodded anyhow. “Yes, sir.” 

“A lot.” 

He didn’t have to think on that. He’d already figured that one out for himself. “Yes, sir.” 

“Enough to risk your life for her?” 

Without blinking, Jamie nodded. “I’d kill for her.”

“So would I.” Frank set the spoon down. “You’re in love with her?” 

“Ye—” Jamie stopped mid-sentence. The words processing more clearly. Not the questions, but his reply. A knee jerk reaction to what had been all affirmative statements, he had to pause. Turning over the last few weeks in his mind, the way his heart rate changed when she was near, the way her smile made him want to smile, the way her laugh made him forget his troubles, the fierce urge to keep her safe that took over at the slightest break in routine. 

The doors swung open and Abbie carried in two dishes, barely breaking stride to pause and wink at him. 

His stomach did a somersault and smiling wide enough to feel his face crack, he winked back at her, then caught a glimpse of the grumpy Marine nodding at him. Son of a…. How about that. He was most definitely head over boot heels in love with his temporary boss. 

 

****

 

“Sounds like you’ve got everything figured out.” Frank climbed into the passenger seat of Jamie’s truck. 

“Considering how fast this whole thing had to come together, I don’t think we’ve forgotten anything.” Since she would be the first to be dropped off tonight, Abbie opted for the back seat. Strapping herself in, she took in the way Frank and Jamie seemed to be sending coded messages with only a glance. At first she thought Frank was annoyed with Jamie. Despite the few good words, okay maybe not good, but if Frank didn’t criticize then that was the same as a compliment and he had not criticized a single thing Jamie had done in the kitchen. Yet, most of the time Frank seemed to be censuring Jamie. Maybe warning him off. She couldn’t put her finger on it. Only when she noticed Jamie occasionally dip his chin or suck in a deep breath did she realize the men were actually communicating. By the time she left the café she was waiting for one of them to pee along the walk and mark his territory. 

“Mighty nice of Meg to step in and help, I mean seeing she has her own business to run,” Frank said. 

“If Shannon, Donna and I can handle it on our own, then Meg can fill in somewhere else, but we all discussed it and felt that having four waitresses on board for the constant movement would be best.” 

“You really think that many folks are going to be coming by?” Frank asked. 

“Chase has had a notice up at the feed store and the other merchants have also. Lots of folks who only come into town once a month for shopping or services have promised to come by.” 

“Lots is subjective.” Frank looked at Abbie over his shoulder. “I hadn’t expected you to be such a big part of this.” 

“It’s been fun. More fun than I would have thought.” 

“I see you’re not worried anymore?” 

“Nope. I’ve been convinced.” Abbie flashed her cook and friend a big toothy grin. The one that always made him shake his head and smile. Only this time all she got was the head shake. Something was definitely bothering Frank and Abbie didn’t think it had anything to do with his foot. 

A few feet before Abbie’s house, a small fluffy flash blew across the street and Jamie slammed on the brakes.

“Are you trying to break the rest of me?” Frank barked. 

“Did you see that?” Jamie asked. 

Frank’s grimace deepened. “See what?” 

“There,” Abbie shouted, pointing to the puppy sitting quietly on the curb across the street. 

“You two wait here a minute, let me get him. Maybe we’ll find out once and for all who that pup belongs to,” Jamie said. 

“I can help.” Abbie reached for the handle but Jamie waved her off. 

“He seems to like me. This shouldn’t take but a second.” 

Nodding, Abbie watched him strut across the street. Heavens, that man knew how to walk. 

“You like him.” 

The sound of Frank’s voice dragged her attention away from the man she’d practically been drooling over. “He’s a nice guy. All the Farradays are.” 

“Yeah, but you don’t look at all the Farradays the way you look at him.” 

“Oh, and how is that?” 

“Like he was the last ice scream sundae on the planet and the only one with extra whipped cream.” 

Was she really that easy to read? Did the whole town think she looked at Jamie that way? “I do not.” Way to go, big girl. She might as well throw herself on the floor and stomp her feet like a three year old. 

This time, Frank smiled. “Don’t you worry. No one else knows you as well as I do. I just can’t make up my mind if you falling in love with a Farraday is a good thing or not.”

“Falling in love.” She glanced out the window at Jamie on the ground, holding the puppy in his arms and scratching his ears. Her heart swelled and her stomach took a nose dive. She almost couldn’t breathe. Was this what falling in love felt like? The puppy licked Jamie’s face, making him laugh and her heart soared. Who was she kidding? She was definitely head over high heels in love with that man. And wouldn’t it be nice if he were the first to know it, not half the town. “Who said anything about falling in love?” 

Frank laughed a little harder. “Don’t you two make the pair? Here comes the Irish cowboy now. With that damn dog. Should have known the minute that blasted pup cozied up to the man.”

The opposite back door opened and Jamie set the tail-wagging pup inside. “After I get Frank home I’ll take this little guy to Adam. See if we can’t find out who he belongs to.” No sooner had the words left his mouth than the little guy gave his hand a long lick and hopping onto the floorboards, took a leap out of the truck and bolted before Jamie could stop him. “Blast.” 

Frank huffed under his breath. “He’ll be back. I’d start house hunting if I were you.” 

Her mind scrolled forward to visions of a house, a dog, and Jamie at her side. Now wouldn’t that be one hell of a dream come true? 

 

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Since closing down early Friday night, the entire kitchen of the café had been scrubbed to within an inch of its stainless-steel life. Along with the cleaning crew that had come through and scoured every nook and cranny of the cafe, just about every Farraday sibling from one side of the family or the other had come by to do their share. 

Little was left to be done this morning other than last minute decorations and setting up the parking lot for overflow. 

Jamie scanned the banners draped from the ceilings. Too excited and anxious to sleep, at four this morning he’d given up on any pretense of resting and gotten out of bed. By six he was on his way to the café. He shouldn’t have been that surprised to have Abbie walking in the door only a few minutes after him. 

Together they’d hung the Welcome to a Taste of Tuckers Bluff banner, sorted the paper goods and double and triple checked the to-do list in preparation for Crocker arrival. 

Arms carrying a bundle of plastic checkered tablecloths, Abbie came out from the storage room. The last few days he’d felt like a kid in high school. Anxious, excited and nervous at something as simple as a few seconds to hold Abbie’s hand, or to share a barely there peck on the lips. With so much hanging on today, they’d not really discussed the kiss on her porch. Somehow he knew once the pub and license business was all settled, they’d have plenty of time to do a lot more than just talk about that kiss. And he, for one, was looking dang forward to it. 

She sidled up beside him. “The kids did a great job.” 

“Better than great.” The high school art department had come through with colorful and creative signage for everything from the menu cards to the large O’Fearadaigh’s banner, his personal favorite. He was going to have to find a permanent home for it when the pub opened. If the pub opened. 

The front door blew open at the same time Sally May’s voice boomed across the threshold. “You did what?” The clearly annoyed woman spun around, glaring at his aunt.

“Uh oh.” Abbie lowered her voice, “Either your aunt has joined the French Foreign Legion, or I’m guessing this is the first Sally May has heard about her plans with the councilman.”

Eileen rolled her eyes at Sally May and blew out a sigh. “Oh, don’t get your panties in a wad. I didn’t promise you’d marry the man, just join him for dinner.” 

“Since when do you make my dinner dates for me?” 

“I can go you one better. When was the last time you went on a dinner date at all?” 

Sally May grunted and Jamie almost lost it when she spun around and leaning forward, stuck her tongue out at his aunt like a little kid before storming in his direction, calling over her shoulder, “I’m not going on a date with that old coot.” 

“He’s younger than you, and it’s not a date, it’s dinner.” 

“Tahmaytoe, tahmahtoe.” Sally May waved a jerky arm at her friend, stomping closer to the counters where Jamie and Abbie stood. “I am not going anywhere with that man.” 

Aunt Eileen quickened her pace to keep up with the woman several inches taller than her. “Not even O’Fearadaigh’s?” 

That was enough to have Sally May stop short and whirl around. “What are you talking about?” 

“Do I look like a senile ditz?” 

Sally May raised a brow but didn’t respond. 

“Never mind. I figured it was too hard and not enough time to uncover who on the council was really for or against us and convince them why our pub would be good for this town. Then it hit me talking to Meg earlier in the week. Why not let him convince everyone for us? If he wants that dinner with you badly enough, he’ll move heaven and earth to get the council to see more clearly.” 

Shoulders stiff with fury deflated slowly as Sally May blew out a steady breath. “As much as I hate to admit it, that’s not a bad idea.” 

Holding back a chuckle, Jamie leaned into Abbie and mumbled through the side of his mouth, “Score one for Aunt Eileen.” 

“Certainly beats spying on them like a couple of bratty siblings.” Abbie squeezed his arm then walked away, shaking her head. 

Much like the responsibility he’d felt for Frank falling and hurting himself at the site of the future pub, he felt equally guilty for Sally May being used as a pawn in the pub’s future. So much so that ever since they’d heard about the plans his aunt had made, he and Abbie had batted possibilities back and forth, from confronting the councilman, to insisting Aunt Eileen get Sally May out of it, to following after the councilman and Sally May on their date like a couple of nuisance little kids, and if the letch laid even one inappropriate finger on Sally May, Jamie was prepared to teach that man a lesson about respect and women that he should have learned in grade school. 

Her argument with Sally May apparently behind them, at least for now, Aunt Eileen looked up at him. “When are the Hemingway’s people arriving?” 

“Any minute. The kitchen is ready to go. Dave is all set as well.” Jamie waved his arm across the café. “I have a good feeling about all this.” 

His aunt looped her arm around his waist and leaned into him. “So do I. So do I.”

 

****

 

“Six Corned Beef samples, six Stew samples,” Shannon called to Jamie behind the counter on the Farraday side of the kitchen and filling a tray, pivoted ninety degrees and hurried down to the Hemingway’s side. “Two vegan burger samples, one eggplant BLT.” 

It still boggled Jamie’s mind that anyone wanted to sample an eggplant BLT. Of course he hadn’t wrapped his mind around how anything without bacon could still be called a BLT.

“I’m here to replace you.” Toni rushed straight to the rack of aprons on the rear wall. “Everything is hopping. Even with more tables in the parking lot the line is going around the corner. I think the whole dang county showed up. The shops all have their doors open and took down the no food or drink signs. Everyone is wandering up and down the street. The market is breaking up their frozen pop boxes and selling them on the sidewalk like an old-fashioned lemonade stand. I’ve never seen anything like this.” 

Moving at full speed and praying they didn’t run out of food, Jaimie had never been so happy to come from a big Irish family that believed in cooking twice as much as needed. He was also overjoyed that every time his aunt shook her head and said not enough, he listened and bought more fixings than he ever expected to possibly serve. “I admit I could use the help.” 

“Not here to help. To replace.” Toni tied the apron behind her. “The big wigs from Hemingway’s are out there schmoozing so you should be too. Not that all the Farradays aren’t doing a fine job of it, but you’re the face of O’Fearadaigh’s.” 

It had been all he could do to keep up with the demand. He couldn’t in good conscious leave Toni on her own in the kitchen. 

“What’s the hold up?” Becky came rushing into the kitchen, Donna on her heels.

Donna hurried past Becky. “Adam and Connor are setting up a tent outside that the sisters donated. Should have done it hours ago. I need you to load me up or we’ll never get everyone fed.” 

“I think I see the problem.” Becky scurried over to the aprons and grabbed one. “I’ll help Toni,” she looked at Jamie, “you get your derriere outside and do your thing, and tell Catherine to come inside and grab an apron. Connor can keep an eye on Stacey.”

“Or Ethan. He’s on Brittany duty. Stacey can probably help him. I love the guy but he woefully underestimates how fast a toddler can run when she knows you’re not looking.” 

Dorothy appeared in the doorway, half in and half out. “Need more hands?”

“Yeah.” Toni waved at the deck shelf. “Help Donna carry out samples. They’re setting up a station outside.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” Dorothy saluted and not bothering with an apron, loaded an empty tray. “This is so exciting.” 

The women hurried about like an army of well-organized ants. The Hemmingway staff watched, a glazed look in their eyes. They were staying busy, but not nearly as harried as Jamie and the girls were. Without any help from the family, Hemingway’s’ staff easily spared a pair of hands to transport their samples to the new outdoor set up. As crazy as the day was, this was why he wanted so badly to move home. Family was more than blood, it was everything. 

“Okay.” Abbie came into the kitchen, momentarily startled by the extra people. Apparently she hadn’t been privy to the onslaught of help. “Uh, Dave wants you to pop outside to the bar set up when you can.” 

“Anything wrong?” Everything was going so well, something was bound to get messed up. When it did he merely hoped whatever it was would be easily fixable. And fast.

She shook her head. “Quite the contrary. The Pink Squirrels are a hit. On the other hand, the crazy drink Hemingway’s is serving that lights up like a cherries jubilee is doing a great job of entertaining the children but they’re having a hard time convincing the adults to drink them. They’re having the same problem with the drink poured over dry ice.” 

Where had they come up with such a crazy idea? Jamie wasn’t surprised the showy drinks weren’t going over with as much enthusiasm as Crocker and Hemingway’s had most likely expected. Country folks like simple. Even when they gussied up, they still liked simple. 

“Go.” Toni shooed him away. “We’ve got this.” 

“Yeah. Go,” Becky echoed.

Curiosity had been getting the better of him for hours now. “Okay. If you need anything, someone whistle for me.” 

“Got it,” Becky answered, waving him away again.

By the time Jamie made it within view of the large picture frame windows, his jaw almost hit the floor. Filled with people, some on line, some milling about, the sidewalk resembled a scene from a big city like New York or San Francisco. The difference—all these people were smiling. “Do you think it’s just the free food?” 

“It’s not free,” Abbie said, her eyes on the same people happily meandering outside, and laughing and gabbing inside.

“When did that happen?” This was supposed to be on their dime. 

“This morning. When the crowds lined up all through town before we opened, the council feared a mob scene might erupt over who knows what. Hemingway’s big shots along with your dad and Uncle Sean argued that wasn’t the intent, but since price had not been mentioned in any of the advertising or invitations, they lost the argument. Everyone did, however, agree that the proceeds would go to the hospital.” 

Nodding, Jamie looked around. “Well, the people don’t seem upset by it.” 

“Why should they? It’s all for a good cause, and they’re having the time of their life.” Abbie smiled up at him. “It’s all because of you.” 

The way her eyes twinkled up at him made everything else in the world slip away. Almost. If they weren’t in a public place in the middle of one of the most important days of his life, he would have ignored everyone around him and pulled her in for one of those mind blowing kisses he’d been anticipating after this all was behind them. He’d almost leaned in regardless when the sounds of “Danny Boy” came blasting in from the street. “What’s that?” 

Abbie chuckled. “I think someone gave your mom and your aunt a microphone.” 

“Oh, brother.” At least they could both carry a tune. 

Outside a crowd had gathered around his mom and aunt. The townsfolk were loving it. And so was his family. His aunt looked absolutely radiant, reminding him of what his cousins had said about photos of her singing. The way she held the mic, moved it closer or farther away from her mouth depending on the notes, the way her free arm moved. It wouldn’t be hard to believe she’d been a professional singer once upon a time. 

By the time he made it out the front door, Catherine hurried past him, calling out to make sure Ethan kept on eye on both kids. 

“Will do,” he answered. A couple of years ago his mom and aunt were singing the ‘no grandchildren blues’ and now there were little ones everywhere. Yep, nothing like family. 

“There you are.” Dave grinned up at him from behind the makeshift bar. “Are you sure we’re in the middle of nowhere West Texas?” 

Jamie had to laugh. “If you see anyone in red ruby slippers carrying a small dog, the answer is no, I’m not sure of anything.” 

Dave cracked up laughing and his wife elbowed him. “Laugh later, serve now.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” Dave nodded, handing a customer two of his blonde beers. 

“Do we have a favorite?” Jamie asked. 

“Not really,” Dave shrugged, “but we are keeping pace with the name brands. That’s pretty good.” 

“Great. Exactly what I wanted to hear.” 

“The surprising thing is we’re going through a good amount of stout.”

That made Jamie laugh. You can take a family out of Ireland, but you can’t take the Irish out of the family and they had plenty of Irish families in the county.

“Oh no,” an alarmed voice sounded to Jamie’s right. 

Two large dogs galloped across the open expanse of the back end of the parking lot. Already taking off in that direction, he did a quick scan of the surroundings. At a fast glance he came to two conclusions, the animals were either after the newly set up tent with samples and Ethan slicing a large slab of corned beef, or the trio of little girls playing off to side. He hoped to high heaven it was the beef. 

Kicking it into high gear, Jamie was within feet of the children when a crash boomed to one side of him. The one dog had veered off in the opposite direction and now was snarling at a puppy dragging a plate-filled checkered table cloth he’d successfully tugged off the table of guests. If Jamie wasn’t mistaken, it was the puppy.

The other big dog vaulted in mid-air about to pounce on… another puppy? This one—who also looked a heck of a lot like the puppy—had his sights set on Ethan, or the corned beef or…the girls. Whichever, it wasn’t the puppy that scared Jamie, it was the massive animal bounding towards them all. 

From across the lot, Adam whistled and shouted, “Heads up.” 

His gaze moving from the growling dog across the way to Jamie coming upon him at full speed, alarm took over Ethan’s face. Putting down the meat and the utensils, he turned scanning his surroundings, immediately spotting Brittany and his niece Stacey running in circles away from a puppy. A third puppy. How the hell many dogs were there? 

The large gray dog landed with a thud less than a foot in front little Brittany and Jamie’s heart lurched. Shoving off one foot, he dived for his niece, scooped her into his arms and cradling her tightly against her chest, curled into a ball. Concrete scraping the bare skin of his arms, he stopped with his back to the angry wolf. 

“What the hell?” Ethan hollered. 

Adam came flying at him. “You okay, man?” 

A gentle touch patted his back, followed by a cold damp nose poking his neck. 

“Can I have my daughter back?” Ethan’s tone didn’t carry any concern.

Turning slowly over, careful to protect his now crying niece in the event the dogs were still a threat, Jamie ignored the burning on his arms and took in the people staring at him as if he’d lost his mind. 

“Come with Daddy, Princess.” Ethan wrapped his hands around his little girl and hefted her into his arms. “It’s all right. Uncle Jamie was just playing a silly game.” 

Adam pointed to the large wolf-looking animal sitting a couple of feet away, a puppy with a hunk of corned beef at its feet to one side and at the opposite side another puppy clenching an open ketchup bottle between its teeth wagged its tail. “I gather you’ve never met Gray?” 

“Gray?” Jamie did a double take to make sure the gentle sitting animal was the same one he’d seen targeting the little girls. “That’s someone’s pet?” 

“Not exactly,” Ethan laughed. 

The other dog that had been snarling at the tablecloth snatching pup came and sat beside the dog Adam called Gray. If Jamie didn’t know better, he’d have sworn the two dogs were smiling. He also thought he saw them nod their heads at him. Pushing to his feet, he dusted off his jeans and smiled at the crowd that had gathered. “Sorry folks, please go enjoy your food.” 

He took one step forward to check if one of the puppies was the puppy when his foot skidded on a puddle of ketchup and before he could catch his balance, the third puppy dragging the plastic tablecloth behind him like superman’s cape bumped against him, knocking his other leg out from under him. Like a Sunday morning cartoon strip his feet went up and his bottom went down. In slow motion he felt his head bounce on the concrete and the thought he should have kissed Abbie when he had the chance flashed through his mind seconds before closing his eyes and seeing black. 

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Loaded down with a full tray, Abbie shoved the door open and pushed her way into the café, surprised to see half the customers crowding around the side windows, gasping, murmuring and muttering. 

“Look at those teeth!” one voice shouted. 

Another cried, “The baby!” 

When a third yelled, “That animal is going to eat him alive,” Abbie handed the tray off to Shannon. 

“Any idea what’s going on?” she asked.

Shannon shrugged. “No, something about a wolf.” 

“Wolf?” Abbie’s voice went up several octaves. No wonder half the place was gathered around the window. Rubberneckers were nothing new to big cities or small towns. She spun around and stormed toward the door. “I’m going to see for myself what the heck is going on.” 

“I wouldn’t worry,” Donna called to her. “Jamie’s on it.” 

The words “Jamie” and “wolf” so close together had Abbie hurrying out the door twice as fast as she’d intended. Careening around the corner past the new food tent, she pushed through the mulling crowds. When her gaze landed on Jamie stepping forward and both legs flying out from under him, her heart skipped a beat. As he landed flat on his back, she couldn’t stop the scream that burst from deep in her lungs. 

“Brooks!” one of the Farradays yelled. Not a calm ‘hey brother’ but a more urgent ‘where the hell are you’ tone. 

Someone in the crowd cried out, “he’s bleeding,” and Abbie’s gaze immediately landed on the large red pool beside his head. 

This time it was Jamie’s name that tore from her throat as she nearly catapulted over the remaining people lolling about. Sliding to the ground beside him, she took in his pale color and the surrounding puddle, not of blood, but ketchup. Only when she saw his eyelids fluttering did she take a real breath. Even so, he wasn’t actually opening his eyes and that had her worrying still. A lot. 

A hand on his cousin’s shoulder, Adam was on one knee. “Can you hear me, Jamie?” 

Tears pressed against her eyes. “Jamie,” she said, more shakily than she’d wanted to. Her hand gently stroking his cheek. “Don’t do this to me.” 

His eyelids fluttered again. 

Both her hands enfolded his in hers. “Jamie,” her voice came out high pitched and squeaky.

“What happened?” Brooks dropped to bended knee, edging his brother Adam aside. 

“Did a ninja somersault saving Brittany from Gray,” Adam started.

Pulling a pen light from his pocket, Brooks cast a quick are-you-kidding-me glance in his brother’s direction. “Gray?” 

“Yeah, I know that and you know that but Jamie’s never seen either of the dogs. But what got him was the ketchup spill and a wayward puppy. The combo sent him flying.” 

Brooks flashed the light in Jamie’s eye. “How long has he been out?” 

“He,” Jamie muttered, “is right here.” 

“Oh, thank God.” Abbie blew out a relieved breath, tightening her grip on his hand. 

“Where are we?” Brooks timed his patient’s heart rate. 

“You mean Tuckers Bluff, or the café, or were you referring to the more existential existence of this mortal life?” 

Brooks rolled his eyes. “Apparently you didn’t hit your head hard enough. Still, to be sure, I want to do a more thorough check in my office.” 

Still hanging onto his hand, Abbie nodded. “I’m coming with you.” 

Jamie lifted his eyes to meet hers. “Don’t look so worried.”

“Of course I’m worried. The man I love almost killed himself over ketchup.” 

Eyebrows squeezing his forehead, Jamie’s eyes circled round. “You love me?” 

“Oh, uh.” This wasn’t the way any reasonable woman would plan to tell a man that she was in love with him. “Maybe?” She smiled sheepishly. 

His head lolled back and squeezing her hand, he smiled. “Close enough. And it’s a good thing because I love you too.” 

Whether the eruption of applause around her was because of the declarations of love or the fact that he was awake and all right, Abbie didn’t know, but right now, nothing in this world could be any sweeter than loving a man who loved her back. 

 

****

 

The last thing Jamie wanted was to be stuck alone in a doctor’s office. Even if the doctor was his cousin Brooks. Any other day and he’d want to be back at the cafe or the parking lot battling it out for his pub. Except today wasn’t any day. Today was the day Abbie said she loved him. And in front of witnesses. 

“Good news is you’re going to live.” Brooks turned off the light on the x-ray reading panel. 

“I could have told you that.” He rubbed at the back of his neck. “Except for a bump on the head and a bruised ego for making a fool of myself over the town mascots, I’m healthy as a horse.” 

“And I hear,” Brooks looked down his nose at Jamie, “in love too.” 

“Yes.” His cheeks almost hurt from smiling. 

“Good thing, cause she and half the family have been out in the lobby pacing.” 

“Only half?” Jamie teased. 

“The other half has been keeping up with the cook-off.” 

His reality smacked him upside the head. “Speaking of which, I need to get back.” 

“Not today you don’t. That knot on your head means aspirin, nothing stressful, and someone nearby to keep an eye on you for at least twenty-four hours.” 

“That would be me.” His aunt came through the door. “Cook-off is officially over.” 

Meg followed her. “Some of the shops are staying open a while longer taking advantage of the crowds.” 

“Frank is directing the cleanup,” Becky reported. 

“Frank?” Brooks frowned. 

“Don’t worry,” Aunt Eileen waved at him. “He’s doing it from a stool with his leg propped on a chair.” 

Most of the family filed in before Abbie finally appeared in the doorway. Sitting up on the exam table, he extended his arm to her. 

“You sure know how to impress a girl, don’t ya?” Taking his hand, she used her other one to brush a lock of hair away from his forehead. “Gives a whole new meaning to head over heels.” 

He used his free hand to rub the back of his neck. “Don’t remind me.” 

Boot heels clicked down the hall, the sound arriving a few seconds before Grace appeared in the doorway. “I hear you put on quite the show today.” 

“I’m never going to live this down, am I?” Jamie asked. 

All the voices in the room echoed, “No.” 

“I do come with news.” Grace stepped further into the room. “I’ve conducted an informal exit poll of sorts. The council still doesn’t have a majority to vote in favor of Farradays.” 

“So they’re voting for Hemingway’s?” Abbie asked, her grip on Jamie’s hand tightening. 

Abbie shook her head. “No one has enough of a majority.” 

“So we’re back where we started,” Jamie said softly. 

“Not exactly.” Grace leaned against the exam table and crossed her arms. “Seems Crocker and Hemingway’s are going to withdraw their permit request and are no longer interested in buying property in Tuckers Bluff.” 

“You’re kidding?” Jamie and Abbie chorused. 

“Nope. Apparently, they saw with their own eyes what Jamie’s been saying all along. This town, this county, is loyal to their own.” One side of her smile lifted a little higher. “And it didn’t hurt any when Stan Rankin , surrounded by three generations of one of the county’s largest families, asked the lead rep to his face why in the name of all that was holy would they want to serve vegan burgers and eggplant bacon in meat eating cattle country?” 

“Remind me to bake that man a blueberry pie,” Aunt Eileen beamed. “Two.” 

Not caring who was watching, Jamie gave a tug of his wrist and pulled Abbie into the fold of his arms and planted a quick firm kiss smack on her lips. “We did it.” 

“Yes, well,” Aunt Eileen cleared her throat, “I’d better go check on the cleanup.” 

“Good idea,” Becky and Meg muttered simultaneously. 

Aunt Eileen crossed the small room and pausing in front of Brooks, jabbed him in the side with her elbow. 

“Ow.” Brooks stared down at his aunt and quickly took a step back. “Yes, it’s getting late. I think I’ll take a minute here and call Joanna, see how she and Finn are doing with the baby.” 

All the visitors muttered polite conversation, proceeding out the office door in near military formation. 

Jamie draped his arms around her waist. “Did you mean what you said out there?” 

“Don’t do this to me. Of course I did. My heart can’t take much more loss in one lifetime.” 

“No,” he shook his head, smiling at her. “The man I love part.” 

“Oh, that.” Inching closer, she draped her arms over his shoulders. “Abso-love-you-lutely.” 

 

 

 


EPILOGUE

 

“Slainte,” Sean and Brian Farraday toasted in unison. The packed house raised their glasses of beer, wine, water, cola, whatever was in front of them and echoed the celebratory call of ‘to your health.’ 

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the lead singer of the Irish band brought in from Austin for opening night of O’Fearadaigh’s spoke into the mic. “We’d like to officially open the dance floor in this little bit of the old country here in Tuckers Bluff. Jamie, if you and your lovely lady would please come front and center.” 

Fortunately, every minute of the evening’s events had been scheduled and orchestrated including this dance. From the moment he took Abbie’s hand in his, their eyes locked on each other and the connection never broke. Not as she sat at the bar waiting for him to circle around, not when he took hold of her hand, not when they walked across the large room that felt as though it had been picked out of an Irish town and dropped in the middle of West Texas, and not while they moved around the dancefloor two stepping to an old Irish fiddle tune. 

“They really are so well suited to each other.” Meg Farraday watched her husband’s cousin and her first friend in Tuckers Bluff glide around the floor. 

“I’m not surprised.” Eileen took a sip of her drink. “After all, the dogs haven’t gotten it wrong yet.” The rational part of her mind, the logical intelligent person in her knew there was no such thing as matchmaking dogs or their matchmaking offspring. But another part of her, perhaps the whimsical Irish side, really wanted to believe in the dogs’ matchmaking skills. 

Meg burst out laughing. “If that’s true, I wonder who those other two puppies are for.” 

“Oh,” Eileen tore her gaze away from her nephew and Abbie, “I hadn’t thought of that.” Scanning the packed pub, she spied Sally May and Roy sharing a booth. Even though the council never got the chance to vote on who got the permit for the license with only one application on file, Roy had been so sweet in asking Sally May to accompany him for opening night that she didn’t have the heart to say no. “Who knew?” 

“Huh?” Meg asked, following Eileen’s gaze. 

“Turns out Roy has had his eye on Sally May since high school. Back then he was too young for her. Now a few years don’t seem to matter.” 

“Apparently not. They seem to be hitting it off now, and Old Octopus Arms is keeping his hands to himself.” 

Eileen nearly choked on her craft beer. “Where’d you hear that?” Poor man hadn’t been able to live that name down since high school. 

“I think from Abbie.” 

Shaking her head, Eileen set her drink on the table. “I’ll admit in school he had a reputation for being a little too handy—if you know what I mean—but once his brains caught up to his hormones, he’s been a fine upstanding citizen and his late wife Sharlene was the salt of the earth.” Still, just in case, Eileen planned to keep an eye out for those other puppies. 

The lead singer called for the audience to join in on the dance and chairs scraped against the hardwood floors as most of the folks around them joined in on the fun. 

“It was a surprise to learn Abbie was closing the café tonight.” Meg had been keeping a close eye on Jamie and her old boss.

“Not any more surprising than her hiring on a new waitress and taking three nights a week off.” The minute Eileen had heard all the plans the two were making, she knew it wouldn’t be long before there was a ring on Abbie’s finger and another wedding to organize. Though frankly, she was a little surprised the ring hadn’t already come. After all, neither of them was getting any younger. 

Meg’s phone dinged and from the bright smile that took over her face, Eileen was pretty sure who it was.

“Adam?” 

“Yep. The Brady’s have a new healthy calf and mama is doing fine. He’s on his way home.” 

“Good. Plenty of time for two stepping.” 

“What about you? Surely there’s a nice single man around who can give you a whirl around the floor?” 

“Ha,” Eileen scoffed. “That’ll be the day.” 

“You never know.” Meg shrugged. “The pub’s going to bring a lot of changes to town. Good changes. Already bookings at the B&B are up.” 

“That is good news.” 

“Yes. Soon we may have to actually open a small hotel.” 

While a little economic growth was good for everyone, Eileen sure hoped things wouldn’t change that much. She’d grown accustom to the perks of small town living. “I don’t know that we’ll bring in that many new people.” 

“Maybe not. But even now we’ve got a nice older guy staying with us. That doesn’t happen often.” 

“Traveling alone?” Eileen asked. Meg was right, typically couples and families passed through town. 

“Yeah, that surprised me. He’s pretty good looking for his age. Likes to talk. His wife passed a couple of years ago. Not sure he’s over her yet.”

“What brings him to Tuckers Bluff? Surely not the pub?”

“Not really sure about that either. He said something about ghosts but I don’t think he was referring to the ghost town trail, since except for meals, he’s been mostly holed up in his room for a few days now.”

“Maybe he and his late wife had something special about Tuckers Bluff?” 

“Don’t know. Got the impression he’d never been here before. I feel like this is his first trip to Texas.” 

The music came to a slow stop and the lights in the place dimmed dramatically. Only the lights over the dance floor remained on. When the crowd separated, Eileen had a clear view of her nephew on bended knee and shot her hand out to Meg. “Oh, look.” 

The proverbial pin could have been heard falling to the ground.

“Abbie,” Jamie cleared his throat, “I’ve waited a long time to find my better half. Would you do me the honor of making me the happiest man on the planet? Marry me?” 

Eyes wide and right hand on her heart, Abbie bobbed her head, throwing her arms around his neck, toppling them both over onto the floor.

The crowd cheered and applauded. Eileen could barely hear what Jamie said next, but seated on the wooden dance floor he slipped a ring onto her finger and kissed her in front of half the town. 

“That’s just too sweet,” Meg said on a sigh. 

Eileen nodded, unable to stop grinning. Romance was alive and well in Tuckers Bluff. 

The lights still dimmed, a ray of streetlight beamed into the pub. Eileen turned to the door and not till it closed behind the tall silhouette and the overhead lighting came back on did she see clearly who had come inside. At first she thought she must have had one beer too many except she hadn’t finished her first. By the time he’d made his way a few more feet inside, Eileen was sure he was no hallucination. “Of all the gin joints in all the towns in all the world…” 

 

****

 

If you enjoyed Jamison, at the end of this boxed set, please take a second to leave a review.
Now, turn the page to see who falls in love next!
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Ready for the next romance and latest shenanigans in Tuckers Bluff? Love Aunt Eileen and the Ladies Afternoon Social Club? Can't get enough of the mysterious dogs? Then join the Farraday clan as the arrival of a stranger in town spins their world topsy-turvy:

 

Once upon a time, Eileen Callahan walked away from love to mother her sister’s children. Since that day, life on the Farraday ranch has been good. Very good. That is, until a silhouette in the doorway brings her former dreams back to life.

 

Torn between past and present, will choosing her future be the hardest thing Eileen’s ever done?


CHAPTER ONE

 

“Of all the gin joints in all the world.” Eileen Callahan, known as Aunt Eileen to half the town, swallowed hard and blinked. When two more steps left Glenn Baker towering over her table, she squeezed her eyes tightly shut and grabbed onto the edge of the table. Slowly opening her eyes, the vision was still standing in front of her, sporting a shaky smile. 

“Hello,” he croaked out. 

“Why, Mr. Baker,” Meg Farraday, Eileen’s niece-in-law, pushed to her feet. “What a pleasant surprise. Glad you decided to venture out of your room.”

His gaze locked on Eileen. “Decided I was hungry after all. There was no one at the cafe.” He shifted his attention to Meg. “Followed the music here.” 

“Then you are in luck because O’Fearadaigh’s has the best corned beef and cabbage this side of the Blarney Stone.”

“Does it now?” His gaze once again shifted to Eileen. “It’s nice to see you, Leeni.”

If for even a moment Eileen had considered her mind was playing tricks on her, the use of the nickname that only Glenn called her removed all doubt–this man was no hallucination. “Glenn.” Nothing else came out. Her senses and too many questions battled each other for first words. Any fool could see the man still looked swallow-your-tongue good. A little gray at the temples, a little more meat on his bones, but still tall, still fit, and still too handsome for his own good.

Glenn’s attention shifted briefly from Eileen to Meg standing beside him, her brows arched in confusion, then back to Eileen. Letting his hands come to rest on the back of the chair, his eyes leveled with hers. “Mind if I join you?”

Her mouth still dry, Eileen gestured toward the chair he’d been leaning on. 

Meg’s eyes darted back and forth between the latest guest at her bed and breakfast and her husband’s aunt. One smart cookie, Meg opted to have a seat, and rather than ask pointed questions, she continued to observe. 

Settled into the ladder-back chair, Glenn leaned forward, talking over the music. “Would you ladies like another drink?” 

Eileen shook her head and Meg mumbled, “No, thank you.” 

Turning in his seat, he waved down the waitress, ordered a dark beer, and spun around to face the two women.

Forcing a polite smile, Eileen gave words to the one question that had finally jockeyed into lead position, begging to be asked. “What are you doing here?”

The man she’d known so very well, so very long ago, leveled his gaze with hers. “I wrote you that I had business in Midland and was hoping to make time to stop by.” 

The letter still sitting in her dresser drawer.

“You didn’t read the letter?” His pointed look told her that even after all these years, Glenn just might still be able to read her mind, or perhaps he’d simply become better at guessing. 

“Why would I?” She lifted her chin and kept her gaze level with his. “I’ve gotten two letters from you in my lifetime. The first over twenty-five years ago didn’t go over so well. I figured why play with fire.”

Meg’s eyes circled big and round and Eileen could almost see her efforts to connect the dots. 

Despite the music playing behind them, Glenn lowered his voice. “I should have handled things better.” 

Of course he should have. After she’d postponed the wedding for the second time, he’d had the nerve to hang up on her. She’d been hurt and furious. What had he expected her to do? Her sister was gone and Eileen was the only mother her infant niece had come to know. Lord knows in those early days Sean had been so overwhelmed with grief he’d barely managed to put one foot in front of the other for the sake of the boys. The only one able to care for Grace the way Helen would have wanted had been her. And thank heaven for that. Grace had been Eileen’s link to her sister, her salve for the heartbreaking grief. “I had my hands full.” 

“I hadn’t understood.” Glenn blew out a deep sigh. “At least, not then.” 

Meg waved the waitress over. “I’ve changed my mind. I think I may need another drink after all. Aunt Eileen?” 

She shook her head. 

“I have two daughters. Grown now.” Glenn fingered the rim of his longneck. “As an infant, Charlotte had colic. I’d pace with her in the middle of the night, try and give Sally a break, but only her mother could ease her discomfort.” 

Eileen bit down hard. For Grace the hard time had been teething. Eileen paced alone many a night.

“Pacing, worrying, trying to make Charlotte feel better, well, sometimes I’d think of Grace. And how you must have felt.” He paused, shifted in his seat and leveled his eyes with hers. “I’m sorry. I just didn’t understand. Didn’t know.” 

A plethora of comebacks danced on the tip of her tongue: too little too late, a day late and a dollar short, not worth a plug nickel. Swallowing the words, Eileen opted for the golden rule: if you can’t say anything nice, don’t say anything at all. “And how is Sally?”

His finger stilled. “We lost her almost three years ago.” 

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.” She sank against the chair back. “Really sorry.”

“I think,” Meg’s gaze followed the waitress juggling a tray of drinks two tables over, “I’ll go get the drink from Jamie at the bar.” Her questioning gaze bore into Eileen. 

Of course she wouldn’t leave without Eileen’s assurance all would be fine. Forcing a brighter smile, she patted her niece’s hand. “I’ve changed my mind as well. Ask Jamie to pick something for me.” 

“If you’ll excuse me.” Meg nodded and pushed away from the table. 

The place was crowded. Not only were the locals standing elbow to elbow, there were plenty of new faces Eileen didn’t recognize. Just like Jamie had predicted, a little reminiscent of the movie Field of Dreams, if he brought a taste of Ireland to Texas, folks scattered around the county would come. Who knew Glenn Baker would be one of them.

 

****

 

Breathe, Glenn repeated to himself for the umpteenth time since deciding to step out of his room at the B&B in search of Eileen Callahan. 

Stowed away in his room for the last few days, he’d thought he’d prepared himself for the reunion. Until he saw her sitting under the dimmed lights of the old pub. How, after all these years, could the sight of Eileen Callahan still strike him in the solar plexus like a pugilist’s blow? She hadn’t changed a bit. He also realized the reason she hadn’t responded to him was plain and simple—she hadn’t bothered to read the letter. And yet, despite the initially frosty reception, here she sat smiling at him. 

Her gaze drifted to the band and then back to him.

“Do you miss it?” he asked. 

“No.” Then leaning back, she smiled. “Maybe sometimes. What about you? Are you still playing?” 

He shook his head. “After our second daughter was born, I took a break from touring but we continued to do local gigs and studio sessions. With the girls only two years apart they didn’t need a father on the road for weeks or months at a time. Then when Sally got sick, well, it was time to stop. She needed me more.” 

The light in Eileen’s gaze dimmed and he knew exactly what she was thinking. That very concept was what she’d tried to explain to him when Grace was born. They needed her home, not on the road. He’d behaved like an ass and no amount of apologies would make up for that, but maybe fate had finally given him a chance to at least make it up to her a little.

“Here we go.” The owner of the B&B reappeared, setting two glasses of wine on the table before retaking her seat. 

Raising her glass to her niece, Eileen waited for him to do the same. “Sláinte.” 

The band chose that moment to shift from Irish to American tunes, starting with Neil Diamond’s “Sweet Caroline.” With the crowd chanting the chorus at the top of their lungs, conversation suddenly became near impossible without shouting. Call him fickle, but he didn’t want the entire place to hear what he had to say. “Join me for coffee tomorrow?” 

Leaning a fraction closer, she cupped her hand behind her ear. “Say that again?” 

“Coffee,” he said more strongly, “tomorrow. Join me?” 

The way her eyes suddenly popped open he was pretty sure she’d heard him. Her gaze darted over to the bartender huddled with another guy staring at them, and back to him. He could see her chest rise with a deep intake of breath and fall again as she exhaled and nodded. 

“Nine o’clock?” 

“Make it ten. I’ve got morning chores and the ranch is nearly an hour away. Café is the only place in town at that hour.” 

Pushing to his feet, he couldn’t help the grin that threatened to take over his face, before nodding and repeating, “Ten o’clock.” Turning to Meg, he smiled at her too. “I’ll see you in the morning.” 

“What about your dinner?” Meg asked. 

Feeling ten feet tall and the weight of too many years easing from his shoulders, he wasn’t the least bit in the mood to eat. “Guess I wasn’t very hungry after all.” 

Another round of goodnights and he was out the door and making his way up the road to the B&B. So many possibilities had crossed his mind and done battle over what would happen when he came face to face with Eileen Callahan. The way she’d looked at him when he first sat down beside her, he’d expected to be wearing his drink before long. Bouncing up the porch steps Glenn had to admit one thing, tomorrow could prove to be one heck of a day for the record books. 

 

****

 

Head in the fridge, Sean Farraday pulled out a stack of leftover storage tubs, slammed them on the counter and then one by one shoved them back into the refrigerator. Spinning on his boot heel he stomped to the extra fridge and in search of a beer, almost yanked the door off the hinges. Maybe bourbon was a better idea. 

Storming back across the kitchen, he rounded the corner to the living room and almost crashed smack into his youngest son.

“Lose something?” 

“No.” He spun about. “Getting a late night snack.” 

“From the bar?” Always a man of few words, Finn crisscrossed the room. Gathering a pair of drinking glasses, a gallon of milk, a platter of his aunt’s chocolate chip cookies and setting them on the table, he slid into a seat at the massive kitchen table. 

Sean stood in the archway connecting the two rooms while Finn filled two glasses from the container. The kid had always been the voice of reason in the family regardless of any turmoil about. Sean didn’t know if he’d been born that way or if it was something he’d had to learn in the midst of the chaos of losing his mother so young. Whatever the cause, right now the last thing Sean felt like doing was sitting down to milk and cookies. He wasn’t six years old, and damn it if that wasn’t part of his problem. 

Shoving a full glass across the table, Finn dipped a cookie into his own glass. “You’re making enough noise down here to wake the dead.” 

“I was hungry.” He still wasn’t used to having Finn and Joanna on the first floor. Only recently had they converted the guest rooms off the kitchen into a more private wing until they got around to building their own home on the property.

Finn nudged the glass of milk a few more inches in Sean’s direction then took another bite of cookie. 

“Damn infuriating.” Without sitting down Sean took a long swig of the cool glass of milk. He’d rather have bourbon. 

Swallowing the last bite of his cookie, Finn reached for another. “Want to tell me what has your chaps in a twist?” 

“Told you. I’m hungry.” 

Finn nodded. “So this has nothing to do with the man at the pub tonight with Aunt Eileen?” 

“He wasn’t with her.” At least not yet. The moment Meg told him the name of the man seated with Eileen, Sean saw red. 

“Or is it that she mentioned meeting him again tomorrow that has you all bent out of shape?”

Whirling around, he waved a finger at his youngest son. “Do you have any idea at all who that man is?” Even to his own ears he could hear the gravely distress in his words.

“Can’t say that I do.” 

“That man,” Sean bit down on his back teeth, “is Glenn Baker.” 

Finn nodded. “That much we all heard. His name and that he’s here for a short visit.”

“Great,” he muttered. “Just great.” 

“Sorry, Dad, you’re losing me again. Want to start from the beginning?” 

It wasn’t his place to start from anywhere. Eileen was entitled to her privacy. He gulped down the last of the milk and slammed the glass down hard before remembering Joanna was probably trying to sleep. “No.” 

Forearms on the table, Finn leaned forward, shaking his head. “If this man is going to bring trouble to Aunt Eileen then you need to let us in. Farradays take care of Farradays.” 

Except Eileen wasn’t a Farraday, she was a Callahan and if Helen hadn’t died so young and he hadn’t been so needy, Eileen would be a Baker now. No. Seething, he strode to the bar for the bourbon. That SOB should have waited for her. If Glenn had truly loved Eileen the way she deserved, he would have waited for her no matter how long it took. Showing up all these years later wasn’t… fair. Not to anyone.

“Dad,” Finn grabbed him by the arm, “you’re scaring me. Who the hell is this guy?” 

“He’s the man who broke your aunt’s heart.” 

 


CHAPTER TWO

 

Three in the morning was no time for Eileen to be dragging herself out of bed. Not even for a rancher, but there was no point in battling her pillow or counting a new herd of sheep. Last night had weighed on her mind and kept her tossing and turning. Not just the unexpected visit from the bloody Ghost of Christmas Past, but the prospect of seeing him again today and everything in between. 

With the excitement over the success of the grand opening and Jamison’s proposal to Abby, Glenn’s name had barely been mentioned during the car ride home. That had suited her fine since she hadn’t a clue what else to say anyhow. 

Home, exhausted and a tad overwhelmed, she’d seen the questions in Sean’s eyes and simply wasn’t up to finding the answers. Instead she’d forgone her and Sean’s nightly ritual of herbal tea before bed and gone straight to her room.

Later she’d heard him still rustling about in the kitchen and considered marching herself downstairs, but when Finn’s voice carried to the upstairs hall, she’d closed her door and crawled back into bed. For all the good it had done her. 

Showered and dressed in the near middle of the night, she’d packed a hearty lunch for her men, scrambled up some eggs and made breakfast burritos for later since she wouldn’t be home when they got in from moving the cattle. Sitting in Sean’s truck, she turned the key and the engine roared to life. The sound brought a smile to her face. Back in the day when she knew nothing at all about ranch life, the only thing she could think of to do for Sean was to warm his truck up from the bitter early morning air. The look of sheer appreciation and gratitude on his face had kept her turning it on through an awful lot of chilled mornings. Even though the night air had yet to reach below freezing, she’d come out here anyhow, and like it or not, it was time to go inside and face the music. 

Back in the house, she filled the thermos with strong coffee and decided if ever there was a reason to call on the social club at this ungodly hour, Glenn was it. 

“Morning.” Sean came to a stop beside her and reached for the coffee pot. 

Eileen pushed the empty mug closer to him. “Morning.” 

Keeping his gaze on his mug, he poured some cream. “Are we going to talk about him now?” 

Almost relieved to have someone she trusted to bounce her thoughts and confusion off of, the words simply didn’t come. She truly had no idea what to say to the man she’d helped to raise seven children. Discussing schoolyard spats, sibling rivalry, and higher education was a breeze. Telling him how her heart nearly stuttered to a stop as her past walked into her present—how could she? She’d barely shared two words about her and Glenn’s relationship all those years ago, and now all she knew was that the man’s daughter had colic as a baby and his wife had died. She didn’t even know why Glenn had detoured to Tuckers Bluff. “I have things to do before meeting Glenn for coffee and I need to… to go now.”

Lifting his cup, he turned to face her. His normally marble blue eyes had taken on the steely shade of a man with too much on his mind. His gaze shifted out the window into the darkness. No sign of dawn. The door to Finn and Joanna’s rooms inched open and Sean poured another cup for his son, then turned to her. “Stay safe.” 

With a nod and deep breath, she grabbed her purse and keys, and clutching her phone, scurried out the door like a scared rabbit. 

Despite the rancher’s hour, her best friend picked up on the first ring and agreed to put on the coffee and call in the other ladies. 

“All right. You got us here at the crack of dawn. Now spit it out.” From her spot at the large table in Dorothy’s kitchen, Sally Mae skewered Eileen with a piercing glare. 

“Give the woman a chance to absorb some caffeine.” Dorothy walked over with a fresh coffee pot in one hand.

Eileen held up an empty coffee cup and wondered what in the name of all that was holy had possessed her to call a meeting of the social club. Oh yeah, because her past had just risen from the dead and wanted to share a cup of coffee in—she looked at the clock on the wall—three hours. 

Dorothy filled Eileen’s cup and then moved to pour a mug for Sally Mae.

A car door slammed and a few seconds later Ruth Ann came huffing through the door and hurried into the kitchen. “I got here as fast as I could. Who’s dying?” 

“No one,” three voices echoed.

Ruth Ann dumped her oversized purse in the nearest chair. Her mouth slightly agape, she looked from one friend to the other. “Well I know none of you are pregnant.” 

Any other time and Eileen would have laughed. 

“Sit.” Dorothy pointed to the chair in front of her with an empty coffee mug on the table and filled it, then filled her own and took a seat beside Eileen. 

With three pairs of eyes on her, Eileen almost wished she’d just stayed in bed. 

After a few long moments of silence Sally Mae put her cup on the table. “What’ll it take for you to loosen your tongue and tell us what couldn’t wait till the card game later today?” 

“Where to start?” She wasn’t really asking anyone else. 

“Do you want us to start playing cards here or is this so bad we need to switch to the hard stuff?” 

“This has something to do with the man staying at Meg’s B&B, doesn’t it?” Ruth Ann asked. 

Eileen raised a brow. She shouldn’t be surprised. Half the town saw her drinking with Meg and a stranger. Even though he’d left shortly after they’d agreed to meet this morning for coffee at the cafe—another stupid decision so that the whole town could watch them—all her nephews and a handful of friends had taken notice, though no one had had the nerve to come out and ask her about him. 

Now that she was here at her dearest friend’s house surrounded by the best friends a woman could ask for, she had no idea why she was behaving like a melodramatic teenager. So what if Glenn was here for a visit. Wanted to talk. Perhaps be friends again. Or maybe be more? More. That was what had her tossing and turning chasing sleep like the princess atop a mattress and one ridiculous pea. 

“That does it.” Sally Mae stood up. “Where are the cards? I’ll deal.” 

Maybe the woman was right. Having something to do with her hands would make this easier. Put things into perspective. 

Five minutes later three of them sat around a table, playing cards in hand. Dorothy stood holding out a bottle of Baileys. “A little Irish in anyone’s coffee?” 

All three held up their cups. 

Dorothy smiled. “Thought so.” 

Seated and rearranging her cards, Dorothy was the first to speak. “I’m in. I’ll take two and who is he?” 

“I’ll take one.” Ruth Ann tossed in a chip. “A guest at Meg’s B&B.” 

Sally Mae dealt Dorothy’s and Ruth Ann’s cards. “He’s more than that. I saw the look in his eyes when the lights came on after the music was done, but Roy shuffled me out of there before I could find out.” 

“You saw him?” Ruth Ann asked. “How did I miss it?” 

Dorothy shuffled her cards around in her hand. “Because you and Ralph never got off the dance floor long enough to notice anything.” 

“How would you know?” Sally Mae narrowed her eyes at her longtime friend. “You weren’t even there.” 

“I know. I hated to miss it, but when the Bradys asked me to babysit so they could go, well, I figured it was more for the young. They may have mentioned all the canoodling.” Dorothy laid her cards face down on the table. “So, I repeat, who is he?” 

“Glenn Baker.” Staring at her hand, Eileen tossed a chip in the pot. “I’ll have three cards and there was no canoodling.” 

Nothing happened. No cards were dealt. No chips hit the pot. No sounds. 

Eileen looked up from her cards. All three women stared at her, mouths hanging open. 

Snapping her mouth shut, Dorothy poured more Baileys into her coffee. “I might need something stronger.” 

“What’s he doing here?” Sally Mae asked. “I mean now. After all these years.” 

“Yeah.” Ruth Ann put her cards down. “Why now?” 

All the same questions that had crossed her mind. “Sally, his wife, died.” 

“So he comes running to you?” Dorothy picked her cards back up then slammed them down again. “Talk about too little too late.” 

“The gall.” Ruth Ann fanned her cards again. “Who does he think you are?” 

Her mouth pursed like she’d sucked on a lemon, Sally Mae shook her head, dealt herself a card, and mumbled, “Should be run out of town on a rail.” 

“Works for me,” Dorothy agreed and tossed a chip into the pot. “I’m in for five.” 

Ruth Ann tossed a chip in the pot with a little more force than was needed, setting the makeshift pot to teetering. “I’m in and willing to donate feathers.” 

“Ladies,” Eileen tossed in a chip, “don’t you think you’re getting a little carried away? It’s not like he compromised my virtue at the turn of the last century or shot my lover in cold blood.” 

“Might as well have,” Ruth Ann muttered.

“He should have understood you were needed here. Been willing to give you time. At least talked it out. Something.” 

“That’s right,” Dorothy added. “It’s not like just anyone could step into a household of seven children and a grieving father and make it all better in a few weeks.” 

“It was months,” Eileen said softly. 

“So?” Sally Mae said. 

“Maybe,” Eileen put her cards down, “if I’d let him come.” When Helen had gotten so sick from the infection Eileen hadn’t been worried. Doctors and medicine cured infections all the time. Eileen hadn’t realized how many women still died in childbirth, even in this day and age. The shock and pain had been nearly unbearable, and yet, when Glenn had said he’d catch the next flight. Come. Be with her. Help. She’d said no. She’d reminded him that the band was just getting a name for themselves. People were starting to recognize them—him. The upcoming gigs were important. He had to do them. Couldn’t step away. 

“We went over this twenty something years ago,” Dorothy said. “It wasn’t your fault. Even if he didn’t come, he didn’t have to marry the other singer.” 

“No.” She picked up her cards. “He wanted to bring Gloria up to sing for me. Did I mention that?” 

“Probably,” Ruth Ann said. 

Eileen nodded. “He did. I told him Sally had the stronger voice. She was the better replacement for me.” 

“On stage, honey.” Sally Mae slammed the cards again. “Not in life.” 

“He apologized.” 

All eyes shifted toward her. Sally Mae was the one to fold her cards and face Eileen down. “Saying you’re sorry you left the barn door open isn’t going to get the horses back.” 

“What do barns and horses have to do with his walking out on her?” Ruth Ann asked. 

Sally Mae rolled her eyes. “It’s a metaphor. The horses or the barn aren’t important. The point is the apology is too late.” 

“I don’t know.” Eileen laid her cards face up on the table. “Two pair.” 

“It’s my turn to go first.” Dorothy laid her cards down. “Three of a kind and what do you mean you don’t know?” 

What did she mean? The words, even all these years later, had been good to hear. Had made her feel…not vindicated…not exactly better, after all it had been over twenty-five years since they’d broken up, but somehow she felt…lighter.

“I don’t like that look.” Sally Mae laid her cards down, face up. “Full house.”

“It’s my turn,” Ruth Ann grumbled. “Not that it matters, your full house beats my two pair aces high.” Her hands stilled and she turned to face Eileen. “Wait. What look?” 

Dorothy sighed. “The one that says she’s forgiven him.” 

“She has?” Ruth Ann asked. “Why?” 

“Forgive, shmorgive.” Sally Mae gathered the cards on the table into a pile. “He could have apologized over the phone. Like twenty years ago.”

“I’ll give him this much,” Dorothy helped collect the cards, “it says something for him that he came in person, but I don’t know that I like that look in your eyes either.”

“I don’t have a look. And now that we’ve talked it out, I don’t know why I’m making such a big deal of having a cup of coffee with him.” 

“You’re having coffee?” Ruth Ann asked. 

Eileen nodded. “Today at ten at the cafe. He wants to talk to me about something.” 

“He’d better not think you’ve just been sitting around waiting for him to waltz back into your life and sweep you off your feet.” Sally Mae passed the deck to Dorothy to shuffle. “Your life is here. With your friends and your family.” 

Her life. Once upon a time, her life had been on a stage with the talented man of her dreams. Once upon a time. 

 

****

 

“Testing. One, two, three. Oh say can you see…” Fancy’s soft voice came through the speakers loud and clear. This would be Tow the Line’s first gig in the new country music hall and she was more than a little nervous. 

“Sounds good.” Their soundman removed the headsets and set them down. “Fans are going to love this place.” 

“Yes.” She couldn’t agree more. The last year had been a whirlwind of mind boggling success. Two years ago, if anyone had asked her where she saw herself in the future, lead female singer for a chart-topping country music band would not have been her answer. 

“You okay?” Garrett, an original member of Tow the Line, asked. 

“Me? Sure.” 

“Don’t tell me you’re nervous about tonight? They’re going to love the new songs.” 

“I know that. No one writes songs like Gil. The man is a musical genius.” 

“Agreed. They’ll love his songs and they’ll love you.” 

Would they? Sometimes she felt like such an imposter. “Maybe.” 

“Hey,” that low dreamy voice that had wooed fans for years spoke softly, soothing her uneasy nerves. She would never have made it this far without his friendship. “Have you changed your mind?” 

“How do you do that? Sometimes I feel like you’re inside my brain.” Shaking her head, she flashed him her best effort at a smile. “It’s just... We’re getting closer.” 

“We are. Have you told your sister you’re coming yet?” 

“Not exactly.” 

Garrett’s brows lifted, making his already big blue eyes seem enormous. “Exactly what have you told her?” 

“I sent a birthday card to Brittany and mentioned I’d hoped to see her soon.” 

Those two brows inched slightly higher. “So your sister has no idea you’re on your way or what you want?” 

She shook her head. Some habits die hard. Talking to her sister hadn’t come easily since she was twelve, before her mother died. 

“Fancy,” he shifted around to face her, “you have been sending postcards for months but haven’t spoken to Allison once. Don’t you think she deserves to know what’s going on in that pretty little head of yours?” 

This time hers were the brows to shoot up high. “This is all so…hard…” Her voice trailed off and crossing her arms, she roughly brushed away a nonexistent chill. Would she ever get things right from the start? Outside of singing, she didn’t seem to be able to do anything right. Well, maybe one thing. Brittany Farraday. 

 


CHAPTER THREE

 

“Now remember,” Dorothy rested her hand on Eileen’s arm, “if you need anything, if you don’t like where the conversation is going, you tug on your ear and we’ll come running.” 

“That’s right,” Sally Mae agreed. 

The Tuckers Bluff Afternoon Ladies Social Club gathered at their usual table in the Silver Spurs Café. Leaving Eileen out of this hand, the women played poker the same way they had week in and week out since before Eileen had come to live in Tuckers Bluff. Except now each of them kept one eye on the door and the other on the clock, waiting for Eileen’s ten o’clock coffee date to appear. 

Every time the old-fashioned over-the-door bell rang, the players would nonchalantly glance up. So far Ned the mechanic—who was older than dirt—had sauntered in and taken up his usual spot at the counter for his mid-morning libation. Polly from the Cut N Curl had run in as though her tail were on fire and picked up four cups of coffee to go. “You’re a life saver. I suppose every coffee pot has a life span but I wish ours hadn’t picked the busiest morning of the week to sputter and die.”

“Next time just call and I can get someone to run it over,” Abbie called to the woman’s back as she practically sprinted out the door. But still no sign of Glenn. 

Eileen glanced at the clock. Still five minutes to go. Maybe she should have played this round. Give her something to do besides kibitz and wait. 

The bell sounded again and not until Dorothy muttered, “Oh my,” did Eileen turn around. “If you don’t want him, let me know. I’ll take him.” 

“Dorothy!” Ruth Ann spat out. 

“Hey, don’t Dorothy me. You and Sally Mae have someone to keep you warm at night.” 

“Really,” Sally Mae mumbled, shaking her head. 

Eileen didn’t say a word. She stood and sucking in a deep breath, propelled herself forward. She wasn’t walking the plank. This was a simple catch up conversation with an old friend. Nothing more. 

At first Glenn looked around, his stance stiff, his gaze searching. As soon as he spotted Eileen walking toward him, his shoulders eased and a lazy smile she still remembered spread from cheek to cheek. 

Abbie came rushing over to the new customer, a menu in hand, and nearly tipped forward screeching to a halt when Eileen stepped up beside him. 

“Morning,” Eileen said softly. 

“Morning, Leeni.” Glenn met Abbie’s confused gaze. “Table for two, please.” 

“Someplace quiet. Maybe a booth,” Eileen added. 

Abbie’s gaze bounced from Glenn to Eileen to the row of empty booths and seemed to work extra hard to make her mouth move. “Follow me.” 

Eileen did her best to pretend every eye in the place wasn’t watching her. 

“Frank’s lunch special is ready early today. Chicken Cacciatore and the pie is Boston Cream.” Her gaze darting over to Eileen and back, Abbie handed a menu to Glenn. She took his drink order and snuck a sideways glance at Eileen. Pulling a couple of napkins from her apron, setting them on the table and casting one more inquisitive look in Eileen’s direction, she announced, “I’ll be back in a jiff with your drinks and to take your orders.” 

“Thank you, Abbie.” Eileen did her best to offer Jamison’s—as of last night—fiancée a casual, all-is-well-with-the-world smile and prayed it didn’t look like she was about to heave her breakfast. 

“Meg’s been telling me all about the Farradays,” Glenn started.

“She has?” 

“I’ve been in town for a couple of days.” A hint of pink tinged his cheeks. “I was working up my nerve. Anyhow, at breakfast at least one of your nephews, or their wives, came up in conversation. By last night I pretty much realized what all the boys and Grace have grown up to be and I discovered there are three more cousins.” 

“Actually there are another six, but we don’t get to see them very often. Hannah, Ian and Jamison are Sean’s cousin Brian’s brood. They were raised here in Texas. Not far from Austin. Brian’s brother Patrick did a bit of wandering before he finally settled down in Wyoming.”

“And you’re Aunt Eileen to all of them?” 

She nodded. Even though Brian and Patrick’s clans had no true relation to Eileen, she’d been their aunt as much as she’d been one to her sister’s children. 

“Hey.” Jamison, Brian’s eldest son, strolled up to the table and leaned over to give his aunt a kiss on the cheek. “How’s it going?” 

“Fine.” Eileen smiled, she knew what her nephew was up to. No doubt Abbie had texted him about Eileen’s coffee companion the second Abbie had crossed through the kitchen double doors. “What brings you about at this hour?” 

“Oh.” Jamie’s gaze lifted to the view of his cousin’s clinic across the street, clearly surprised at his aunt’s intentional failure to introduce him. “Heard Boston Cream was on the menu today. Thought I’d come get me a mid-morning pick me up.” 

“Uh, huh.” Eileen nodded. 

“Anyway,” Jamie’s gaze danced from his aunt to her companion and back, “I’d better get going before the pie’s all gone.” 

“You do that.” Eileen smiled, watching her nephew walk backwards a few steps before turning around and greeting his fiancée at the counter with a big fat kiss. Not a surprise considering young love and all. 

“He was working the bar last night, right?” 

“Yes, O’Fearadaigh’s was Jamie’s brain child.” Shaking off her thoughts of Jamie and Abbie, and his sudden appearance this morning, Eileen smiled at Glenn. “Tell me about your girls. Two, you said?” 

“That’s right. They’re the reason I began looking up old friends. They insisted—”

“Hello.” Declan came to a halt in full uniform at his aunt’s side. “Thought you’d be playing cards this morning.” 

Eileen glanced around her police chief nephew to look for a guilty expression on Abbie’s face. Was the woman planning on alerting every one of the nephews about her companion this morning? “I was taking a coffee break.” 

“I see.” DJ turned to face the man sitting across from her. 

“I’m Glenn Baker.” His hand shot out. “Nice to meet you.” 

DJ nodded. “Chief Farraday.” 

Oh, the communications this morning from Abbie must have been a doozie for DJ to introduce himself with his official moniker. What did he think, that Glenn was here to shanghai her into a sex slave ring? 

“I hear the Boston Cream is pretty good. Why don’t you get a slice to take back to Esther? That woman works too hard.” The suggestion was about as subtle as Eileen could manage at this point. 

DJ’s one brow lifted higher than the other. 

“As a matter of fact,” Eileen waved a finger in Abbie’s direction, “you should take a piece to Reed at the station. Isn’t he on duty this morning?” Of course Eileen already knew that because not an hour ago the other officer had come in for a cup of coffee before heading out to patrol the outskirts of the town. Since her nephew didn’t seem to be in any hurry to move, she smiled up at him. “Thanks for stopping by.” 

“Yes. Guess I’ll get some of that pie you suggested.” 

Waiting a few beats, she kept an eye on DJ until he was at least out of earshot. If the man moved any slower he wouldn’t make it back to the police station before next spring. Facing Glenn again, she blew out a breath. “You were saying?” 

He glanced over her shoulder, either considering what to say next or perhaps searching for where the conversation had left off. “Where were we?” 

“Your daughters are the reason…” 

“Yes.” He nodded and paused as Abbie set a cup of coffee in front of each of them. 

“Would you two be wanting to eat something?” 

“Actually,” Glenn flashed the charming smile he’d used often to get his way, “a piece of that Boston Cream pie everyone’s talking about sounds pretty good.” 

Abbie nodded and turned to Eileen. “And you, Aunt Eileen?” 

“Make that two with a dollop of whipped cream on mine.” 

“Got it. Two pies coming up.” 

Glenn leaned forward, elbows on the table. “As I said, Sally passed three years ago and I’ll be honest, that first year I was in a haze.” 

Eileen nodded. She knew exactly what he meant. Even though she’d been kept on her toes with a new baby and an energetic crew of six boys, there had been a thin layer of fog filling her brain for a long time after she lost her sister. 

He continued, “Earlier this year, they sat me down and said I needed to get out of my rut. I hadn’t considered my life a rut, but two years had passed and my girls’ persistent nagging to rejoin the living got me to realize how lost I’d been. It hadn’t taken much more persuasion on their part to convince me reaching out to old friends would be a good thing.” 

“And that’s why you’re here?” Heaven knew she’d lost enough sleep last night wondering why now.

“Part of it. You see, I’ve also been looking up—”

“Morning.” Finn took off his hat, smacked it on his side, and grinned at his aunt. 

There was way too much smiling and grinning going on, and absolutely no reason for Finn to be in town today. All she’d told her brother-in-law and nephew on the ride home last night was that she’d be meeting Glenn for coffee today. She didn’t mention what time or if they’d be staying in town or driving to Butler Springs. Unless—her gaze darted to Abbie across the cafe and she practically groaned, slapping her hands flat on the table. “That’s enough.” 

“Finnegan Farraday.” Finn extended his hand to Glenn, ignoring his aunt’s little outburst. “Folks call me Finn.” 

Eileen shook a finger at Finn and the others. “We’re not going to do this with every member of the family. Finn, this is Glenn, an old friend who is passing through town,” she paused to look at Glenn, who nodded, “and we’re just catching up a bit over coffee and pie. That’s it. Nothing else. I’m not at risk to be Shanghaied.” 

“What?” Glenn looked up.

Eileen shook her head and waved off the comment. “Never mind, I just want you to spread the—”

“Morning.” Sean Farraday maneuvered around his youngest son, but unlike the others who stood awkwardly at the table, he slid into the booth beside her, folding his hands on the table at the same moment Abbie walked up with two slices of pie. “Oh, that looks good. I’ll have the same.” 

For the first time since Glenn had come through the door, Abbie smiled brightly. “Another piece of pie coming right up.” 

The bell over the door sounded and Eileen didn’t dare look up, but like passing a train wreck near the highway, she simply couldn’t resist. Sauntering in their direction, Brooks came her way. Stopping to slap his brother DJ on the back before the two of them, accompanied by Jamie, came her way. Again. 

“Morning.” Brooks flashed a smile at his aunt and slapped his brother Finn the same way he had DJ. 

Eileen scanned the men in front of her from left to right. “Doesn’t anyone work for a living anymore?” 

“Man’s gotta eat.” Brooks shrugged one shoulder. “Actually, just came from making rounds at the hospital. I was meeting my wife for a late breakfast when I spotted you.” 

Sure, she believed that one. He probably wanted to sell her a waterfront property in the desert. Not that she didn’t expect his wife to come by any minute as explained, but they no more met for breakfast on a Friday morning than she had tea with the Queen. “You’ll have to get your own booth. This one’s full.” 

“Are you expecting someone else?” Finn pointed to the empty spot beside Glenn.

“No,” Glenn’s response tumbled over Eileen’s, “Yes.” 

Finn looked from one person at the table to the other and hesitated. 

“Here you go.” Abbie shouldered past the Farraday men hovering around the booth and set a plate of Boston Cream pie in front of Sean and facing Finn, set a blueberry slice in front of the empty spot beside Glenn. “I know you like blueberry better so I brought you that instead.” Still smiling, she turned back to the others. “More coffee coming right up.” 

With her brother-in-law installed at her side and her nephew now shrugging into the seat across the table, Eileen didn’t see any way out of this without making a scene. She should have suggested having coffee in Butler Springs. Except for one little tiny thing—she wasn’t sure she was ready to spend a few hours confined in a car with the man she’d once thought she would marry. Until she’d opened that letter and learned he’d married someone else. 

 

****

 

For a few minutes Sean was sure Eileen was going to kick him out of the booth. Or maybe clear out of the state of Texas. Not that she didn’t have good reason to. He had no business barging in on her reunion. After all, who she spent her time with was her own business. In all these years he’d never overstepped his bounds and now was no time to start. And yet, something deep inside wouldn’t let him get up and leave. 

Most likely that something was the way this man across the table smiled at her as if she were a prize rodeo buckle. Or maybe it was the memory of those first nights after this same man had called off the wedding with a single slamming down of the phone. More than once he had passed by Eileen’s room on the way to his own and could hear her quiet sobs. He hadn’t known what to do or say. How to make it better. Even though he hadn’t a clue how he’d get along without her help, he’d encouraged her to go back to her own dreams.

When she made it clear that Grace and the boys came first no matter the cost, he’d wanted to throttle the man with his bare hands for being unwilling to wait. How could he not have given her the time they all needed? How much could this musician have loved her not to wait a little longer? And then the ultimate betrayal only a few months later. There would be no forgetting her valiant efforts to bat back tears as she scanned the contents of that blasted letter. Someone else was singing her songs, married to her love, living her dream. She deserved more than this man years ago, and she certainly deserved more than him now. 

 

****

 

Except for Finn who had eased his way into the booth with his father, once Eileen read the riot act, any and all relatives were immediately dispatched across the café. Despite the distance, Glenn could feel each pair of eyes boring into the back of his head. The Farraday clan were as close to them now as if Eileen had invited them to pull up a chair and join the table. 

Which brought him back to the man seated in front of him. Last night Glenn had been prepared for the possibility that Eileen would throw him and his apology into a pit of slithering rattlers. He had not expected the piercing glare throwing daggers his way from Sean Farraday. Now, more than two decades after the implosion of his and Eileen’s engagement, Glenn more than understood he could have handled things differently. All right, better. His first mistake had probably been not coming for the funeral despite Eileen’s objections. Maybe then if he’d seen for himself he would have understood. Been more patient. Or not. In the end he’d come to believe he could not compete with her sister’s children. Or maybe he’d simply been afraid to really try. None of which mattered any more. What he needed now was a few minutes alone with Eileen. He hadn’t been this excited about anything in years and not until last night did he realize just how much Eileen still mattered. He very much wanted her to be excited too. 

 


CHAPTER FOUR

 

Listening to Finn pepper Glenn with questions under the guise of conversation, Eileen wondered first: when did her quiet, pensive nephew become so talkative, and second: what would happen if she stabbed someone with a fork? Any more politely stiff conversation and she might just stab herself with a fork to get the day over with. 

“So, this is your first time in Texas?” Finn asked. 

“No.” Glenn fiddled with the last bite of pie on his plate. “But it’s been many years since we played in Texas.” 

“Played?” Finn’s brows crinkled. “You’re an athlete?” 

Glenn tipped his head back with laughter. “Hardly. I’m a jazz pianist.” 

“And a dang good one.” A familiar sense of pride bubbled inside her. “At least, you used to be.” 

“Still am, thank you. Even if I haven’t played for an audience since…” His words trailed off and his hands stilled momentarily before he stabbed at the last piece and forced a smile in Eileen’s direction. “Do you remember the Blue Tortoise?” 

The name seemed vaguely familiar. It had been so many years since they’d performed together. Always on the road, from town to town, night after… “Wait. Wasn’t that in Austin? The club with the huge stuffed turtle—right?” 

“Tortoise. Yes. And between sets the waitresses would get up on the bars and do those hand jive moves.” 

“That’s right. I remember. They booked us a couple of times.” Content in the memory, Eileen leaned back, her arm barely brushing against Sean’s as she relaxed a bit for the first time since the Farraday clan arrived. “The owner’s favorite song was—”

“Miss Otis Regrets.” Glenn eased his head from side to side grinning. “Some nights I’d lose track of how many times he’d have you sing that song.” 

“Some nights I wondered if he’d let us get in a whole set without it. Though I did often wonder why he seemed so fond of the woman who strayed on lovers’ lane and pulled a gun from under her velvet gown.” 

“One of Cole Porter’s more entertaining tunes.” Glenn chuckled. 

Finn opened and closed his mouth a few times before finally spitting out, “You sang? I mean, professionally?” 

“Don’t look so horrified.” Eileen felt indignation inch up her spine. 

“Your voice was—is—golden.” For the first time since Finn began his ill-disguised attempt at casual questions, Sean entered the conversation, sharing that barely there lift to one side of his mouth that almost all his sons had inherited. “You just don’t sing much any more.” 

She shook her head. Give her a few glasses of wine and a really big party and she couldn’t resist. At just about every Farraday wedding over the last year or so, at some point she’d picked up a mic and sung to her hearts content. 

“How did I not know this?” Finn leaned forward, resting his arms on the table. “I mean, I know you and Aunt Anne can sing all night but… wait. Did Aunt Anne used to sing professionally too? Were y’all some sort of girls’ singing group?” 

Eileen swallowed a laugh. “Don’t know many jazz girls’ singing groups. And no, your aunt has a fabulous voice, but except for a wedding or two, she’s never set foot on a stage.” 

“Did you know?” Fin looked to his dad.

“How could I not know?” Finn’s father bobbed his head. “Your mother was so very proud that she would play their album over and over and over. I’m surprised she didn’t wear it out.”

Eileen turned her head sideways staring at her brother-in-law “I didn’t know that. I didn’t even know she had a copy.”

“Yep,” Sean set his fork down on the cleaned pie plate. “We probably still have it.”

As much as Eileen loved singing and music, once she took over raising Grace and the boys there was no time for playing with the stereo. Honestly, she had no idea what record albums Helen and Sean might have had. It had probably just been easier for her that way.

Once again Finn’s jaw fell slightly open before he snapped it shut to speak. “You made an album?”

“Just one,” she said.

Glenn raised a finger. “Actually, almost two.”

“What do you mean almost two?”

“You know how difficult Slim was on that first production—”

Eileen nodded. “For all I knew all producers were like that.”

“Not really, but we didn’t know any better. Anyhow, two of the recordings didn’t make it on that first album. Our new producer thought they were phenomenal and added them to the second album.” Glenn leaned back in the booth. “There were releases that had to be signed. You must have seen them and signed them and sent them back, or the songs wouldn’t have been on the album.”

Somewhere in the recesses of her mind, Eileen had a vague recollection of receiving a stack of paperwork from the record company’s attorney. At that point in her life she’d signed anything that hinted at receiving royalties.

“So let me see if I understand this,” Finn waved a hand from his aunt to the man beside him, “you guys were famous enough to record multiple albums?”

Eileen pointed at Glenn. “Not while I was with the band. We were just starting out. Mostly on a wing and a prayer. Besides, Glenn had the magic fingers that could make any keyboard sound like music from heaven. I always knew the unconventional way he used meters would get the band noticed.”

“Wow.” Finn leaned back. “Just wow.”

Abbie appeared, a pot of coffee in her hand. “Anybody for another cup?”

“I need to pick up an order at the feed store and get back to the ranch.” Finn shook his head and placing his hands flat on the table, pushed to his feet then swung his gaze to his father. “You want me to pick you up on my way back to the ranch?”

Sean looked at his son then shifted his attention to Glenn and back to Eileen. She’d been reading this man for over twenty years, knew what he was thinking as clearly as her own thoughts, and yet, at this moment she didn’t have a clue what all the emotions lingering behind those steel blue eyes were all about.

“We’ve got a ranch to run, we had better get going. This is on me.” With little more than a nod to Eileen and a wave to Abbie, Sean followed his son to the register.

Eileen glanced across the way to see that the table of relatives had cleared. Lost in conversation and the past, she hadn’t even noticed when they’d gotten up. On the other hand, the social club was still playing cards. To anyone else in the place the ladies looked to be intent in their poker hands, but Eileen could see the furtive glances cast sporadically in her direction.

“The family is quite close, I see.”

For a fraction of a moment, she’d almost forgotten Glenn was sitting across from her. “Yes,” she nodded, “yes, they are.” Visions of all the Farraday’s, their other halves, and still another generation working in the kitchen, filling the enormous dining room table, and even now showing up uninvited, the togetherness made her smile. She’d done good. Well, she and Sean had.

 

****

 

All it had taken was one text from Finn to have almost every Farraday in Tuckers Bluff gathered around the kitchen at Meg’s or on their way. 

“All right.” Meg was the first to speak up. “I’ll admit I’m extremely curious to know what’s going on. This is seriously out of the norm for your aunt.”

Adam stood behind his wife, looping his arms around her waist. “All any of the patients at the vet clinic this morning could talk about was Aunt Eileen and the new stranger, who apparently isn’t much of a stranger.”

“I’m as curious as the next guy, but if we’re going to talk about Aunt Eileen, shouldn’t she be here? Or at least Dad?” Becky leaned against DJ.

Brooks looked to Finn. “Where is Dad?”

“While we were at the feed store, Ken Brady came in to pick up some parts for his skid steer that jammed up again. Since Dad can work those contraptions in his sleep, he offered to go help. It’s only a two man job so I told him I’d pick him up on my way home.” 

Meg sat on a nearby stool. “Does he know we’re all meeting here?” 

“No,” Finn said. “I just thought this would be a good time to get most of us in the same place without Dad and Aunt Eileen.” 

“Why?” Brooks asked. 

“I’m sure Aunt Eileen is going to get around to telling all of us herself, maybe, but in the meantime I figured it’s best to get everyone up to speed. Starting with how I found Dad really ticked off last night, slamming things around in the kitchen and then this morning Aunt Eileen must have said something to him because he suggested we take the morning to come pick up our feed order instead of waiting for Chase to bring it tomorrow. And as most of you know, we wound up at the café. Let’s wait for Ethan and Allison and—”

“Okay,” Grace blew in the front door, with her husband Chase on her heels, “what is going on that can’t wait until Sunday supper tomorrow?” 

“Still waiting on Ethan,” Finn said. “Don’t want to say things twice.” 

“What about Connor?” Adam asked. 

Finn shrugged. “I’ll have to fill him in later.” 

The front door squeaked open and shut, bringing Ethan and his wife into the room. “We’re here.” 

“Me, too.” Toni waved at everyone and spotting Brooks, sidled up next to her husband.

“I wish I’d known we were going to have such a crowd.” Meg pushed to stand and made her way to the fridge, pulling out cold cuts, cheeses and condiments. “Do-it-yourself sandwiches are now on the lunch menu.” 

Looping his arm around Toni’s waist, Brooks gave his wife a quick peck on the lips. “Don’t worry, we all ate something at the café.”

“Oh, yeah,” Meg muttered, then frowned at her two sisters-in-law. “Who’s with Brittany and baby Helen?” 

“Aunt Eileen,” Toni answered.

“Aunt Eileen?” Several voices echoed so loudly Toni actually took a step back.

Toni glanced up at Brooks and back. “I told her that I was invited to a last minute gathering and could she please cover for me with the kids. And,” she looked to Finn, “I don’t suppose this meeting has something to do with the man who is now helping our aunt babysit?” 

Finn blew out a sigh. “Unless she’s hiding another man in the closet, yes.”

“So not surprised.” Toni eased onto a stool near the island. 

Not having made it to the café this morning, Adam reached for a loaf of bread. “You have the floor, little brother.” 

“As I was saying,” Finn started, “Dad was really sore last night after this guy showed up at the pub and sat down with Aunt Eileen.” 

“It was a little weird.” Meg slathered mustard on her bread. “One minute my guest was popping in for a bite to eat and the next minute he was calling Aunt Eileen Leeni and asking how she was doing.” 

“Leeni?” several voices echoed. 

“That’s what I’m talking about.” Finn waved away Becky’s attempt to hand him a sandwich. “Last night Dad was fuming because of who this guy is.” 

“And who is he?” Meg looked up from slicing a tomato. 

“Aunt Eileen’s ex fiancé.” 

If Finn weren’t so concerned about this turn of events, he would have laughed at the number of jaws hanging open. 

“Apparently,” Finn continued, “they broke things off when she chose to stay at the ranch after Mom died.”

Eyes popping open wide, most of Finn’s siblings looked like a flock of spooked owls.

“Yeah.” Finn ran his hand across the back of his neck. “I had no idea either. And here’s another tidbit of news. Glenn is a jazz pianist and Aunt Eileen was his band’s singer.” 

Mouths that had snapped shut fell open again. Meg spun away from the island and crossed the kitchen to open her laptop. Keyboard clacking, all eyes were on her. Nobody seemed to be able to find anything to say. 

“Holy…” She whirled around. “This guy is actually a renowned jazz pianist known for his unusual use of meters—”

“Aunt Eileen said something about that at the café.” 

“He’s played with Ella Fitzgerald—”

A few of his siblings whistled. 

“Diana Krahl…” Meg continued to read off a list of who’s who in the jazz world as scattered, wow, you’re kidding, and more whistles were tossed around. 

Ethan scrubbed his face. “This is surreal. You’re telling me Aunt Eileen gave up the man she was going to marry for us?” 

“Looks like it.” Finn hefted one shoulder in a half-hearted shrug. 

“And now he’s back?” Brooks added. 

DJ stood in the corner, arms and ankles crossed. “You think he’s come back for her after all these years to what, steal her away?” 

“Listen to this,” Meg interrupted. “He had a wife who passed away three years ago from ALS. She was diagnosed eleven years ago. Right around the time Glenn disappeared from the music scene.” 

“So he stopped playing music to care for his wife.” Ethan leaned back against the counter. “Sounds like a nice enough guy. Not someone we’d need to worry about with our aunt.” 

“Wait.” Meg waved at Ethan. “The plot thickens. Glenn Baker and his lead singer Sally Marshall were married exactly eleven months after Grace was born.” 

“Didn’t waste any time, did he?” Brooks scoffed. 

DJ pushed away from the counter he’d been leaning against. “Doesn’t look like it.” 

“Okay.” Ethan tensed. “Maybe not that nice.” 

“Something doesn’t smell right.” Brooks shook his head. “Let’s say Aunt Eileen broke up with him—”

“Dad said he broke her heart so I don’t think that’s what happened,” Finn explained. 

Brooks leaned forward on the island. “Now it down right stinks. He breaks the engagement with Aunt Eileen and then winds up marrying someone else pretty quickly. Awfully convenient if you ask me.” 

“That’s my thought. If he couldn’t be trusted back then, why should we trust him now?” Finn looked to his brother. “On the other hand, all I want is for Aunt Eileen to be happy, and believe it or not, by the time Dad and I left the café earlier, she looked happier than I remember seeing her in years.” 

“Of course she was.” Adam chuckled. “She lives to boss us around.” 

“True,” Finn smiled, “but I think there’s more to it.” 

“If this guy has come back for Aunt Eileen and he makes her happy, then I’m all for it.” Adam leaned back against the counter and crossed his arms. 

Meg held her hand up. “I love you, honey, but let’s not go jumping to conclusions. There could be any number of reasons Glenn is here, and we have no way of knowing if he’s here for her, or some other reason, or if having him in her life again is something she even wants.” 

Silence hung for a few moments as Meg’s words sank in. As far as Finn was concerned, he wanted his aunt happy, but he’d rather have her happy in Tuckers Bluff. 

“I’m not convinced it’s any of our business.” Toni stole a slice of baked ham from the countertop. “She is a grown woman, after all. She has a right to do whatever she wants with whomever she wants.” 

A few of the brothers squeezed their eyes shut, one of them mumbled, “TMI.” 

“Let’s not get carried away here.” Finn raised his hand. “It’s not like we’re going to lock her up in a chastity belt—”

Adam groaned. “I seriously don’t need these images in my head.” 

“You’re a vet,” Finn shot back. “You deal with animal husbandry all day long.” 

“Yes, but none of those animals is like a mother to me, thank you very much.” 

Meg giggled and wrapped an arm around her husband’s waist. “That’s all right, sweetie. We’ll just have to get your mind on something else.” 

Adam’s nostrils flared and not a soul in the room doubted where his mind had just gone. 

“Maybe I should dig a little deeper,” DJ suggested. 

The brothers looked from one to another. Pushing away from the counter behind him, Finn nodded. “Whatever you do, don’t let Aunt Eileen find out, or no matter how old we are, none of us will be able to sit for a week.” That made a few of his brothers laugh under their breaths. 

“So now what?” Adam asked. “We just hang around and wait?” 

Finn nodded. “And in the meantime, keep an eye on the man.” 

Brooks sighed. “So, we’re laying odds that after all these years, he’s come back for the one that got away?” 

“That’s my best bet.” Finn had kicked this around since his Dad’s tirade last night, again this morning at home, and later at the café. Nothing else made sense. If all he’d wanted was to catch up, that’s what the internet or phone was for. A face to face meeting? Halfway across the country? “I mean, what else could make the man travel all the way to the middle of West Texas?” 

 


CHAPTER FIVE

 

“She seems quite taken with you.” Holding Brittany on her hip, Eileen kept an eye on Glenn making funny faces at little Helen, who kept a firm grip on his nose. 

“Remind me again. This is...?” He squinted his eyes in concentration. 

Eileen smothered a soft laugh. “That’s Brooks’ and Toni’s little girl. Brittany here belongs to Ethan and Allison.” 

“That’s right. They’re both so easy going. And this one… I don’t remember either of my girls being this fascinated with my nose.” 

For a few seconds Eileen allowed a pang of regret to steal her breath. Had things worked out differently, would she and Glenn have had daughters? Sons? Would they have been as fascinated as her sister’s namesake was at this very moment? “It’s very nice of you to tag along. I’m sure you didn’t come to West Texas to babysit.” 

Glenn chuckled and Helen let go of his nose, now drawn to the embroidery on his pocket. “I have to admit, this wasn’t what I expected, but I’m glad to meet more of your family.” 

Ignoring another pang of regret, she shoved aside the memories of all the times he’d not wanted to meet her family and did her best to keep the mood light. “What, wasn’t half the Farraday brood enough for you this morning?”

“Well,” he cleared his throat, “I’ll admit it was occasionally a bit intimidating. Sean didn’t say much, but I was not sensing a lot of warm and fuzzy feelings from him.” 

“No.” Eileen set Brittany down in the corral and handed her a graham cracker to gnaw on. Sean Farraday was a kind, considerate, thoughtful man with a devotion to friends and family worth its weight in gold. If a person needed boosting, the man always had a kind word or gracious smile or helping hand at the ready. There wasn’t a soul in the county who didn’t know they could count on Sean Farraday and his sons when needed. None of that was obvious from the man almost brooding beside her earlier today. Not since after his wife died had she seen so much darkness in his eyes.

“You okay?” Glenn placed Helen on the floor beside her cousin. 

“Sorry, my mind wanders from time to time.” Eileen took a seat on the sofa, one eye on the girls, one eye on Glenn. So much in this man had changed and yet remained the same. That impish smile still tugged at her heart strings, yet there was something calmer, laid back, warmer about the man playing with the closest thing to a grandbaby she’d ever have. “You still haven’t told me what has brought you to Tuckers Bluff.”

Nodding, Glenn sank into the nearest chair and leaned forward, his arms resting on his thighs. “I already mentioned that my daughters convinced me I was spending too much time alone in the house. Sally had been sick for a long time.”

“I’m really sorry to hear that.” Eileen meant it. At first, she was furious and heartbroken that Sally could take her place in such a short amount of time, but eventually she came to realize that her place was at the ranch, though she’d never expected to still be here long after the kids were grown and gone. Not till Glenn showed up on the proverbial doorstep had she paused to ponder when had she stopped planning her own future.

“Thank you. Anyhow,” Glenn continued, “they began prodding me to reach out to old friends. The last couple of years we’d closed ourselves off from everyone. Then after she passed, well, seeing our friends was too hard.” 

Eileen nodded. She could only imagine. So much had seemed strange at the ranch without Helen. Learning to do the things Helen had always done was difficult at first in so many ways. 

“Then I got a call from a local journalism student who happened to be a jazz fan. He tracked down that I still lived in the Chicago area and asked to do an interview. Talking about the old days had given me the most pleasure I’d had in years. My older daughter picked up on it and convinced me to call some of the band members. Turns out it wasn’t nearly as hard as I would have thought it to be. The Internet is an amazing thing.

“First I found Bill. After only a few minutes of conversation I’d felt a little bit more alert, alive. One by one I searched the gang out and with each person I talked to I realized just how right my daughters had been. I thought I’d prepared myself for losing Sally, but all I had done was close myself off.”

“So you managed to track everyone down?” 

“Just about. I even made it to Florida. Scott and Johnny are still in the biz. They were working with a new singer. I even got to sit in on a couple of songs.” 

“Really?” Eileen felt an odd surge of something frightfully close to envy.

“I’ll admit it was… nice. Not the same as when we were together, but nice.”

“Like riding a bike?” she teased. 

“Pretty much. When she sang ‘Somewhere’ I actually started to do your arrangement without even thinking.” 

That was one of her favorite songs to sing from West Side Story. Scott had found a way to bring in the sultry jazz rhythm and the snappy feel of the gang conflict from the original Broadway show that was irresistible to her. It had gone on the first album and gained her some fantastic reviews from the critics. “And now here you are with me.”

He chuckled and leaned back. “You were a bit more challenging to locate. First I had to screw up the courage to reach out.” 

“That hard?” She bit back a smile. Was it wrong of her to feel a hint of satisfaction that he knew walking away when she needed him most and straight into the arms of her one-time friend was beyond a crappy thing to do? 

Clearing his throat, he bobbed his head and a flash of remorse dimmed the light in his eyes. “I had expected you might have married, moved on, so when I finally began to search for you in earnest, I was looking for Callahan as a maiden name. When I couldn’t track you down on any of the social media avenues and was sure you hadn’t gone back to singing, I finally realized the best place to find you would be the last place you’d been.”

“And here I am.” 

“Still taking care of little ones.” His soft smile told her the words had not been said with malice. 

“It does make me very happy to have little ones around again.” 

“You really don’t miss singing at all?” 

At all? That would be a lie. The first few years she couldn’t even listen to music, some music, without longing to go back. Eventually that feeling went away as the sorrow of losing her dream and her sister all in the same year gave way to the joys of friends and family and small town living. Besides, she’d gotten plenty of chances to tickle her tonsils at family gatherings, especially the big fun weddings of late. But, to sing in front of an audience, to an arrangement made just for her, feel the rush, the music beating in her veins, the applause. Not till five minutes ago did she remember how much she’d loved it. 

“Until today,” she shook her head, “not really.”

His smile spread into a sly grin. “So that means you’re open to the idea.”

“What idea?” Her heart hitched, skipping a beat. She wasn’t sure what she wanted to hear next. 

He inched forward to the edge of his seat, his eyes gleaming with anticipation. “Singing.” 

Singing? A funny feeling was taking root at the base of her spine and slowly crawling north. “What kind of singing?”

Eyes sparkling as bright as his smile, Glenn straightened in his seat. “Public television is doing a salute to the jazz greats. The best musicians old and new are participating. Our band, the original band, has been invited to do a reunion performance. They want us to do ‘Somewhere’ our way. Leeni—your way.” 

 

****

 

Scrubbing the dirt from his hands, Sean caught sight of himself in the mirror. Not that he hadn’t seen himself in the mirror millions of times, but today he actually studied his reflection. Noticed the crow’s feet by his eyes. The slight weathering of his skin from years of working outdoors in the sun and the heat and the wind and the rain. A few gray hairs dusted his otherwise dark hair. He chuckled to himself. Eileen had noticed them first. She called them distinguished. For at least fifteen minutes he’d sat at the kitchen table over a cup of herbal tea while she gave a near dissertation on how unfair it was that gray hairs on gentleman looked distinguished and on women they just looked old. He didn’t think she had a gray hair on her head. He was pretty sure she didn’t dye her hair, but he was darn sure she wasn’t old.

Another thing he was pretty darn sure of, he didn’t think for one minute that Glenn Baker looked at her like she was anything but the young woman he almost married. And even though Sean didn’t have the right, he didn’t like it one darn bit.

 

****

 

Glenn splashed water in his face, blindly reaching for the sink side towel. He didn’t understand what was going on. For over two decades he and Sally had a good life. Two wonderful daughters. No regrets. And yet, spending the afternoon with Eileen—chatting, babysitting—for a short while at her nephew’s house today felt like his life. Comfortable, normal, what things would have been if he’d stayed the course and married Eileen. And wasn’t that an unexpected concept? He’d been unsure of how she would receive the idea of a reunion performance. Hell, who was he kidding? He’d been unsure of whether or not she’d be willing to even look at him in the face without spitting in his eye. Even before the reunion offer, he’d known he needed to see Eileen again, to apologize in person for being a total jerk. Something he’d feared she wouldn’t let him do when she’d not responded to his recent letter. His gut reaction to the sight of her had caught him off guard. She was still a beautiful woman, any man would have reacted the way he had. But even after that, it hadn’t occurred to him that with the blink of an eye more than twenty-five years could melt away and he might want exactly what he’d wanted so long ago. Eileen Callahan.

 


CHAPTER SIX

 

Eileen sucked in a deep breath, turned the ignition off and gathering her purse and her wits, exited the car. Reunion performance. Ever since she’d heard those words they’d echoed in her mind like a plea for help in a vacuous cavern. Nothing else could be heard. Nearly as stunned at Glenn’s declaration as she’d been to see him standing in the doorway of O’Fearadaigh’s last night, she’d remained practically tongue-tied when Toni came home to take over care of the youngest Farraday girls. 

For the last hour another question regurgitated in her mind over and over. Did she want to do it? Did she? She didn’t have any better idea now than she’d had hours ago when Glenn posed the question. So much to consider. Her entire world would change. Standing in front of the ranch house she’d called home for so long another question popped into her head. Not did she want to sing again, but could she leave? Could she? All she knew was that Sean and Finn should be coming in from the afternoon’s work any minute now and she needed to get her head out of the past and into fixing dinner. 

The sound of movement in the kitchen caught her off guard. Dropping her purse on the entry table she followed the conversational sounds coming from the kitchen.

“Hi.” Catherine, Connor’s wife, waved one hand at Eileen over her shoulder as she shoved a container into the second fridge. “I hoped you wouldn’t mind. We ran out of room in our fridge.”

“Sure, but why all the extra food?”

“The compressor on the freezer went out.”

“Uh oh,” Eileen muttered.

“Well, it wouldn’t have been such a big deal had I noticed before today. What a surprise I got when I opened the freezer this morning to pull out dinner and discovered that pretty much everything had come to a near thaw.”

Eileen scanned the countertop from left to right. “That’s an awful lot of meat.”

“Oh, this is nothing. I’ve got four meatloaves, two pork chop casseroles, and a Crockpot full of sausage and peppers stuffed in the fridge waiting for the new freezer’s arrival tomorrow. Y’all are now the proud owners of two roasted chickens and a king ranch casserole. I’ve pretty much been cooking all day. But steaks you have to eat when you grill them. Figured these’ll keep in the fridge overnight and we can do a barbecue tomorrow.”

“Works for me.” Eileen nodded. “With only a few mouths to feed during the week, we have plenty more room in the extra freezer and fridge.”

The sound of boot heels on the porch drew Eileen’s attention to the back door just as Finn shoved it open. “Man, do I need a shower tonight.”

Eileen smothered a smile. “No one ever said running a ranch was a clean job.”

“No,” Finn laughed from deep in his throat, “I don’t remember anybody promising me that one.” 

“Where’s your father?” Eileen had expected the man to come in on Finn’s heels. 

“We finished up a while ago. Dad came in to shower, I stayed to check one of the mares who’s having some trouble with one leg. Will have to have Adam take a look at it tomorrow.” 

Leaning forward, Catherine gave Eileen a kiss on the cheek. “I have to run. We invited the Bradys for dinner tonight.” 

“Give Stacey a hug for me.”

“Will do.” Catherine hurried out the front door. 

Had Eileen really been so self absorbed she hadn’t noticed her niece-in-law’s car in front? The sound of the engine started up and Eileen swallowed hard. She was definitely out of sorts. 

“Looks like we’re having steak for dinner.” Showered and shaved, Sean walked into the kitchen, tucking his shirt into the back of his jeans. 

“Baked or scalloped potatoes?” she asked on her way to the pantry, glancing over her shoulder when she didn’t hear a response, surprised to see him at the sink silently staring at her. 

“Baked is fine. Easier.” He pulled a large platter from a side cupboard. “I’ll get started seasoning these steaks.”

“Catherine told you what happened?” 

“Yeah, told her not to worry about them. I’d handle it as soon as I cleaned up.” 

Pausing to turn the oven on, Eileen dropped the sack of potatoes on the counter. “Hope everyone coming tomorrow is hungry. Want to mix up some of your—”

“Marinade.” Sean nodded. “Good idea.” 

From the other side of the kitchen, he gathered his ingredients, setting them by the sink where Eileen washed, poked and oiled the potatoes. 

“Think I’ll boil up some extras and do potato salad for Sunday supper tomorrow.” 

“Everyone loves your potato salad.” Bottle of Worcestershire sauce in hand, Sean froze mid pour. “I love your potato salad.” 

Eileen blinked and felt the tug of a smile against her cheeks. “Thanks. I’ll make some extra.” 

“That would be nice.” This time his nod was accompanied by a lazy smile that made his eyes twinkle. “So, how’d your afternoon go?” 

“You mean after half the family descended en masse to spy on me? Fine.” Eileen carried the tray of potatoes to the oven. Loading them in one by one, she refrained from voicing out loud the reply different, confusing. “I was surprised to see you in town this morning.” She closed the oven door and turned on her heel, noticing his stiff stance.

“Yeah.” He sighed and turned to face her. “About that.” 

“I should…” Their words tumbled over each other. 

Submitting to a muffled chuckle, “You first,” they both tried again. 

Eileen walked back to the sink, turned a faucet on to fill one of the larger pots. “I shouldn’t have run off this morning.” 

“And I should have minded my own business. It’s just…” He paused and leveled his gaze with hers. “So much of what happened after Grace was born is a blur in my mind. But I remember very clearly that he made you cry.”

Stripping the potato of its peel in almost therapeutic monotony, Eileen stopped mid-motion. She had tried so hard back then to hide her feelings. Her pain. “You know, to this day I’m not sure what hurt more. Finding out I wasn’t worth waiting for or finding out how easily I could be replaced.” 

“Maybe because you’d be wrong on both counts.” He picked up the tray of marinating meat. “Your ex was a fool for not recognizing a woman like you is worth waiting forever for, and he’s an idiot for not having learned you are irreplaceable.” Sean turned away. “But it irks me to no end that he just waltzed back here after all these years.” 

Eileen returned to the rhythmic peeling of potatoes. “I’d like to think you’re right. and it irked the heck out of me last night too.” As far as the waltzing back into her life, she wasn’t sure what to think of that. Not sure at all. So many feelings, old and new, scrambled around inside her.

“But,” Sean shoved the tray into the fridge and closed the door, “not this morning?”

“I was here with you and Helen for the birth of every one of those boys. Dating Glenn didn’t stop me from taking time off to be here, being engaged to him didn’t stop me, and when I returned to Chicago he was always happily waiting. Never once complained about my being gone.”

“But he never came with you. This morning was the first time I got a good look at the man.” 

“He hadn’t wanted to intrude.” At least, that’s what he’d always said whenever she’d invite him to come along for a visit, and she’d never questioned him. Her hands stopped. Why hadn’t she questioned him? Long before her sister’s tragedy he should have wanted to meet her sister. Her family. 

“Well,” Sean broke into her thoughts, “doesn’t seem to mind meeting us all now.” He pulled out a knife and began chopping potatoes beside her. 

“Thanks to Abbie and her fast finger texting to Jamie, the second Glenn met me at the door of the café he didn’t have much of a choice.” 

“I’m sorry.” Sean tossed the first potato into the pot of water. 

“Me, too. After all these years, you deserve to know what’s going on. I simply wasn’t up to any questions about Glenn or why I agreed to meet him.” 

Sean stopped chopping the next potato and tilted his head sideways to look at her. “Because you didn’t want me to know, or you didn’t have an answer yourself?” 

After raising a family together, she shouldn’t be so surprised this man knew her that well. “Touché.” 

“Do you have an answer now?” He continued chopping. 

“No, but at least I know why he wanted to talk to me.” 

Sean stifled a caustic scoff.

“He wants me to sing with the band again.” 

 

****

 

“Sing?” There were many reasons Sean would expect a red-blooded man to want to spend time with Eileen. For years he’d been baffled why more of the men in town hadn’t come courting. But this, this put the hairs at the back of his neck on alert. “I see.” 

“For a television special.” She set another potato beside him.

“Television?” Sean froze in place, the words startling him almost as much as the idea of an old flame swooping in and flying off with Eileen. Today was apparently going to be just filled with surprises. Though this last tidbit of information inched up the scale from startled to a tiny bit scared. 

The appearance of Glenn Baker was enough to set any man’s protective instincts on alert. Eileen was a beautiful, warmhearted, and very smart woman. Not a member of this family didn’t know that and more. Her backbone, her tenacity. But only he knew her dream. The one she gave up to raise his children.

Her gaze remained steady on the potato she was peeling. “A salute to jazz artists and songwriters.”

The knots slowly tightening in his stomach loosened slightly at the lack of permanence in her words. “So it’s just a one time thing?”

“Maybe.”

He stopped chopping and reminded himself to breathe. “Maybe?”

“Some of the original band members are still in the biz. Glenn sat in on a session with them once before tracking me down. They’ve been kicking around the idea of getting back together.”

“And they want you?” Strangling the knife handle in a tight grip, he couldn’t bring himself to move.

A grin eased across her face. “We were pretty damn good.”

He couldn’t argue with that. He’d heard the album they’d made. Helen would play it over and over, sometimes rocking the kids to sleep to the tunes of their Aunt Eileen. Sean was actually a little surprised none of his sons remembered that. Or perhaps they didn’t know the sultry tunes came from their mama’s sister. “So, that’s what you want to do?”

“Might be nice. At least once.” She faced him, holding the peeler up in the air. “Maybe, like talking to Glenn this morning, to find closure to the way everything ended, maybe it would be nice to see how the rest of the dream would’ve played out.”

“I see.” He swallowed the uneasiness creeping up his throat. Her dream. Her gift. What right did he have to stand in the way of that?

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

“I always knew Aunt Eileen could sing a mean lullaby.” Finn set another plate on the table for Sunday supper. “But I had no idea.”

“I don’t understand what the fuss is about.” Ethan followed behind Finn placing silverware. “Anytime she sang, anywhere, for any reason, people loved her.”

Standing at the end of the table, Grace folded napkins. “True, but it’s one thing to have a lovely voice around friends and family. Performing in front of strangers, and for a living,” she clicked her tongue, “that’s a whole other ballgame.” 

Aunt Eileen carried in a large bowl of her special potato salad. “Y’all need to quit talking about me like I’m deaf or dead. I’m right here and Ethan is correct. Y’all are making way too big a deal of all this. So I sang for a living. Big deal.” But the truth was, to Eileen it had been a big deal. From the time she was old enough to listen to the radio with her friends, she knew she wanted to sing for a living. It was all that had mattered to her—until Grace. 

“What I want to know,” Finn placed the last dinner plate on the massive dining room table, “is why didn’t you ever tell us?” 

Smiling, Eileen shrugged one shoulder. “You didn’t ask. And Finn…”

He looked up. 

“We need another setting. Glenn is joining us for supper.” She didn’t bother to wait to register the stunned expressions, she could hear jaws snapping shut and feel eyes glued to her back. She’d have to break the other surprise on them slow and easy. Then again, what fun was that? 

“You’ve got that swallowed-the-canary look in your eye.” Sean held the second bowl of potato salad and shoved the fridge door shut with his shoulder. 

“No canaries, just reminding that bunch that I’m not as old as they think.” 

Barely breaking his stride, the Farraday patriarch paused at her side. “Young and beautiful, nothing’s changed.” 

“Except maybe it’s time for you to hit the eye doctor,” she chuckled. 

One step closer to the dining room, Sean hesitated, his mouth opened, shut and then finally opened again. “My eyesight is fine.” Looking away from her, he carried food into the other room, smiling at Ethan as they crossed paths. 

“Need some help?” Ethan stepped fully into the kitchen. 

“What?” Eileen looked up at the only light-haired son her sister had produced. Ethan was out of the military now, but still strong and handsome, and right now the narrow crease between his brows told her he was worried. No doubt about her. Especially since she stood halfway between the two rooms, empty handed, and staring at dead space where Sean Farraday had been only moments ago. “No, thank you. Just wondering if I’d forgotten anything.” Like whether her brother-in-law had ever mentioned he thought she was beautiful before?

“Okay. I’ll check on the meat.” Ethan shifted around her, the worry lines between his brows intact. 

Eileen had only a moment to consider what was up with him before Ethan’s wife Allison weaved between them holding a tray of grilled corn on the cob over her head to make shimmying between them easier. “Beep beep.”

Reaching up with one arm to steady the plate, Ethan slung his other arm around his wife’s waist, planted a hard and fast kiss on her lips, and shot her an impish grin that promised more to come—without an audience—and whispered, “Are you okay?” 

“One of these days I’m going to drop a dish right on your head and we’ll both end up in the E.R.” Her tone was off, overly playful, hiding something. Eileen could feel it. Then Allison blinked and barely nodded, and Eileen was sure something was up, and not in a good way. 

“E.R. huh.” He winked, widening that dazzling smile. “It’s worth it.” 

“Men,” Allison mumbled, but the huge grin that had replaced the hitch in her voice said she didn’t seem to mind them at all. At least not this one. 

Maybe Eileen was reading too much into the exchange. If anything was seriously wrong, she couldn’t imagine it slipping by with a wink and a smile, even from Ethan. 

Every time Eileen saw the love zinging between her nephews and their wives, it made her heart nearly melt with happiness. She couldn’t help but wonder, had she beamed that way when she was with Glenn? Had he looked at her the way Ethan stood following Allison’s every move, sporting a smile that made his eyes twinkle like the North Star? Could they possibly have another chance? 

The chiming of the doorbell snapped her out of her musings. She’d done way too much thinking the last two days. Too much living in the past. 

Escorted by no less than four of the six Farraday sons, Glenn approached cautiously with a bottle of wine. Pinot Grigio. 

“You remembered.” She tried hard to swallow a knot suddenly lodged in her throat. 

Glenn shrugged. “Took a chance it was still your favorite.” 

“It is.” For the first time in two days, her heart gave a little kick. A kick she hadn’t felt in a very, very long time. 

“Supper’s almost ready.” Sean strode into the kitchen. His step faltered and his smile slipped for only a moment before he moved more casually, smiled brighter. “Welcome. How do you like your steak?” 

“Medium.” A hint of confusion took over Glenn’s face. 

She couldn’t blame him, this warm and friendly Sean, the man everyone loved and respected, was not the brooding silent man who had shared a booth at the cafe with them yesterday. 

“Good.” Sean held the welcoming smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I’ll tell DJ. He and Connor are in charge of the grill today.” 

Eileen jetted her chin toward the back door, pretending this was any Sunday supper and the man she’d almost married wasn’t standing at her side. “Make sure they’re paying attention to the meat and not ogling their wives. Last time we left DJ and Becky in charge of the grill all the steaks came out like shoe leather.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” Sean saluted with one hand and yanked the door open with the other. 

“Would you like something to drink?” Finn came up behind Glenn. 

“No, thanks, I’m fine for now.” 

“You sure? Aunt Eileen makes a killer lemonade or Dad keeps the fridge stocked with a selection from the new brewery in town.” 

“Maybe later.” 

Finn nodded, and scanned the counter. “Looks like all we need now are the steaks.” 

“Sorry we’re late,” Jamie called from the front door. 

“Here we go.” DJ came through the back door. “Take your places. Sizzling beef coming through.” 

Connor followed behind. “I’ve got the well done for the traitorous beef eaters.”

“Guess it’s a good thing I like medium,” Glenn whispered to her. 

“They’d have forgiven you,” she chuckled. Maybe. 

By the time the chaos of seating adults, guests, and children had passed, the next commotion of passing platters and grown brothers pretending to stab each other with forks as if they were still eight years old ensued until Sean blessed the meal. 

Conversation bounced from sibling to cousin, battling with cutlery scraping the plates and quiet one on one commentaries to be heard. After each of her nephews had taken a turn peppering Glenn with questions about a musician’s life on the road, the conversation turned to Aunt Eileen on the road and with a little deft distraction, Eileen managed to turn the talk back on the kids. 

Glenn focused on Joanna, Finn’s wife, the published author. “I’m incredibly impressed. I can hardly string two words together to form a sentence.” 

Joanna shook her head. “But you make beautiful music.” 

“I definitely play music, and how beautiful was probably in the ears of the beholder.” 

Just about everyone at the table chuckled at the twist on the old cliché. 

“But,” he continued, “I don’t write any of it, just play it. You, on the other hand, weave stories that capture the mind.” 

“That remains to be seen,” Joanna said softly. 

Eileen frowned at her niece-in-law. “What do you mean? Your book on the ghost towns and Sadieville, or Three Corners as it was officially known, was a great success.” 

“That’s only because the town has such a colorful history. I suppose it’s like Glenn’s music, I only played the story, I didn’t create it.” 

“Don’t underestimate yourself.” Finn let his arm fall across his wife’s shoulder and gently brushed his thumb along her arm. “I could have easily put this entire room to sleep retelling the same stories in a much less interesting fashion.” 

“Ghost towns?” Glenn asked. “Sounds fascinating.” 

“Right around here,” Eileen put in. 

“Really?” 

“We have quite the history around us. Our very own Chicken Ranch,” Eileen said with as much pride as if she were announcing a relationship with a renowned university and not a brothel.

Glenn’s brows arched high on his forehead. “Chicken Ranch? As in the best little… whorehouse?”

“Don’t look so astonished. It was, after all, a true story.” Eileen held back her own laughter.

“Oh, this I’ve got to read about.”

“I can do better than that.” Before Eileen could finish her sentence, she noticed half the eyes in the room circling wide and could almost hear their jaws clicking open. “We can go see the old ghost town.”

“Oh,” Joanna almost squeaked. “Yes, Three Corners is pretty much intact. A little dirty, a little dusty, but if you like history it could be fun.”

Finn shot a quick glance at DJ. “Of course, you’ll want one of us to go with you. For the snakes.” 

“Nonsense.” Eileen waved him off and faced Glenn. “Will you still be here tomorrow?” 

Glenn smiled at her. “How can I pass up a real live—sort of—ghost town?” 

“Then tomorrow we’ll go.” 

“If you can wait another day,” DJ said, “I can ride shotgun. You know, for the snakes.” 

Joanna’s face scrunched up a little. “They were a bit of a problem.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Eileen frowned at her nephews. “I’ve lived here long enough to be able to handle a little old snake.” 

“Or two,” Joanna added. 

“Or two,” Eileen agreed. 

Glenn nodded at his former fiancée. “Works for me.” 

“Then tomorrow it is.” Eileen tossed a glare at her nephews across the table, almost daring them to contradict her. 

Glenn smiled at her. “I think visiting the ghost town should be a hoot.”

Ignoring her nephews, Eileen grinned at Glenn. So did she. Didn’t she?

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Despite the momentary difference of opinion over whether or not Eileen and Glenn needed a chaperone for a day of sightseeing, the remainder of Sunday supper had gone off without a hitch. It actually surprised Eileen how well Glenn seemed to fit in. Teasing and joking with her nephews, playing with the little ones. She couldn’t help revisiting what their lives would have been like if Helen were still here. 

“Now that it’s just family,” Ethan shifted to where his wife was putting away dishes and slid an arm around her waist, “there’s been a new development that we need y’all to be aware of.” 

If not for the dour expressions on both their faces, Eileen would have taken wagers there was going to be a new Farraday added to the clan. Instead, she braced herself for what might have put that frown on Ethan’s face.

“Please don’t tell me Aunt Eileen has another man hiding in the closet?” Grace tried for a hint of humor until Sean shot his daughter a paternal glare of reproof that had her contritely easing back against her husband. “Sorry, Aunt Eileen.” 

“No worries,” Eileen answered. Glenn had to be one heck of a surprise for everyone. “I promise to give y’all fair warning next time an old flame comes calling.” 

Sean nearly choked on his coffee, a couple of her nephews gaped wide-eyed, and Meg and Toni shot her a thumbs up. 

Shoulders shaking from repressed laughter, Grace nodded at her aunt. “Deal.” 

Doing her best to smile at the teasing, Allison leaned into her husband. “I wish it were. This time it’s Fancy.” 

That got the crowd’s attention. Every person in the room stood pin straight. All sense of humor and teasing wiped away.

“What about her?” DJ asked. 

Allison looked to Ethan. He nodded and squeezed her against him. “I don’t hear from her very often. When I first came to Texas some of you might remember the only news I’d received from her were in the form of two texts. I can’t do this and later, I’ve changed my mind.”

“Right,” DJ nodded. “That was when you guys decided to work together to make sure your sister didn’t regain custody of Brittany.” 

“Yes.” She stretched out her arm and grabbed hold of his free hand, squeezing it. “All I’ve received since is a postcard or two after her country music group had a few hits on the radio.” 

“They’re actually pretty good,” Grace added. “I bought an album.” 

“She does have a lovely voice.” Allison smiled a moment. “This morning she called while I was in surgery.” She sucked in another deep breath. “She left me a voicemail. They’re performing in Dallas tonight.” 

“Really?” Meg said softly. 

Allison blinked hard before facing the family again. “From there she’ll be coming to Tuckers Bluff.” 

“She can’t get Brittany back…” A tinge of panic laced Toni’s words. “Can she?” 

The moment the words were out of Toni’s mouth, Eileen turned to Sean. Across the room, their eyes met and she could read the same burning concern in them that had taken hold of her heart and squeezed. They couldn’t lose Brittany. 

Grace raised her hands as if to calm all the unspoken fears and shook her head. “I wouldn’t think so. Not only did she sign away her rights, she left her daughter—her infant daughter—in a box on a doorstep.” 

“A safe haven,” DJ pointed out. 

“Doesn’t matter to a judge,” Grace barked back. “But, that said, I don’t know if she’d be entitled to some sort of visitation privileges. If her life is cleaned up—”

“She’s a musician. Touring. From city to city,” DJ interrupted. “Cleaned up isn’t the first word that comes to mind.” 

“What do you think?” Brooks addressed Ethan. 

“I don’t know right now.” Ethan’s sigh came out hard and heavy. “I really don’t.” 

“It isn’t a problem until it’s a problem.” Sean had muttered those very words more than once through out the years. And heaven help them, she couldn’t remember a single time the concern had not become a problem. Standing stiffly against the pantry wall, Sean’s lips pressed tightly together. 

Resisting the urge to cross the room and stand beside him proved harder than she’d expected. For years they had been a united front for the children, but starting now she might have to get used to a whole new family dynamic. And just how did she feel about that?

 

****

 

“This should be fun,” Rick, Tow the Line’s versatile occasional keyboard player, once in a while vocalist, and mostly drummer, said from the backseat. 

Fancy had no idea what about this dry Texas scenery struck the only other member of the band besides Garrett to want to tag along for this leg of the trip as having potential for fun. Behind the steering wheel, Garrett slanted a sideways glance at Fancy. She knew it was intended to be reassuring but driving past the dingy motel on the outskirts of Butler Springs only made her realize just how close she was coming to confronting her past—and hopefully her future.

Rick continued, “I mean, you read about Texas ranchers, cowboys, cattle drives, and imagine things like John Wayne and Clint Eastwood on horseback, but the closest thing to a cattle drive I’ve ever been to are the big statues in downtown Dallas.”

“Those bronze sculptures in Dallas may be the closest you’re going to come to a cattle drive. We’re just visiting her sister, not taking on jobs as cowhands.” Garrett was the only member of the band who knew the truth of why Fancy was so nervous about visiting her sister. Everyone else gave no thought to singing and touring and rarely taking time to go home for a visit. That was a sad but true story for so many in the music world. But only Garrett had been around on Brittany’s birthday when after a glass too many of wine she’d broken down and told the best friend she’d had in forever about the little girl she’d left in Tuckers Bluff to be raised by the kindest stranger she’d ever met.

So much had changed since the day she drove that old clunker out of Tuckers Bluff, out of Texas, and nearly out of her mind. 

 

****

 

“Penny for your thoughts?” Sean stepped into the living room, not completely sure he wanted to know the answer to that particular question.

Eileen held out the item she’d been cradling in her hands, a photograph of Ethan and Allison the day Brittany was christened. “They’re a good family.”

“Yes, they are.” 

“I don’t want to see them lose that. We can’t let Allison’s sister have Brittany.” 

“No.” Sean sank into the sofa beside Eileen. “But we don’t know what she wants and there’s no sense fixing a problem until we know we have a problem.” Setting the framed photograph on the coffee table, he glanced at the album flipped open beside it. Not an album, a scrapbook. “I haven’t seen that in years.”

Eileen swallowed and nodded. “I remember being so tired. Helen used to tell me that God had the good sense to not let a pregnant woman sleep through the night without waking up a few times to use the bathroom. She called it boot camp for future new moms.”

“I remember.” For years the mention of Helen would bring an ache so strong he thought it would never go away. Never believed that a day would come when he could smile at the memories without a trace of the pain. “I’m sorry I wasn’t more help early on.” 

Shaking her head, Eileen waved off his apology and turned back to the album. 

“I’m not sure how Helen found some of these photographs, but some nights forever long ago after I’d been pacing with Grace, when I thought I’d never be able to do right by that sweet little baby, I’d look at this album and I could hear Helen telling me ‘Go for your dream. If anyone can beat the odds, it’s my little sister.’ And I had. I learned to tend bar, serve drinks, wait on tables, do dishes, anything that would pay the bills. Eventually the singing gigs started coming. I’d work all day, sing all night and the next day get up and do it all over again. Then one day, all I had to do was sing all night. I’d done it. I had my dream career.” 

“Helen was very proud of you. We both were. You’d come a long way from that sixteen year old girl who traveled in a gaggle of teens and giggled all the time.”

“You remember that?”

“Hard not to. All I had were two male cousins who lived in Austin. There were no teenage girls in my family. Let’s say you and your friends made an impression.” 

“I suppose it could have been worse. We could have scared you off.” 

“Not a chance. You know how much work goes into running a ranch. I was just like Finn. Lived and breathed this place with my father. I was so annoyed he insisted I go to college.” Sean paused a moment, remembering the day he’d sat across from Helen in class and knew he owed his father a debt of gratitude for being a stubborn old coot. “Anyhow, once Helen and I decided that our future was together, she wanted me to spend more time with your family. I didn’t know why, but the few times we managed to visit, whether it was family dinner just for the day, or longer for the weekend, the house was always filled with giggling teenagers.” 

Eileen rolled her eyes. “The reason we always had a house full of girls is because every last one of my high school friends was madly in love with you and the minute I mentioned Helen was coming home with her boyfriend, the Texas cowboy, none of my friends could think of anyplace they’d rather be than my house.”

“You’re kidding me?” 

“Nope. And to tell the truth,” Eileen held up her hand and pinched her two fingers almost together, “I may have had a teensy little crush on you myself.”

“Now I know you’re pulling my leg.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.” Eileen shrugged on a soft laugh and pointed to the scrapbook. “But looking at this record of my career that Helen made, and remembering her words… How much she believed in me. I knew not only did I have to do right by Grace and the rest of you, I could almost hear Helen telling me of course I could.”

“You did better than right. You were the mother my children needed. The backbone this family needed and,” he searched for the words but none seemed to be good enough, “so much more. Thank you.” 

Eileen stared into his eyes and Sean swore he could feel his heart pounding from the inside out. So much more. 

 


CHAPTER NINE

 

“Your family was teasing about the snakes, right?” 

Eileen briefly took her eyes off the road to look at Glenn. “No.” 

“I see.” The expression of complete and utter horror on his face was almost laughable. “So what do we do if we, uhm, see one?” 

“Shoot it.” She slanted another sneak peek at her passenger and bit back a smile. Never before had she actually seen anyone turn so close to sheet white. “Don’t worry. I know how to hit what I’m aiming at.” 

This time his eyes rounded so big and wide, for a few seconds she considered if his eyeballs really could fall out of his head. “You shoot?” 

Chuckling, Eileen nodded. “Very well.” 

“I see.” His gaze returned to the road ahead and silence hung for a few more minutes. “Not sure which makes me more nervous, a rattle snake or you with a gun. Did you bring one?” 

“This is West Texas. Leaving your ranch without a gun is like driving off in a truck without gasoline.” 

She could feel his gaze burning into her. “What else do you know how to do? I mean, that you didn’t do before?” 

“Well,” she blew out a breath and tipped her head in thought, “I guess the most important thing is I know how to cook and feed twenty or more people.” 

“That I noticed. Even though the steaks were grilled outside, I could see who was actually running the kitchen. Plus, several people oohed and aahed at the mention of your special potato salad.” 

“Not much to making that.” 

He seemed to relax a little in his seat. “Better than you used to be able to do.” 

“True.” She chuckled a little louder remembering how often her meals had been charbroiled without a grill. 

“What else?” 

“I also can ride a horse and not fall off. I can assist with birthing calves and foals, even though I rarely have to. Especially with Adam in the family. He could tend to any sickly critter almost since he was out of diapers.” 

“I’m impressed. I’m afraid if you put me on a horse, I’d fall off the other side.” 

“That’s been known to happen.” She resisted the urge to rub her hip that had hit hard Texas dirt more times than she cared to remember. “But it’s not so bad once you get the hang of it.” 

“And you got the hang of it?” 

“I did.” How long it took her not to spook at the sight of animals twice as tall as her, who rocked like a bough about to break when they walked, was a story for another time. 

“And you like it?” 

She cocked her head to one side, keeping one eye on the road and the other on him. “Yes. I love my life here.” My boys and Grace. It had taken years, but she’d gotten used to the dirt and the dust and manure and hard work.

“And the music?” 

Yes. What about the music? “I’d be lying if I said this opportunity didn’t…intrigue me.” 

“I suppose intrigue is better than a flat out no.” 

“Did you expect me to say no?” 

“You haven’t said yes.” He shifted in his seat, angling more in her direction. “I’ve been trying to read you and sometimes I think you really want to do this, and then others I think I’m reading you all wrong and you could not care less. And sometimes I’m not sure you’re paying any attention at all.” 

She was paying attention now. Mostly. Except for the part of her mind that was clear across the county, in Tuckers Bluff, wondering was it something in the stars, some type of retrograde that was bringing all these surprise visitors to town. And would surprise visitor Fancy the singer prove to be a problem? 

“Like now.” Glenn straightened. “Eileen?” 

The sound of her name shifted her thoughts. “Yes?” 

“You’re here, but your mind is somewhere else. Want to share?” 

Did she? Once upon a time she would have shared anything with this man. Now, she didn’t have a clue. And even if she was inclined to talk, Sean had said it best, there isn’t a problem until it’s a problem. So, whatever was happening in Tuckers Bluff could be handled without her. All the parties involved were legal and intelligent adults. At least Ethan and Allison were. She couldn’t attest to the abilities of a woman who left her child in a box. Either way, hovering wouldn’t make any difference. None of her family were young children where a kiss from Aunt Eileen or a Band-Aid could make things all better. Nope, the kids needed to solve their own problems, no matter how much she wanted to hog tie Fancy and lock her in the closet until Brittany was twenty-one. 

“Eileen?” he repeated. 

She blinked. Twice. “Yes. I was just thinking Ethan and the others are all grown up.” 

Glenn chuckled. “Looked that way to me.” 

Grown and married and raising families of their own. They should, and can, handle their own problems without her interference. Maybe Glenn’s arrival was serendipitous. Perhaps Fancy showing up was fate working to show her that her boys didn’t need her any more. That it was time to finally live her own life. To move on.

Patiently waiting in silence, Glenn watched her put her thoughts together. That had been one of the things she’d once loved about him. She could be whoever she wanted to be. Do whatever she wanted. Until staying with her sister was one thing too much. None of this ruminating was helping her make up her mind. Which life did she want to live? Only one way to find out. And visiting a ghost town was as good a place as any to start. 

 

****

 

“Did you sleep well?” Meg held out a tray of warm muffins. 

“Yes.” Fancy hoped the owner of the B&B wasn’t terribly observant. The dark circles under Fancy’s eyes from not one but several nights spent tossing and turning would belie the single positive response. “This is a lovely home.” 

Meg beamed. Her husband, Ethan’s brother and Brittany’s uncle, remained unreadable. 

“These are fantastic,” Rick mumbled around a mouth filled with blueberry muffins. 

“My sister-in-law bakes them.” 

“Sister-in-law?” Surely it couldn’t be her sister. Allison was brilliant but she’d never shown any interest in the kitchen. Besides, what surgeon baked for a bed and breakfast? 

Meg nodded. “Toni is married to my husband’s brother, Brooks.” 

Running through her memory banks from her time in Tuckers Bluff, Fancy did her best to place which of the six siblings was Brooks. 

Reaching for a second muffin, Rick freely moaned with delight. “Does she have a sister?” 

“Yes, but word on the street is she can’t bake worth a darn.” 

Rick shook his head. “Too bad, it could have been true love.” 

Fancy, on the other hand, hadn’t felt like eating. So far she’d swirled her eggs in the syrup from the French toast, but didn’t think she’d actually taken a bite of breakfast. Her mind was counting down the minutes until her sister’s arrival. The phone call last night to inform Allison she had reached Tuckers Bluff safe and sound had been brutal. Allison was reserved but friendly, and the few words spoken to arrange for this morning’s meeting were as stilted and brittle as her mom’s winter peanut crackle. 

With every passing tick of the clock she’d felt less and less like consuming any food. Except now all this talk of muffins had her thinking she could manage one swallow. 

“They taste even better with a little butter on them.” Meg set a fresh tub on the table. Her hostess had been polite and reserved late last night when they’d checked in. A subtle shift that told Fancy loud and clear the woman had figured out who she was. “I’ll admit, after Toni’s mimosa cake balls, these are my favorite.” 

Okay, first bite and Fancy was a fan. “Maybe Neil could write a song about these.” 

Garrett shrugged. “If he throws in a cowboy, and a broken heart it could be a huge hit.” 

“And great advertising for the town.” Meg laughed, the first hint of the lighthearted person who had taken their reservation and talked up her little town. 

“Oh, and a dog,” another guest added. “You have to toss that in!” 

The room filled with more laughter as the grandmother clock in the hall clanged the hour. The easy mood Fancy had indulged in for all of two minutes slid away. With near military precision, the front door squeaked open and footsteps traveled down the hall. Garrett shot her a you-can-do-this look of confidence and she prayed more today than any day before that he was right, and that this trip would be enough to bring her what she’d always wanted. 

A wall of solidarity in the form of her daughter’s father holding her sister’s hand came through the doorway. Fancy pushed to her feet, sliding her hands down along her denim skirt. “Hi Allison.” 

Her sister stood straight and strong and suddenly her lower lip trembled, her eyes sparkled with moisture and blinking fast at the water dripped down her cheeks, she softly muttered, “Fancy.” A second later, her baby sister’s arms were tight around her and all Fancy could think was how many years she’d foolishly wasted. 

 

****

 

“Okay.” Glenn could see the old wooden buildings at the end of the bumpy road. This wasn’t a building or two on a tumbleweed-laden road. This was still an intact town. “Not what I expected.” 

Eileen slanted a glance in his direction. “What did you expect?” 

“I don’t know,” he shrugged, “but not this.” 

That made Eileen laugh from deep in her belly and he remembered what a beautiful sound it was. 

“I thought we’d park here on the edge, then we could walk to the church and back.” 

“Works for me.” He squinted, focusing on the end of the street then slowly scanned the old wooden sidewalks. “Where are the snakes hiding?” 

“Tall grass usually.” 

There was plenty of dirt and dust as far as he could see, but no grass. “Where?” 

Eileen stretched her arm out, a slender unpolished nail pointing in the distance to the left. “From what I remember Joanna and Finn ran into trouble in the churchyard.” Her eyes narrowed. “But it looks like someone may have gone at it with a weed whacker.” 

“Are you telling me millennial ghosts have learned to use lawn tools?” 

“Oh, brother. Don’t even go there.” Eileen rolled her eyes. “Come on.” 

Slowly they walked side by side, peeking in windows, checking doorknobs. When they got to the old saloon the doors opened easily. “Here,” he said. 

“Oh, wow.” Eileen’s jaw nearly hit the floor. “This is—”

“Not what you expected?” Glenn teased. 

“Someone’s been having a field day with a broom and scrub brush.” 

Glenn sniffed the air. “Lemon cleaner too. So what we have here is a savvy and neat freak ghost.” 

“We do not have a ghost.” Eileen ran her hand across the neat as a pin and shiny bar top and for a second he thought he saw her shiver. 

The floors were well worn but clean. Only a few scattered tables and sundry chairs filled the large room. Most likely a fraction of the original furniture. 

“This is a little creepy.” Eileen brushed her arms. 

Thoroughly amused at this place and her reaction, Glenn stepped in closer. “I think it’s cool.” 

Rolling her eyes at him once more, Eileen shook her head and spun on her heel mumbling, “Men.” 

“Shall we explore upstairs or continue down the street?” he asked.

Eileen’s gaze trailed up the wooden stairs to what back in the day would have most likely been the private…entertainment rooms. “I think I’d like to see what else is out here.” 

“Works for me.” He held the door for her and watched the gentle sway of her hips as she walked past him. Some things really didn’t change. “You know, this town reminds me a little of that town outside of Reno we played in our first year on tour.” 

Strolling beside him, she stopped to cup her eyes and peer into a dirty window before glancing back over her shoulder at him. “I’m not remembering anything like this.” 

“Well, it was more cleaned up. The sidewalks were concrete. The town was much bigger too, but a few blocks of the main street felt exactly like this. The hall we sang at was a converted saloon.” 

Eileen snapped straight, her eyes twinkling. “With the red curtains on the stage.”

“That’s the one.” 

“I’d completely forgotten about that.” A whimsical smile took over her face. Apparently, she held fond memories of that first year together too, and that was a very good thing.

“Rumors were that the town had a resident ghost too.” 

“This town does not have a ghost.” And apparently she hadn’t lost any of her stubborn Irish either.

They’d walked almost to the end of the street and stopped in front of the old bordello. The house with the history that had caught Joanna’s interest. The house that now had two shadows in the front window. 

“And that, Miss Callahan,” he smiled and waved a hand at the gabled porch, “is probably your ghosts.” 

 


CHAPTER TEN

 

“Holy Casper.” Eileen stopped dead in her tracks. There is no such thing as ghosts. Absolutely no such thing. Absolutely. 

“Shall we go look?” Glenn waved his arm along the walkway toward the front door. “Could be interesting.” 

“Hmm,” Eileen muttered, silently repeating her mantra there’s no such thing as ghosts. Slowly making her way up the path, out of nowhere a soft wind blew across the neatly trimmed yard. No such thing as ghosts. So distracted by the shadows inside, she hadn’t noticed the yard till now. Someone here too had been busy with that weed whacker. A real someone. A human someone. So what if she didn’t have a clue who. Or why. No such thing as ghosts.

“Could use a coat of paint.” Glenn’s soft whisper sent a shiver down Eileen’s spine. When his fingers reached out and touched her arm, she jumped almost a foot forward. “Sorry,” he added. 

“Not a problem.” She was being absolutely ridiculous. There was a perfectly logical explanation. She just wasn’t all that sure she cared to know what it was. At this particular moment a nice hot cup of tea—in Tuckers Bluff—was sounding wonderful.

The front door creaked slowly open and instinctively stepping back, Eileen bumped into Glenn. His breath hitched and for the first time since he started teasing her she got the impression he was a bit concerned he might not be teasing after all. 

The creak grew louder with every inch the door eased back out of the way and waving her arm behind her, Eileen finally latched onto Glenn’s hand. No such thing as ghosts.

A tall carrot-topped slender figure appeared in the doorway only to have a short round blonde squirm to the front. Sisters! 

Letting out a long deep breath, Eileen softly muttered, there’s no such thing as ghosts. Maybe next time she wouldn’t let her imagination run away with her.

“Well now, isn’t this a nice surprise.” Sissy rubbed her hands together with delight. 

“Yes. Yes, it is,” Sister agreed, beaming from the front door. “And who have we here?” 

As if the two women and half of Tuckers Bluff didn’t already know. Eileen stepped up onto the porch. “Sister and Sissy, this is an old friend, Glenn Baker.”

“Nice to meet you,” the two siblings echoed. 

“Likewise.” He bowed just slightly from the waist, sending the two women momentarily into a matched fit of giggles. 

“We’ve been working hard for weeks,” Sister said. “I hope you like it.” 

“Oh my.” Crossing the threshold, Eileen was convinced she’d stepped back in time. “Oh my,” she repeated. 

“We petitioned the state to return it to us as the only heirs. Since this was our great-great-granny’s home and all,” Sister explained. 

“Yes,” Sissy added. “Approval didn’t take long at all. We thought it would be fun to fix the old place up. Make it more appealing to tourists.” 

“That’s right,” Sister picked up where Sissy left off. “This way when they’re done poking around here they’ll come spend money in Tuckers Bluff.” 

Eileen blew out a whistle. “You did all of this? Just the two of you?” 

“Jamison helped. After we did a little sprucing up—”

“Sprucing up?” Eileen mumbled. Even Mr. Clean would have scrubbed his fingers to the bone. 

“Yes, well. Your nephew made a few repairs here and there. Might have loaned us his painting crew, though you didn’t hear that from us,” the taller of the two sisters whispered conspiratorially. “Then he let us have the pick of all the old furniture in the pub’s attic. He and Frank helped us bring it over last Sunday afternoon.” 

“Frank?” Eileen asked, not really surprised that the old Marine would get involved. 

The two sisters nodded. Their heads bobbed with such force it was a miracle they hadn’t fallen off. 

“We love how it turned out. We’ve been thinking it might be fun to let tourists spend the night and visit with the ghosts.” 

“Told ya.” Glenn smiled. 

“Don’t.” Eileen held her hand up. “We’re not going there again.” 

“Would you like to look around?” The mismatched sisters stepped to opposite sides and urged Eileen and Glenn across the room. 

“Now this,” Eileen took in the room, “reminds me of that gig we did in Nevada. The rich colors, the Victorian era furniture. Remember the woman who worked the registration desk? She must have been a hundred and fifty if she was a day.” Eileen smiled, wiping her hand over an antique secretary. 

Glenn chuckled. “She wore those high-collared, long-sleeved, to-the-floor dresses. Anyone would think she’d stepped out of an American Gothic painting.” 

“That’s right.” Eileen spun around, grinning. “And lots of lace and the sourest expression. I teased she must be—”

“Lurch’s sister.” Glenn’s laughter rumbled, pulling a laugh from deep inside Eileen. 

The two softly began to sing, “They’re creepy and they’re kooky,” and by the time their voices had grown stronger and Eileen belted out “neat,” Sister chimed in, “sweet,” and Sissy managed “petite” before all three women burst into a fit of giggles. 

Almost doubled over with laughter, Glenn slid his arm around Eileen’s waist. “Those were fun years.”

“Yes,” her cheeks ached from laughing, “they were very good years.” 

Sister and Sissy continued singing the theme song from the old TV show while leading the way up the stairs. Eileen couldn’t get over what a wonderful job they’d done restoring the old place.

“Oh my.” Just to the left of the top of the stairs, Eileen froze in front of a large framed photograph. 

Sissy and Sister stopped and spun about. Both women frowning at the delay and then taking in Eileen’s interest in the photograph, the sisters instantly sported matching smiles. Considering their difference in height, shape, and coloring, their smile was just about the only thing that matched. 

Sister stepped in closer and pointed to the large gilded frame. “That’s our great-great-grandmother Lilibeth and her sister, Siseley. Both were mail order brides back in the day.” 

“Yes.” Eileen nodded. “I remember that story, but when Joanna was sorting through all the photos, I don’t ever remember seeing this one.” 

“No?” Sissy asked. “Well, it’s one of our favorites.” 

“Those are beautiful dogs,” Glenn noticed. 

“Yes,” Sister agreed. “Part Shepherd of some kind and part wolf. According to the diaries we found, they were from the same litter. The family stories say the dogs are the reason the two sisters found their perfect husbands. Even after our Lilibeth’s sister married a miner and moved to California, the diaries said sometimes Lilibeth swore she’d still see both dogs romping about on the prairie.” 

“Her sister moved to California?” Eileen asked. 

Sissy nodded. 

“And took the dog?” A strange idea was forming in the back of her mind. One of those dogs looked an awful lot like Gray and she’d bet her last dime that if she showed the photograph to Ethan and Allison, the other dog would bear a resemblance to the San Diego matchmaker. What were the odds that offspring of these two dogs were still wandering around today? She rolled back on her heels. Interesting indeed. 

“Don’t you look like the cat who swallowed the canary.” Glenn inched closer. “Care to share?” 

“It’s nothing, just nice to know some things never change.” 

 

****

 

“You look good,” Fancy whispered, still hanging onto her little sister. “The famous doctor,” she added. 

Allison coughed out a laugh and eased from the embrace. “Says the famous singer.” 

There was no missing the gentle way Ethan kept a protective hand on her sister. 

“Ethan,” Fancy eked out in a more even tone than she would have thought possible. After all, what does one say to the man whose baby she gave up? 

“Fancy,” he smiled. She definitely remembered that smile. And those eyes. How had she forgotten the eyes that had told her almost instantly this was a man she could trust. And they hadn’t lied. For four days he’d kept her safe and sane and though he didn’t know it, helped her get her head on straight for what might have been the first time in her life.

She looked around the two. “You didn’t bring her?” 

Allison inched back, her hand reaching behind her and slipping easily into her husband’s grasp. 

“No.” He cleared his throat. “We thought it best that we talk first.” 

Yes. Of course. Long lost sister aside, now came the part that wouldn’t be easy. She turned her head and Garrett had come to stand only a foot or so behind her. “This is Garrett, the lead singer in the band.” 

A true southern gentleman, Garrett waited for Ethan to extend his hand. A true Texas gentleman, Ethan did just that. 

“And this,” she twisted around and pointed to her other band member eating breakfast, “is Rick. Best musician a group could ask for. If you need an instrument played, he’s your guy.” 

Still shoveling food into his mouth as fast as he could, Rick gave a quick wave and returned to his meal. 

Both Ethan and Allison waved back. 

“Did the entire band come?” Ethan asked. 

“No.” Garrett shook his head. “The others have families they wanted to spend the short break with.” 

Meg came out of the kitchen, kissed Allison on the cheek and then her brother-in-law, tipping her head toward a couple of lingering guests in the parlor. “May I suggest y’all make yourselves at home in our apartment.” 

Allison’s “Thank you” tumbled over Fancy’s “That won’t be necessary.” 

Meg’s brows rose with surprise, then regaining her composure, she flashed a brief smile. “Well, I have some paperwork to do. If you’ll excuse me.” 

The silence that hung for the next few moments was anything but comfortable. Fancy had so many things she wanted to say, questions she wanted to ask. Too many years had passed. She didn’t know where to begin. 

“Fancy talks about you all the time,” Garrett started, once he’d realized no one else was going to speak first. “I especially like the story about the dog and your aunt’s favorite scarf.” 

Allison almost choked on her own spit. “You remember that?” 

“Every minute of it.” Fancy smiled. “I thought you’d done a wonderful job of bandaging his paw. The colors matched Champ’s fur beautifully.” 

“Too bad Aunt Millicent didn’t agree with you.” 

“Every future doctor has to practice first aid on a patient somewhere. You picked a very loveable—” 

“And very patient,” Allison added. 

“Yes, and very patient,” Fancy concurred, “Golden Retriever to work on.” 

Another guest came down the stairs and made her way into the kitchen, politely smiling at the people huddling in the middle of the room. Maybe they should use Meg’s apartment. They needed to talk, the sooner the better, and in private made the most sense. 

Garrett inched a fraction closer, his hand hovering above her shoulder as though he were ready to knock someone clear across the room if they so much as threatened to invade her private space. Friend and protector, thank heaven for someone in her corner. “Is there a little coffee shop around here? Someplace we can talk in private?” 

“Yes.” Fancy nodded. “I really don’t want to displace Meg or her routine.” 

“The café around here is busier than a salmon swimming up stream,” Ethan’s calm expression remained unchanged, “but the pub doesn’t serve lunch. At least not to the general public. It’s a short walk if you don’t have any objections?” He let his words linger. 

“Did someone say pub?” Rick swallowed his last bite quickly and appeared on Fancy’s other side.

Garrett rolled his eyes. “It’s only ten o’clock in the morning.” 

“As the saying goes, it’s five o’clock somewhere.”

Ethan slid his phone from his pocket. “Well then, if we’re all in agreement, I’ll just give Jamie a call. The man spends most of his day in the office doing whatever it is pub owners do at a desk.” 

The last to step outside, Rick looked up and down Main Street. “As far as sleepy little towns go, this one is pretty cool.” 

“We think so.” Allison walked in step by her husband. 

It still rattled Fancy’s senses that her sister had wound up with Brittany’s father. It also made her heart swell. She’d loved her kid sister more than anything in the world. That had been one of the reasons Fancy had kept her distance and the nickname bestowed upon her. Allison had so much potential and Fancy feared her influence could only hold her kid sister back. Knowing in the end her sister wound up with the world’s most perfect man, in the most perfect place, meant everything to her. More than she would have thought a few days ago. As a matter of fact, nothing felt the same as it had a few days ago.

From behind large paned glass windows, store owners waved at Ethan and Allison as they passed by. Comments like “Lovely day for a walk” or “Nice to see you in town” could be heard from the other side of a few open doors. 

They strolled past the police station and a snake of recollection slithered to the forefront of her mind. Leaving Brittany behind may have been the best thing she could have done for the baby girl at the time, but it had been the hardest damn day of Fancy’s life. She’d had no idea how much any one person could love another tiny human being. All she’d ever wanted for her little girl was to have the best life could offer, and at the time, that wasn’t with Fancy.

“Here we are.” Ethan waved an arm at the massive dark wood door.

“Oh.” Fancy glanced up at the sign. “This is new.”

Two deep furrows slid between his brows. “Yes, my cousin opened it recently with a little help from some of the family.” 

“O’Fearadaigh’s,” she said softly. 

Still frowning, Ethan held the door for everyone to pass through. “That’s the original spelling of the Farraday name back in Ireland.” 

“Of course it is.” Fancy sighed. The perfect man. The perfect town. The perfect family. What was she thinking coming back for her little girl? 

 

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

So what if after loading the truck, Eileen and Glenn had run off and climbed in like a couple of teens on a first unchaperoned date? Sean Farraday swung the sledge hammer onto the post. Seeing his former sister-in-law happy was a good thing. Former? Once more he hammered the new fence post a little deeper into the hard Texas ground. He’d taken a vow till death do us part. Was there a statute of limitations on familial relations? Swinging the heavy hammer around and up into the air, he brought it crashing down one more time and froze, staring at the new section of fencing. Former. Death do us part. Did the in-law relation die with the spouse? In more than twenty-five years since he’d lost Helen, since the vows had played out, not once had he stopped to consider what that made Eileen to him. Definitely Aunt Eileen to the kids. Always Helen’s sister. But to him? 

From his breast pocket, the loud trill of a call echoed in the crisp West Texas air. He and Finn were supposed to work this fence line together but reports of mountain lions near one of the back pastures had him and the ranch foreman, Sam, riding the line for any signs of trouble. The kid was probably checking up on his old man. Seeing if he remembered how to repair a fence. Kid. That made him laugh. Finn was a married man. Every one of Sean’s children were all grown up and a few raising families of their own now. Finn probably wouldn’t be too far behind on that count. While there was no talk of babies, Sean recognized the look in Joanna’s eyes every time she got close to one of his grandbabies. Yep, it wouldn’t be long now. “I still have all ten of my fingers,” he laughed into the phone. 

“Good to know.” The voice belonged to Ethan, not Finn. “Are you at a point where you can stop and do us a favor?” 

Even if he wasn’t, unless it was something absurd like a craving for a root beer float, nothing was more important than being there for his children. Never had been, never would be. “Whatcha need?” 

“Toni took the girls over to Connor’s for the new toddler and horses program and can’t leave. Could you bring Brittany to the pub?” 

“The pub? Don’t you think she’s a little young to be learning the joys of a good ale?” 

Ethan’s voice lowered. “Fancy is here. We’ve agreed she can see Brittany.” 

“Oh.” Sean swallowed hard. Though little was said, last night every one of the family had been on proverbial pins and needles considering why Brittany’s birth mother would be returning to Tuckers Bluff now. Though deep down, they all knew the answer they didn’t want to face. 

“For now, we don’t want her at the ranch.” 

“Of course.” Not that Sean understood what difference it would make, but his son was a grown man married to a smart woman. If this was what they wanted… “I’ll be on my way as soon as I wash up a bit.” 

“Thanks, Dad.” 

The call disconnected and Sean looked over the rolling land that had been referred to as Farraday country since the days his grandparents first settled the area. Ethan and Allison rented a small house not far from Brooks and Toni, one of the reasons Toni took care of Brittany with her own when Allison was working. Plans were in the making for Ethan and Allison to build on a nice piece of land close to the new hospital. Plans for their family. He prayed this Fancy wasn’t going to cause any trouble. For some time now he’d had a picture in his head with all of his kids and grandkids living near or on Farraday land. He didn’t want some woman swooping in and tearing apart his son’s life. He liked the picture in his head just fine. His children happy and settled, him and Eileen manning the homestead to keep the family together. Him and Eileen? 

 

****

 

“Those two are a hoot.” Glenn slid out of the passenger side of the ranch pickup. 

“You could have knocked me over with a feather when they opened that door.” Eileen slammed the door and scooted around to the back, not mentioning that the touch of his hand had almost sent her flying into the next county. Talk about letting her imagination run away with her. 

“This place looks different in daylight.” Glenn came around to meet Eileen, glancing sideways at the pub windows. 

“You’re timing was perfect. You arrived on opening night.” Eileen popped the lids off the two ice chests and reached inside, handing off a foil covered tray. “Might as well make yourself useful.” 

“No problem, Miss Kitty,” he teased.

“You know…” Eileen couldn’t decide if she found Glenn’s play on Miss Kitty and Marshall Dillon amusing or ridiculous. Though somewhere deep down she was eating up the flattering attention. “You really need to get out more.”

Glenn chuckled softly. “What are these for?” 

“I promised Jamie a couple trays of my rice pudding.” 

“Your rice pudding?” He balanced the tray on one hand and opened the pub door with the other. 

“Don’t look so shocked. I told you I learned to cook for twenty or more people. This was my mother’s recipe. My sister Helen tweaked it a bit and after all these years the whole town knows it’s the best. Now any one dining here from out of town will know too.” Eileen stuttered to a halt at the people seated inside. She’d expected to have to hunt Jamie down in the back. “Oh, hi.” 

Glenn’s attention went straight to the man tinkering at the piano in the corner. 

Most folks were huddled around one table. Jamie was behind the bar shining brass fixtures. Immediately Eileen’s heart caught in her throat. The strawberry blonde woman she’d never met before had to be Allison’s sister, Francine—Fancy. 

“Let me help you with that.” Ethan sprang from his seat and arrived at her side in a flash, removing the large tray from her hands. 

Angling her head and lowering her voice, Eileen whispered, “Is everything all right?” 

“So far,” he whispered back. 

“I’ve got this.” Jamie relieved Glenn of the tray. “Thanks.” 

Handing the tray over and following the pub owner, Glenn glanced at the man and the piano. “Looks like an oldie.” 

“Yeah. It was in the back. I was shocked that it played as well as it did. Had a piano restorer come in from Butler Springs and he was just as surprised it wasn’t in worse shape.” 

“Mind if I take a closer look?” 

“Suit yourself,” Jamie called over his shoulder. 

The moment the piano man stopped tinkering, Glenn ran his finger along a few of the keys. “These are ivory.” 

The man seated pushed back and stuck out his hand. “Rick Mason. Want to give it a whirl?” 

The way Glenn eased onto the bench anyone would think he hadn’t seen a piano in years. Eileen suspected that one session with the band was on a keyboard not a piano. Both made music, but even she knew there was something different about playing an honest to goodness piano. His fingers curled over the keys and beautiful sounds seeped across the nearly empty pub. 

“Wow,” Ethan mumbled beside Eileen. 

A smile tugged at the corners of her lips. She’d actually forgotten how well he could make music out of just about any instrument. The rambling of notes flowed into a very specific tune. One she remembered so well. Her fingers began to snap with the rhythm of the music and her feet brought her closer to the piano. She could feel every note from her fingertips to her toes. Lord how she’d missed this.

 

****

 

Parked in front of the pub, Sean hurried around to the passenger side of the truck to unstrap Brittany from the car seat. For decades ranch kids had ridden in the backseat, front seat, bed, heck, a time or too he’d been known—a lot older than Brittany of course—to ride on the hood, and they’d all survived. But the law was the law, not to mention the thing came in awfully handy with only him and a toddler. He never was one of those parents who rode with a kid in his lap. That just struck him as foolhardy and a miserable heartbreaking accident waiting to happen. So, every single truck at the ranch had a car seat just in case immediate transport was needed. Like today. 

Holding a grinning blonde-haired cherub in one arm, he kicked the truck door shut. From inside he could hear traces of a familiar tune played on a piano. The moment he opened the door he recognized the song, and the voice. Eileen stood, eyes closed, her arms open wide, belting out with more power than he remembered hearing in a very long time. He stood frozen, afraid to move, to make a sound, to break the spell. She was in the zone. The piano was with her for every note, and the energy in the room was palpable.

Her fingers spread, one arm lifted and she sang, “Cloudy or Sunny” and sent goose bumps up his arms, and most likely the arms of every person in the place. She was on fire. The piano vibrated, her arms rose high and the last words, the title of the old popular tune “Come Rain or Come Shine” ricocheted around the room. Her arms fell to her side, applause from the handful of occupants filled the space and Eileen opened her eyes. She looked… stunning. Had Sean ever seen her this happy? 

For a few seconds she seemed startled and then a smile slid across her face, her eyes twinkled and his heart dropped. They were going to lose her. He could feel it in his bones. 

“That was amazing.” A blonde woman Sean had never met who must be Allison’s sister was the last one still applauding. 

“Wow.” Jamie had practically flown over the bar to give his aunt a hug. “I’ve heard you and Mom sing together enough to know you could carry a mean tune but, wow, I’d never heard anything like that.” 

Behind her Glenn had pushed away from the piano and come to his feet. Standing over her he nodded. “You haven’t lost your touch.” 

Brittany made a loud gleeful noise and began clapping again. All heads turned to her, the smiles and praises over Eileen’s impromptu performance forgotten for the family business at hand. Immediately, Allison jumped to her feet and scurried across the small space to retrieve the beautiful little girl. “Mama,” Brittany cooed, throwing herself at the woman who had been the only mother she’d known since she’d been left on a doorstep. 

“How’s my girl?” With the reluctant stride of a person taking their final steps, Allison eased toward her sister. 

“She calls you Mama?” Fancy asked on a shaky whisper. 

Allison nodded. “We tried Auntie but somehow she seemed to connect that if Toni is Mama to Helen, and Catherine is Mama to Stacey, then I had to be—”

“Mama,” Fancy finished for her. 

Ethan fell into step beside his wife and Brittany threw her arms up. “Da.” 

Kissing his wife on the temple, Ethan pulled his little girl toward him and twirled her overhead, receiving heartfelt giggles before he took a seat at the table. Brittany’s sweet smile slipped. Pressing her head against her father’s shoulder, she studied the new people staring quietly at her. 

Halfway between the door and the table, instinct told Sean to stick around. This was a time when the family might need to circle the wagons. Without hesitating, he started toward the tiny stage where Eileen stood watching the interaction with the same eagle-eye intensity he had. The moment his gaze saw Glenn inch closer to her, Sean recognized the move. A protective gesture that stopped Sean mid-step. Air sucked from his lungs. She deserved a real man to protect her. One who appreciated her. He pivoted around and strode to the bar. 

“Isn’t this something,” Jamie whispered, wiping the same spot on the bar. 

Sean nodded. “What did I miss?” 

“Well, I’ve been a bit far back to hear it all. But seems like she wants to get to know her daughter.” 

The words made Sean cringe. Normally he didn’t judge people on hearsay, but this woman had done the unforgiveable. 

“That can’t be good,” he mumbled. 

“Like I said, hard to hear everything but there was lots of crying and hugging going on for a while. I think the sisters are bonding.”

“Bonding, huh?” Sean blew out a sigh. “Who’s the guy with her?”

Jamie shrugged. “Don’t know.” 

“It’s his band she sings in.” Eileen slid onto the stool beside him. 

“That’s all?” 

Eileen turned her head to the small group of four around the table, five with Brittany. “Not sure yet.” 

A soft mellow tune came from the piano where another man and Glenn were tinkering and talking. “And the other fellow?” 

“Another member of the band.” 

Sean nodded. “What’s your take on this?” 

Her eyes narrowed. “Something’s not lining up.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“She’s not what I expected. Her tone of voice, her eyes, the few things she’s said. Doesn’t sound like a woman who would drop a helpless baby on a doorstep.” 

Sean studied the woman in question. One thing he’d learned to trust all these years was Eileen’s instincts. The woman had a sixth sense that could get her and anyone else in or out of trouble, but she usually hit the nail on the head. He’d come to rely on that instinct more than once raising seven kids alone. No, not alone. At least not yet. His mind turned over the idea of playing Grandpa without Eileen. Of Sunday suppers without Eileen. Of morning coffee without Eileen. Bedtime tea without Eileen. The rest of his life just took an unexpected, and unwanted, left turn.

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

For the first time in her life Fancy understood the expression heart-stopping. This little girl, her little girl, was so much more than beautiful. 

“She looks like you.” Fancy glanced at Ethan for only a minute before returning her attention to the toddling cherub. 

Ethan ducked his chin and placed a feather-light kiss atop Brittany’s head. 

“Hi, Peanut.” Speaking softly, Fancy curled and uncurled her fingers in a more entertaining wave hello. “I brought you something.” 

Brittany’s eyes widened with interest. Her father’s, on the other hand, narrowed with concern. Somewhere deep down, Fancy knew she would have to win over everyone’s trust if she was going to accomplish what she wanted. What she thought she wanted. Just now when so many feelings bubbled to the surface at the sight of her sister, her daughter, and the family bond held by the three, Fancy realized how much she had underestimated. The look on father and daughter’s faces made that perfectly clear. Allison looked totally torn, but somehow, eventually, Fancy would show them she’d changed. She simply had to. 

From the bag beside her Fancy retrieved a small fluffy lamb. “I understand this little guy from a TV show is popular with kids.” 

Brittany reached forward, poked one finger at the stuffed toy and then giggled before clutching it tightly to her chest. 

She liked it. Her little girl liked the present. Garrett barely set a reassuring hand on hers, smiled, and quickly let go. Always a support. He’d spent the hour or longer with her in the store, walking the aisles, asking questions of the sales staff and the moms shopping and finally going with the suggestion of one little girl. Well, as much of a suggestion as a two and half year old could make when she grinned at the two stuffed animals Fancy had shown her mother and grabbing at the white one yelled, “Lambie!” Once the mother had explained that her “Lambie” was at home waiting for her, Fancy had her present for her daughter. At least one of them. 

“What do you say?” Allison coaxed. 

Brittany managed to grin even wider, kick her feet and bounce on her dad’s lap. “Tank chu.” 

“You’re welcome,” Fancy responded. The two little almost-words swelled her heart. “She seems very happy.” 

“She is.” Ethan’s words came out low and firm. 

Fancy nodded. She hadn’t meant to upset him, she’d only meant… “I knew she would be. I just knew it.” 

“Oh, Fancy.” Allison bit on her lower lip and blinked back the water pooling in her eyes. The censure said everything her words did not—how could you?

“I didn’t have a choice.” She answered the unspoken question.

Garrett shook his head and lowered his voice, gesturing to her daughter with his chin. “This isn’t the time.” 

No. Not with Brittany sitting on her daddy’s lap. All morning she and Allison shared memory after memory of the good times, the sad times, Aunt Millicent and the hundred reasons Fancy ran away. They caught up on all of Allison’s adventures and the entire time Ethan kept a hand on his wife in silent support. They’d hugged, they’d cried, they’d laughed, but the only mention of Brittany came when Fancy asked to please see her. Now she’d have to wait for another time, another chance to convince her sister and her daughter’s father that she could be a good thing for Brittany. 

“Excuse us.” Eileen stepped up to the table. “I need to get Glenn back to the ranch. He left his car there and has to be in his hotel room for a video conference in a couple of hours.” 

“That makes two of us.” Ethan’s father stopped beside the aunt with the golden voice.

“Or,” Glenn turned away from the table, “join me for dinner?” 

Ethan’s aunt blinked and his father clenched his teeth, making his jaw muscles twitch ever slightly. 

“We can stay in town, do the video conference, go out for a nice dinner and then head back to the ranch for my car.” 

“If by nice you mean something more upscale than a pub or café,” Ethan interrupted, “you’re out of luck.” 

“I did have something a little more…private in mind.” 

“That would be the Lake House. It’s a steakhouse at the edge of town in Butler Springs.” Allison smiled. “They have a nice little dance floor too.” 

“You up for a ride to…” He looked at Allison again. 

“Butler Springs,” she provided. 

“Butler Springs?” Glenn finished. 

The aunt’s face bloomed, the smile on Glenn’s face rivaled that of Ethan’s aunt, and Allison seemed to be quite pleased with the prospect. On the other hand, Ethan seemed to be teetering between giving his blessing and throwing the first punch. Remembering the fire in Ethan’s eyes the night he’d rescued her from that drunken sailor, Fancy hoped for this guy’s sake that Ethan went for minding his own business. 

At the moment the aunt bobbed her head yes, the senior Mr. Farraday’s gaze took on the same look Fancy had seen in his son what felt like eons ago. When it came to picking men for herself, she’d always had lousy judgment. Not even when she’d stumbled onto an outstanding specimen like Ethan Farraday had she had the good sense to latch on for dear life. But she was darn good at that outside the glass looking in thing, and something was going on here that had nothing to do with the loving tight knit family Ethan spoke of for days in San Diego. Nope, something very interesting was simmering around here and she hoped she’d get to stick around long enough to figure out who was going to win. 

 

****

 

How could he have forgotten? Sean gripped the steering wheel and peered into the distance. The flat, gray distance. Eileen had been singing at family gatherings and murmuring the occasional soft tune while puttering in the kitchen or some other household project. She’d sung lullabies to all the children, even before Grace. But none of that was the same as Eileen Callahan on stage with nothing more than a four-piece jazz band to back her up. He and Helen had gotten Anne and Brian to babysit the kids while the two of them snuck off for a weekend in Albuquerque to watch Eileen perform. It was early on, before Glenn’s group, and she hadn’t quite perfected her style, but the voice, the voice was there. Here. And why did seeing her belt out the end of that tune make his chest feel as though a bull calf were sitting on it. 

And now what? Doe eyes last night, ghost town frolicking this morning, and dinner tonight. Just how long was this guy going to stay? And how long before he talked Eileen into going with him when he left? 

And Brittany. What the heck was going on at the pub? As sure as he knew his name was Sean Patrick Farraday, son of Patrick Aloysius and Sara Maureen Brookstone Farraday, he knew his son would not give up his little girl without a fight. 

Thoughts rattled around his head. Too many to wrestle into submission. By the time he’d pulled in front of the ranch house his mind was as cluttered with questions and concerns as it had been before the otherwise peaceful hour-long drive. 

The lights were out, only silence greeted him as he crossed into the house. For so long this house had been filled with noise, and clatter, and laughter and love. He could still feel the love and warmth, but the silence, that was something he would have to get used to. 

“Don’t you look like someone stole your best friend.” Finn came out from the newly fashioned suite off the kitchen. Freshly showered, clean shaven and dressed for a night out. 

“You and Joanna going somewhere on a weeknight?” 

“Yep.” Finn grinned from ear to ear. “Taking advantage of the pub being open every night for the grand opening week. Do a little boot scootin’ with my wife and get some of Aunt Eileen’s rice pudding.”

“Let’s hope more folks from around here are thinking the same thing. From the turn out on opening night, I’d guess Jamie was right on the money about how well the pub is going to do.” 

“None of us doubted him.” Finn tucked his shirttail into his jeans. “You and Aunt Eileen should join us.” 

Under normal circumstances he’d have enjoyed taking Finn up on the invitation, but tonight wasn’t normal. Or maybe tonight would be the beginning of the new normal—him rattling around after work in this big old house all alone with no one to talk to but the walls. Maybe he could learn to like watching reality TV.

Finn ducked his head, narrowed his gaze, and took a step toward his father. “Is something wrong, Dad?”

No. Yes. Maybe. “No. You and Joanna go have a good time.” 

“She’s coming in from an afternoon photo shoot with the sisters at the ghost town. They have a huge tourist plan in the making. I’m meeting her at the pub.” Finn took another step closer. “Dad, you’re not telling me something.” 

Sean shook his head. This was just the cycle of life. That’s all. Nothing stayed the same forever. Hadn’t he learned that lesson the hard way?

“Dad,” Finn got right in his father’s face, “you are scaring me. I’ve never seen that look on you before. What’s happened? Is someone hurt?” Finn looked over Sean’s shoulder to the empty living room and then back to the empty stove, his eyes widening. “Is it Aunt Eileen? Did something happen to her? Did that man—” An increasing hint of panic punctuated every word. 

“No. Nothing like that.” Sean glanced around the empty kitchen. Memories of Eileen trying desperately to cook for the family and ranch hands. The pitiful look of frustration and determination as she stood covered in flour, carefully following Helen’s biscuit recipe. The first attempts had made it straight to the trash can. Eventually they’d gotten more and more tasty until one day he’d come home and there wasn’t a lick of flour anywhere in the kitchen. Eileen held out a dish of warm biscuits, grinned from ear to ear and calmly declared, “I think I’ve got the hang of it.” 

“Nothing like what?” Concern remained etched on Finn’s face 

“Tonight your aunt is on a…” the words stuck in his mouth, “date.” 

Finn nodded but didn’t say anything. Taking a few steps in retreat, he leaned against the kitchen counter, waiting. 

Not sure what else to say, Sean turned to the fridge and pulled out a covered dish, then put it back. He wasn’t really hungry anymore. Same thing with the beer, he’d held it in his hand reading the label as though he’d never seen it before and set it back in the fridge. Maybe tonight would be a good night to go to sleep with the sun. 

Finn crossed his ankles and cleared his throat. “I’m guessing I wouldn’t be far off the mark if I said that idea isn’t sitting well with you?” 

“It’s not the what, it’s the who.” Sean ran his hand roughly across the back of his neck. “He doesn’t deserve her.” 

“I see.” 

“Do you?” He took the lid off the cookie jar and pulled out a couple of oatmeal raisin cookies. Not that he was hungry or craving sweets, holding onto it and chewing gave him something to do.

“Yes. I think I do, but I’m wondering if you do.” 

Sean offered his youngest son, the wise old sage in a youthful body since the day he was born, a cookie. 

Shaking his head, Finn asked another question. “Is this ex of hers the problem, or is no one good enough for her?”

“You’ve been thinking too hard. This guy didn’t give her the respect she deserved. How could he have expected her to choose between a helpless baby and him? All she’d asked for was more time. It’s not like they had one foot in the grave and one on a banana peel. Time was on their side.” 

“She had postponed the wedding more than once.” 

“Things happen that are out of our control.” 

“Maybe he thought she didn’t really love him.” 

“Hogwash. She cried for weeks after he hung up on her refusing to push the date back again.” 

“Weeks?” Finn raised a brow. “Doesn’t seem like all that much sulking for losing the love of her life.”

“He wasn’t the love of her life.” Sean spun around, reaching for another cookie. Or maybe the guy had changed, maybe Glenn could be that special someone, and maybe he should have that beer after all. 

“Then I’m not seeing the problem.”

“The problem is….” Sean stopped and stared at his son. Eyes twinkling with delight, the kid was almost smiling. “This isn’t a laughing matter.” 

“No.” He swallowed the grin threatening to take over his face. “But I wondered what it would take to open your eyes.” 

“Open my eyes? You’re talking in riddles.” 

“No, it’s really quite simple and quite clear. At least it has been to most of us the last few years.” 

“Again, more riddles.” 

“Dad.” He spoke as though he were about to explain rocket science to a four year old. “For over twenty years you’ve been married to Aunt Eileen in every sense except for a shared bedroom.” 

“We never—”

Finn held his hand up. “I know that. We all know that. But that doesn’t change the facts. You have relied on each other for support through thick and thin, through pain and sorrow, through chicken pox and mono, through hard times and good times, basically in sickness and in health, and before today you both probably believed until death do you part.” 

“You’re crazy. I’ve always known someday the right man for your aunt would come along. By the time Grace reached high school I was surprised that someone hadn’t come yet.” 

“Why would they? She didn’t need a husband’s companionship. She’s always had you.” 

He whirled around and practically shouted, “She does not have me.” 

“Dad.” Finn pushed to his feet. “You can argue with any one of us from now till the second coming, but it won’t change reality. I think you’ve been in love with Aunt Eileen for so long you don’t remember a time you weren’t.” Sean opened his mouth to protest and Finn shot up his hand. “I’m not looking for an argument or cross examination. All I’m saying is if it bothers you so much that this guy is making nice with Aunt Eileen, then maybe it’s time you did something about it.” 

Stunned, Sean stood silently staring at Finn’s back crossing the house and making his way out the front door. 

The kid had lost his mind. And if all his children agreed with Finn then they were all stark raving lunatics. Weren’t they?

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Layers of black clouds appeared out of nowhere. This wouldn’t be the first or last time a storm brewed unexpectedly. Whether it would pass them by or release its liquid fury was yet to be seen. 

The conversation in the pub had moved back to Adam and Meg’s. Rick stayed talking beer with Jamie and doing his version of sampling and tasting. Sean had taken Brittany back to Connor’s, and Garrett came with Fancy. In the corner of the living room, the TV was tuned to a channel with swirling colors of orange and red across the screen. “Oh, that doesn’t look good,” Eileen muttered. 

Ethan shook his head. “Seems to be moving right past us and up to Butler Springs.” 

“There’s a tornado watch until 8pm for the entire county.” Wiping her hand on a dishrag, Meg entered the room. “Adam’s cancelling appointments for anyone who doesn’t live in town.” 

Eileen looked at the screen and turned to Glenn. “We should probably postpone tonight. Storms can get pretty nasty here and that one’s heading straight for our dinner plans.” 

“Seems to be moving pretty quickly too,” he agreed. 

“Rain check?” She smiled up at him.

“Let me see if I can move the video conference to a later time and we’ll head back to the ranch.” 

Eileen shook her head. “That will put you driving back in the thick of it and on these lonely roads that’s never a good idea.”

“I don’t think driving back to the ranch is a great idea now either.” Meg pointed at the screen. 

“She’s right.” Ethan shrugged. “That thing could pick up speed or shift direction.” 

Eileen stared at the screen a moment. “It hasn’t even started to rain here and the storm is coming from other side of Tuckers Bluff. I should make it home no problem.”

“I don’t—” Ethan started. 

“Ethan Patrick Farraday, I have been driving these West Texas roads for as long as you’ve been talking. I’ll be fine in that big old truck. I don’t want to waste time jawing with you. I need to get on the road.” 

The way Ethan bit down on his back teeth she knew he wasn’t happy about it, but she also knew that he wouldn’t argue any more. She turned to say goodbye and spotted Garrett, his gaze skipping from the screen back to his lead singer. The way the man looked at Fancy made Eileen’s mind wander once again to a long time ago. Had Glenn looked at her that way? 

“If you’re going to go,” Ethan interrupted her thoughts, “you’d better go now. And call when you get home.” 

“Aye aye, Captain.” She refrained from saluting. Ethan only rolled his eyes. She wished she could stick around for the conversation that had to be had over Brittany, but a bigger part of her needed to be home. Turning, she waved good bye to everyone, paused to smile at Glenn. “Call when you’re done with your video conference and we’ll arrange to get your car back to you.” 

Lips pressed tightly together, Glenn glanced out the living room window and back before nodding. “Stay safe.” 

Not the first time in the last few days a man had said that to her. “Will do.” And with that she hurried out to the truck. 

The clouds were growing darker and she needed to boogie. Concerns about lightning and hail and power outages and generators scrambled around with music arrangements, singing, cancelled weddings, and resurging dreams. The dreams were what got her. Singing—no—performing. This wasn’t the same as singing along at the supermarket or at a family wedding. She couldn’t deny it and now all she could think about was how much she wanted it. To give it another try. 

A flash of lightning jagged across the sky and brought new thoughts to mind. Was singing all she wanted? She’d had fun today with Glenn. Even though the sisters had almost scared the bejeesus out of her, having Glenn at her back had been… nice. The wall from so many years of anger and hurt cracked enough for long forgotten memories of happier times to resurface. She and Glenn had made a good pair. 

At the mouth of the driveway a boom rattled the windows moments before another flash of light brightened the inside of the truck. Definitely too close for comfort. Pulling up to the side of the ranch house, she grabbed her purse and darted to the front porch seconds before pellets of rainwater hammered down. Another minute and she would have had her second shower of the day. Stomping the dust off her boots on the porch, Eileen listened to the sound of the rain bouncing off the roof and music. Music? 

For a split second she hesitated turning the knob. Were Finn and Joanna having a private evening? She retraced her steps, peering around the edge of the house in search of her nephew’s truck. Gone. So was Joanna’s car, but the other ranch truck was in its usual place. Sean never played music. 

Turning back, she listened more carefully. The occasional downpour drowning out the melodies on the other side of the wall. Slowly turning the knob, she pushed the door open far enough to hear the familiar tune—and voice. Her voice. 

 

****

 

“You’ve been in love with Aunt Eileen.” 

For nearly twenty minutes after Finn walked out the door, Sean argued with an empty room. His son had lost his mind. Of course Sean understood Eileen, respected Eileen, appreciated Eileen, and yes, even loved her. He also loved the kids’ Aunt Anne but that didn’t mean he was in love with either of them. 

“Shared everything but a bedroom.”

If his son had been a few feet closer Sean would have washed Finn’s mouth out with soap. She didn’t deserve such a comment. Eileen had given up everything for him and the children. She was good, and honest, and loving, and caring, and smart, and beautiful, and yes, she was sexy as hell, but that didn’t mean…Sexy as hell? 

Right about when those words ricocheted in his mind like a pinball on steroids was when Sean dug out the old album that Helen had played so often. He’d listened to the entire first side of the LP and the first song on the flip side had just begun to play. Images of Eileen in the pub—her eyes closed, her voice the perfect instrument for the sultry jazz tune—swayed with the rhythms from the overhead speakers. In love. His son had to be wrong. He couldn’t lose another woman in his life. Letting his sister-in-law go was one thing, but losing a life partner... Finn had to be wrong.

“Maybe it’s time you did something about it.” 

Sean sucked in a ragged breath. When had things changed? How long ago had he stopped thinking of Eileen as his wife’s sister? He had to face the truth, so long ago he didn’t have a clue when it happened. But in love? 

The front door pushed open and Sean stood from his seat, hurrying to turn off the music before one of his sons recognized the voice and used it to further make Finn’s point. Slowing his pace, his eyes drifted closed. “I think the man doth protest too much.” Had he really heard Helen’s voice laughing at his sudden sense of panic? 

“I didn’t know you still had this record.” Eileen inched her way to the stereo and smiled. “Not bad.” 

“Better than not bad. Much better.” He took in the sweet expression on her face as she listened to her own voice crooning “Summertime.” Gorgeous didn’t begin to describe her. No wonder Glenn was back. “I thought you were going out to dinner?” 

“Storm’s coming in. Didn’t think it safe to drive all the way to Butler Springs.” 

“You could have stayed in town.” He refrained from saying should have, at least if he wanted to keep her from handing him his head on a silver platter. 

She shrugged a lazy shoulder. “I like to be home in case of anything.” 

“Anything?” How much longer would she think of this as home? Her home.

“You know,” she lifted her chin toward the gas lanterns on the shelf, “power outages, roof leaks, whatever.” Thunder cracked overhead and she shuddered before taking a step closer to the shelves. “We might be needing these tonight.” 

As if proving her point, thunder struck again and he nodded. “Good thing the generators are ready to go.” 

Stretching his arm forward, his hand brushed against hers and for the first time ever, he’d have sworn the static electricity in the room was off the charts. By the way Eileen’s hand jerked away and her gaze leveled with his, he’d have sworn in court that she felt it too. 

On an awkward huff, he took a step back and regrouped. He was letting his imagination run away with him. The power of suggestion, Finn’s suggestion, was getting the better of him. He set the gas lamp on the center of the coffee table.

Eileen set the other across the room on the side table by the stereo. “I’ll fix us something to eat.” 

Sean nodded and followed her into the kitchen. Not that he could eat a bite, his head and his heart were completely off balance. Throughout the next song they moved side by side. Sean chopped cucumbers for a salad, Eileen transferred a small casserole from the fridge to the oven. The table was set and drinks were poured. 

One song faded away and the silken sounds of “Somewhere” broke the silence. 

“Maybe it’s time you did something.” 

Turning to face Eileen, he reminded himself anything worth fighting for was worth taking a risk. Extending one hand out in front of her, he cleared his throat. “May I have this dance?” 

Eileen blinked once and then again, and for a split second he thought she might wave him off as being silly, but she didn’t. The corners of her mouth shifted slightly as she took hold of his hand. 

Twirling her into the fold of his arms, he swayed with the rhythm, thankful for the spacious kitchen, ignoring Sister Mary Rose’s admonition to always leave enough space when dancing for the Holy Ghost. Eileen fit perfectly against him. If she’d lean in a little closer, her head would tuck in perfectly under his chin. 

Right now, more than anything he wanted to pull her more closely against him. Instead he twirled her out and around, and when she returned once again curling into his shoulder, he slowed his steps, breathing in the scent of her, savoring the feel of her.

The final chorus played. The recorded Eileen of years ago sang out loud and strong, hanging on every beat. Sean wished this song, this moment could go on forever. Brother was he in trouble. Especially if he did what he was thinking. Wanting. The music stopped. The room fell into heavy silence. The only thing he could hear was the beat of his own heart, and then, the piercing shrill of the weather alert radio. 

Pulling apart, he lowered his eyes and stepped back. Both their voices tumbling over each other, “Tornado.” 

 

****

 

“Tornado Warning.” Ethan sprang from his spot on the sofa. 

Fancy blinked. “Tornado?” 

“Warning,” Ethan repeated. 

Fancy turned to Garrett who merely waved his hands and shrugged. 

“Laundry room. Now.” Meg pointed down the hall, spun around and hurried to the base of the stairs in time to see Glenn tearing down the steps. 

“Is that what I think it is?” he asked, following Meg back to the kitchen. 

Allison looked to the staircase. “Anyone else in the house?” 

“No.” Without slowing, Meg grabbed a flashlight from above a shelf in the kitchen and kept moving. “Everyone else checked out by lunchtime.” 

Following the crowd, Fancy figured this was something like earthquakes in California, only instead of standing in a doorway they were heading for the laundry room. That part she wasn’t terribly sure of why.

Her confusion must have shown on her face. The second she crossed the doorway into the surprisingly large laundry room, Ethan closed the door behind them and explained, “Tornado watch means that the weather conditions are good for tornadoes. Warning means one’s been spotted nearby and we need to take cover.” 

“The laundry room,” she mumbled. 

“For us, yes,” Meg said. “It’s the only windowless room in the center of the house on the first level. Some of the old ranch houses have actual storm cellars, but this is the best we have.” 

In the closed room, Fancy stood against the wall to one side of her and with Garrett on the other. 

Opening cabinet doors that revealed a large storage closet, Meg pulled out multiple cushions, blankets, and more flashlights. “If anyone gets hungry I have snacks and water in here too.” 

“How long do you expect to be stuck here?” Garrett asked. 

Arms laden down with more cushions, Meg spun her head over her shoulder. “If the tornado doesn’t reach us, not long. Maybe less than an hour till we get the all clear.” 

“And if it does reach us?” Fancy found the idea of a tornado even more unsettling than earthquakes. 

Ethan, Allison and Meg exchanged a quick glance, but Ethan was the one who answered, “Pray for the best.” 

“What about Adam?” Fancy’s gaze shot to the closed door. 

Meg set what looked like outdoor patio cushions on the ground. “He’ll be hunkered down at the clinic with his staff and any animals.” 

“Oh, the dog,” Fancy gasped. 

“Dog?” Meg froze mid toss of a cushion. “What dog?” 

“The beautiful wolfhound.” 

This time more than one head spun around to stare at her. 

“At first I thought it was a wolf, but he was so friendly and well trained I realized he had to be a cattle dog mix.” 

At the still stricken look on Meg’s face, Fancy continued, “You know, the one that guards the vet offices.” 

Meg’s, “You know where Adam’s vet clinic is?” collided with Ethan’s, “When did you see this dog?” 

Reaching for her hand, Garrett barely covered hers before pulling away and nodding for her to tell her story.

“I guess I should start at the beginning.” 

“That would be good.” Ethan crossed his arms. 

Fancy took in the cushions dispersed with blankets, snacks and flashlights on the ground. “We might as well make ourselves comfortable.” This was going to take a while.

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

The back door to the ranch banged open and Connor flew in, cradling Stacey in his arms with Catherine on his heels with Brittany snuggled against her. “Paul Brady called to let us know a tornado was spotted just east of his place and it’s heading this way.” 

The occasional need to take cover in the storm cellar was a fact of life that came with living in Tornado Alley. This wouldn’t be the first time the Farradays had ridden out a storm in the old cellar. The original homestead had come with a root cellar. Somewhere along the way it was converted to a storm cellar and Sean’s father was the one to modernize it into a solid structure that would keep his family safe even if Dorothy and the Wicked Witch of the West came whirling past riding a Kansas Tornado. 

Sean narrowed his gaze out the kitchen window. “That sky looks ugly. We’d better hurry.” 

No sooner had Sean led the way out the back door than the wind that had already been strong enough to carry a hen across the county kicked up a notch, nearly knocking him back into the house. Keeping close to his son and daughter-in-law, Sean looped his arm around Eileen and shuffled them the few feet to cellar doors that nearly swung off the hinges when he pulled them open. 

At the same moment, Eileen and Sean glanced up at the nasty clouds. She could almost feel the air still as each of them sucked in a breath and failed to exhale, until they softly muttered, “Oh, shit.”

One of the first things she’d learned about storms in Texas was that if you see a tornado moving across the horizon, you’ll be fine. On the other hand, if it appears to be standing still, run for the hills as the thing is coming straight at you. This skinny funnel in the distance was dancing in place. 

“What about the animals?” Catherine pointed over her shoulder as she descended the steps. 

Eileen huddled behind Connor, following Catherine downstairs and not till the doors closed and were bolted behind them did Sean answer. “They’re safer in the stalls. If that thing doesn’t shift course, the barn might lose a roof but the animals will be mostly safe.” 

Frowning, it was obvious Catherine believed her father-in-law, but didn’t understand why. 

“All the senses that tell a horse where to go under normal weather conditions disappear in the turmoil of an impending tornado. On top of that, the flying debris from fence posts and missing roofs can be as deadly as the tornado. They’ll be fine where they are.” 

This was only the third time in all these years since Eileen had moved in that the storm warnings were close enough to send them running to the cellar for cover. Eileen didn’t like the anxious feeling any more now than she had the last two times. Back then the tornadoes had touched down, danced around, but hadn’t come close enough to the ranch to do any damage. Except back then she hadn’t had time to see one. The hairs on her arm stood upright and an icy chill slid down her spine as unsettling as if someone had dropped a frozen cube along her back. 

At this moment she didn’t give a hoot about the singing, the show, Glenn or her forgotten dreams. All she wanted was for her family to be safe. Each and every one of them. Her gaze shifted to the man seated beside her, his arm protectively draped around her, his gaze staring up at the doors. Concentration and concern clearly painted on his face. And maybe she wouldn’t mind another dance with Sean Farraday. 

 

****

 

“Living in San Diego had taken my life from bad to worse,” Fancy started, ignoring her sister’s silent shudder. 

Immediately, Ethan enfolded Allison’s hand in his. 

“That scumbag Damien had me convinced he was my ticket to Hollywood fame and fortune. Even after the first scrape with the drug charges and him dragging me to San Diego, I still believed in him. Was afraid not to.” She slipped her hand out from under Garrett’s and rubbed both palms against her legs. “I might be a little slow sometimes, but I’ve never been totally stupid. By the second time I almost wound up in jail taking the rap for him, what little smarts Mama infused in me kicked in.” 

Allison’s heartbroken expression lifted momentarily at the mention of their mother. 

“The problem I struggled with was that without Damien, I didn’t have any money, any place to go, or anyone to turn to.” 

“So you wound up at the Salty Dog,” Ethan volunteered. 

Fancy nodded. Now that her life had become something akin to normal, the idea of that being the first place she thought to go to find a way out actually made her cringe at her own stupidity. Well, maybe not totally stupid. She did find Ethan. 

“Desperation makes a person do things no sane human being would. Add that I might have had a little too much to drink.” Her gaze shifted to Ethan, silently taking in her side of the story.

Always the gentleman. She’d learned that much about him in the few short days they’d been together. No way would he confirm what she’d skirted around, but he knew she’d been a helluva lot more than tipsy, and truth was, she knew it too, but saying so now came…hard. 

Folding her hands in her lap, she noticed a sunflower poster on the wall. So like Meg, pleasant and sunny, even if doing laundry. Keeping her eye on the positive image, she pushed forward with her story. “That’s when I found myself having to choose between the lesser of two evils.”

Ethan’s brow shot up high on his forehead. 

His near comical reaction was almost enough to make Fancy smile. Almost. Then her mind flashed back to the sheer terror that had swallowed her whole when she realized there would be no solutions, temporary or otherwise, from the sailor determined to get something for all the booze he’d bought her. “The slobbering drunk with a vicious grip, or the stone-faced mountain of a man with the nerve to take Mr. Grip on.” 

“I suppose,” Ethan hefted one shoulder in a half-hearted shrug, “stone-faced is marginally more flattering than the lesser of two evils.” 

Fancy couldn’t bring herself to smile at the concession. The fear clutching her heart at the moment she’d had to choose came rushing back as noxious and menacing as it had been that fateful night. “Anyhow, I clearly made the right choice, and by the time a few days had passed and I’d moved on to Kathy’s house, I had a better sense of what I needed to do. Find a real job even if it meant waiting tables again. Find a real agent if I wanted to give Hollywood one more try, and I did. Only no sooner had I found a job and started the agent hunt again then I realized I was pregnant.” 

Allison and Ethan nodded in near perfect unison. That made Fancy smile. She wondered if they realized how much they did exactly alike, like a matching set of salt and pepper shakers, or souvenir bobbleheads. 

“I thought it was a sign. A new corner. A new me. Only,” she sucked in a ragged breath, “it wasn’t a new me. It was a scared me. I did my best. I really did. I didn’t want anyone else to take care of her. Didn’t trust them, but you can’t work and take care of a baby. And talk about no sleep. Half the time I wasn’t sure if I was coming or going or stuck somewhere in the middle. And I was supposed to keep this up for years to come and still raise her to be smart, and caring, and thoughtful of others. Everything her father was.”

The muscles at the base of Ethan’s jaw began to twitch in alternating rhythm.

“Everything about your family and home seemed so perfect. Too perfect. But I had to find out. It was easy enough to track the family down from the information you’d given me. So I gathered every cent I had, packed Brittany up into a coughing jalopy I bought and headed east.” 

“They are,” Meg said from across the room. “It’s none of my business, but this family is the stuff that movies are made from.” 

Fancy nodded. So she’d figured out very quickly. “Originally I was only going to ask for help.”

“You could have come to me,” Ethan added.

“That,” she blew out a sigh, “was more challenging. I’d lost the paper you gave me with your contact info and the Marines aren’t exactly forthcoming with how to reach out to their servicemen, at least not the ones who they train for things I probably don’t want to know about.” 

Heaving in a deep breath, he dipped his chin once. They both knew she was right. 

“And me?” Allison asked. 

Fancy’s heart tripped at the lost and yet hopeful expression on her sister’s face. “South America.” 

Allison nodded. 

“Anyhow, I don’t know what I thought I’d find, but not until I pulled into this sleepy little town did I realize it was everything I wanted my daughter to know about life. So I got a room at the bargain motel just outside of Butler Springs and every day I’d come back here and watch.” 

“Every day?” Ethan asked. 

Fancy nodded. 

“For how long?” Allison squinted in thought at her sister. 

“A week.” 

“A week.” Ethan almost lunged forward. “You stalked my family for a week?” 

“Not stalked,” she shook her head, “observed. Turns out your brother the vet really would step in front of bus before he’d step on an ant, your brother the police chief plays basketball with some of the local teens on his afternoons off—and by the way, any moron could have seen he was in love with Adam’s receptionist. The doctor has the bedside manner of an angel, at least that’s what the two ladies at the boutique said. Apparently, he’s one notch short of the saint your youngest brother is.”

“Not sure I want to know what they said about me.” Ethan shifted his weight but never let go of his wife. 

Laughing now was easier. Fancy smothered a soft chuckle. “You I already knew about. Anyhow, your aunt has the respect of this entire town and your father is like Roy Rogers, never met a man he didn’t like, or who didn’t like him. And that’s when I knew. The best thing I could do for Brittany—at the time—was give her a normal family like this.” 

“How do you go from worrying about her every hour to leaving her in a box in front of the police station?” Ethan asked. 

“The dog,” Fancy answered easily. “The one that sat on Adam’s front stoop every morning.” 

A huge grin bloomed on Meg’s face. “Oh, that’s going to be fodder for Joanna and her folklore history of Tuckers Bluff and the ranch.” 

“Excuse me?” Fancy asked. 

Meg waved her hands. “Nothing. Never mind.” 

“You saw a dog camped out at Adam’s every morning?” Ethan asked.

Fancy nodded. “I guess he slept on the porch, then he’d do his perimeter walk around just before the staff arrived. Eventually I’d spot him nearby under a tree or a shrub. Just keeping an eye on the place.” 

Ethan and Allison shared a sideways glance. They were telling each other something, but Fancy didn’t have a clue what. 

“I’ll tell you one thing, he’s a pretty smart dog. A couple of days in he noticed I was watching the clinic and began following me around, kept his distance. When he finally came up close, he’d always park himself close to Brittany. Whether I was keeping an eye on your brothers, or the cafe, didn’t matter. Lassie stayed by my side.” 

“Lassie?” Meg asked. 

Fancy smiled. “He reminded me of how Lassie always took care of Timmy. It just fit.” 

“Hmm,” Ethan mumbled. 

“Once I made up my mind, I went back to Butler Springs and arranged for all the paperwork so my baby girl could have a good life. Like I said, at the time it never occurred to me I would ever be able to get out of the vicious cycle I’d created for my life. Then I waited for your brother to go into the police station. Made sure everyone was busy enough not to see me through the doors and placed Brittany safely in the entry with Lassie at her side.” 

Allison’s gaze narrowed. “But you left her. In a box.” 

“Technically yes, but not until I’d seen Declan pick her up and take her inside. I’d had to pawn the car seat and a few other things later that morning for the cash I needed to keep going. I knew her family would take care of everything she needed.” 

“And the allergies. Why didn’t you tell us?” Ethan asked.

That made no sense. “What allergies?” 

“She was allergic to the formula DJ bought for her.” 

“I didn’t know.” 

“How could you not know?” 

“I’d nursed her until I left her with your family. The woman at the store who helped me get the formula told me the brand I got was best for babies. It was pricey, but she was worth it.” 

“It was in a plastic bag.” 

“Yes,” she said. “I’d set it down at the motel on the wet counter. The box was ruined but I put the salvaged formula in a bag. I, uh, didn’t have money for a new box.”

For a few seconds, her chest tightened at the thought of putting her little girl in harm’s way. She could feel Ethan’s gaze boring into her, studying her, evaluating, and finally she saw acceptance brush across his face. He believed her. 

“What do you want now?” he asked.

Three sharp siren blasts signaled the all clear, but no one moved. All eyes were intent on Fancy, waiting for her response. 

Meg and Allison’s phones sounded with a text notification, but Ethan’s actually rang. Glancing at the number, he swiped at the phone. “What’s up?” The muffled sound of a voice on the other end had Ethan springing to his feet and nodding. “On my way.” 

From the wide-eyed look on Meg and Allison’s face, their texts had nothing to do with weather alerts. Or maybe it did. 

Already on her feet, Fancy inched closer to Ethan. “What’s wrong?” 

“At least two tornadoes touched down. One of them at the Brady’s, another at the ranch.” 

“Oh my God.” Fancy’s heart nearly stopped. “Brittany?” 

Ethan shook his head. “No one’s answering their phones.” 

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

The sound of a thundering freight train had all the adults in the shelter hovering more closely over the two little girls. Old enough to understand what was going on, Stacey did her best to keep Brittany entertained and smiling. The doors rattled, Sean leaned even closer between the door and his family, and Eileen said a silent prayer. 

More than once she’d heard someone describe a tornado like a train, but she hadn’t imagined the impact of the sounds and sensations that came barreling overhead would have on the human body. Terror being the first thing to cross her mind. Visions of every twister movie she’d ever seen with cows and tractors and houses sucked up and tossed through the air like a football on a Saturday afternoon pick up game had her moving even closer to her youngest family members. 

The doors were the first to settle into place as the roar of the wind ebbed to near silence. The peaceful quiet was broken by Connor’s cell. 

“Hello?” 

“Is everyone okay?” Desperation laced Adam’s tone. 

“Yes. So far, so good.” 

“Who’s with you?” 

“Catherine, Dad, Aunt Eileen and the girls. We came over when Brady called. Our house doesn’t have a storm cellar.” 

She could almost hear Adam nodding on the other end. “Good. The thing passed the town by. We’re all fine.” 

Sean threw the cellar doors open and carefully climbed up, Connor on his heels. The two men whistled. 

“What about the Brady’s?” Connor scanned the area. “If the twister they spotted is the same one that blew through here…” 

Carrying Brittany in her arms, Eileen popped her head out at the top of the stairs. What a mess. The fencing between theirs and Connor’s place was uprooted and tossed around the back field like a childhood game of pickup sticks. Depending on the rest of the pasture fences, they might have their hands full the next few days rounding up stray cattle. Following the edge of their land, the few trees that lined the property were blown over or completely gone. In the distance a vehicle was upside down, wheels up. Connor’s truck. Eileen’s heart stuttered at the sight.

“It must have blown between us,” Sean mumbled softly. 

“Has everyone checked in?” Connor asked his brother. 

“You guys were the last ones. Your phones weren’t working.” 

“I’m the only one with a cell on me and while the tornado was whizzing by I must not have had a signal.” 

Adam scoffed on the other end of the line. “No sh…kidding.”

“I’ll spread the word.” 

Eileen reached the back door of the house first and rushed to answer the ringing phone. No doubt the entire town would be calling each other to make sure everyone was safe. “Hello?” 

“Oh, thank heaven you’re all right.” It took Eileen a moment to recognize the frantic voice as Sally Mae. “I just drove up the road to check for damage. Oh, lord Eileen. The house is almost gone.” 

Eileen’s heart stopped. She could hear Sally Mae’s dog barking and the pounding of footsteps.

“I think they’re still inside. We need help. Fast. Y’all are the closest. Bring whoever’s home. I’ll call DJ next.” 

“Who’s still inside?” All of Eileen’s family stood frozen beside her, waiting for word. 

“The Bradys. The twister must have buzzed right over their house!” 

 

****

 

Having filled the back of his pickup with water, blankets, shovels, and any other items needed to dig a family out of a damaged home, Sean Farraday pressed on the gas and practically flew out of the drive, spitting gravel behind him. 

“Oh, I hope it’s not as bad as Sally Mae made it sound.” Eileen sat in the passenger side of the truck. Connor had taken his wife and the two girls back to their house in one of the ranch vehicles and would be loading up and joining the group.

Sean sucked in a deep breath. Mother Nature could be vicious. It had been decades since any serious damage had struck Tuckers Bluff. When he’d pulled Eileen into his arms and swayed to the rhythms of a song long forgotten, of all the possibilities for what would have happened next, digging a friend’s family out of their home hadn’t been on the list anywhere. 

The nearest neighbor, they were still almost a twenty minute drive away. Fifteen at the current speed. When they came over the slight rise in the road that allowed for the first views of the original Brady ranch, Sean felt his heart nearly stop. The beautiful three-story wood siding home was barely a single floor high. 

“Oh, no.” Eileen breathed from the seat beside him. “They don’t have a cellar.” 

There was no need to answer. They both knew the family would be huddled somewhere under all that mess. Now he had a new dilemma – how to go about freeing his neighbors and keeping Eileen away from crawling all over the dangerous mound of a house in search of the Bradys. Once upon a time Eileen was very much a city girl, but now she could do most anything on the ranch he or any of his sons could do. She was a formidable woman. And going to serve him his backside on a platter when he told her to stay the hell off that house. 

 

****

 

From the moment Fancy hopped into Adam’s truck heading toward the ranch, her heart was thickly lodged in her throat. If she’d thought she’d known fear before, she was dead wrong. Not since the day Brittany was born had Fancy felt the elation that came half way to the family homestead, hearing that all the Farradays had survived the tornado unscathed. Only the following news of a family neighbor in trouble robbed her from smiling like a loon. 

“How much farther?” Glenn asked. 

“Just around the bend.” Adam pointed ahead with his chin. 

From what Fancy remembered, just about every road from Dallas to New Mexico was straight and boring. This little corner of the county had to have the only bend in the road for the entire state. 

Meg gasped, her hand slowly rising to cover her mouth. Fancy had seen lots of tornado damage photos splashed across the news stations through the years, but the sight of this house that appeared to have been crushed under the foot of a very heavy giant was enough to leave anyone stunned.

Meg, Glenn, and Fancy came with Adam in his truck. Garrett, Jamie, Rick and Brooks led the way in his suburban. From the one-sided conversations she’d heard, she suspected they weren’t the only ones on their way. 

Sure enough, when they’d turned off the main road, trucks were already parked helter skelter across the front of the property. Brooks came to a screeching halt dead center of what was once a front door and bag in hand, ran to the crowd of people gathered. Adam pulled in behind him. Doors clicked open and slammed shut, and folks jogged toward the house. She hadn’t any idea what she could do, but she couldn’t sit around and wait.

Rick at his side, Garrett came up behind her. “You okay?” 

She nodded. About as okay as anyone could be staring at a squashed home, knowing people were trapped inside. From atop what Fancy was pretty sure used to be the front porch, a man she didn’t recognized let out a yell. “Over here.” 

Immediately people took off in his direction, only a few men daring to climb up. 

Aunt Eileen came walking past her. “I’m unloading water from the truck. Want to help?” 

“Absolutely.” Fancy fell into step beside her. Glenn and Rick hurried in the opposite direction toward the house where a human chain had formed, receiving and hauling debris away from the house where folks hoped to find the family tucked safely below. 

“This is my niece. Grace.” Aunt Eileen waved from one woman to the other. 

The niece. The one that brought Aunt Eileen into the family. In many ways the adult version of her Brittany. “Nice to meet you.” 

“Likewise,” Grace answered. Stopping at the open tailgate she stared blankly at the stacked cases of water and other goods brought from the ranch. 

“Grace?” 

“Oh.” She smiled at her aunt. “Sorry, just contemplating the immortality of the crab.” 

“Yeah.” Eileen’s smile seemed rather wistful. “Me too.” 

Grace let out a soft sigh and turned to her aunt. “Where do you want these?” 

“I’ve set up a table out of the high traffic zone.” Eileen handed off a case of water. “Your father wouldn’t let me near the building.” 

“Can’t imagine why.” Grace bit back a chuckle.

Eileen straightened, her gaze leveling with her niece’s, and Fancy would swear the woman was suddenly two inches taller. “Don’t you start with me.”

“Never crossed my mind.” Arms weighed down, Grace leaned into her aunt, planting a sweet kiss on her forehead. “Love you just the way you are. If you folks can handle the rest of this alone, I’d like to lend a hand to the clean up crew.” 

“Go.” Eileen turned from her niece to Fancy and crawled up to push the water cases closer to the edge.

“Immortality of the crab?” Fancy asked.

The smile on Eileen’s face seemed to rise more easily to her eyes. “It’s an expression her mama used all the time. Helen was a fountain of my grandmother’s sayings. The ones she said most often were ‘walking quickly no one will notice’, ‘anyone can keep a secret as long as two of them are dead’, but the most often repeated fondly by her children is when someone is lost in thought, a person will ask what are you thinking and in remembrance of their mom they’ll answer—”

“The immortality of the crab,” Fancy finished for her. “But didn’t her mom pass away when she was just a baby?” 

“She did.” 

Fancy gave the situation some thought. “And you said you were thinking the same.” 

“Betty Sue is pregnant. Knowing she, Paul, and their little boy are trapped in that house, and that if one thing goes wrong we could lose either one of them, I’d be lying if I said it didn’t make me remember when Helen got sick and we had to face losing her.” Eileen cast her gaze to the wind-tossed house. “I’m praying with all that’s in me for that family.” 

It hadn’t occurred to Fancy that any of the Farradays would be taken back to the day they’d lost their mom. She should have been more sensitive. And looking at this smart, brave woman, Fancy should have realized sooner how much of today’s world held in common with the past. Eileen had raised her sister’s daughter, and so far so was Allison. 

More cars arrived. Fancy recognized some of the faces. Declan and his wife popped out of a police car and hurried to what was left of the house. The two sisters from the town general store came rushing toward Eileen. The tall one spoke first. “We have fixings for sandwiches and some energy bars in case this goes longer than we’d like.” 

Aunt Eileen nodded. “They have to be so very careful not to make things worse poking around to find them that digging them out could take a good long while. The building is so unstable only folks with fire department or police training are part of the rescue team scaling what’s left of the house.” 

Or military, Fancy thought. Ethan was right in the thick of things. A small smile teased at one side of her mouth. Rick had joined the reverse bucket brigade passing debris along and away from the house, but Garrett had joined the inner circle of the rescue team doing something with ropes. She’d almost forgotten he’d grown up in a construction family. He really was one of the good guys. 

“Great,” Eileen answered the two women. “I’ve set up a couple of tables off to the left. You can work there.” 

Both sisters bobbed their heads and waddled back to their vehicle. 

“They really are sisters?” 

Eileen nodded. “Yep. No predicting genetics.” 

“Suppose not.” Another similarity between past and present struck her. Fancy stood face to face with a woman who could sing like an angel and gave up her dream of stage and stardom to raise her sister’s children. How wrong was it of Fancy to want both? She hefted a case of water from the car. “You have a great family.” 

Aunt Eileen hopped off the truck, lifted a case of water, and started back toward the tables. “Thank you. I think so.” 

“And you never married yourself?” 

Eileen’s gaze shifted to where Glenn stood with Rick and a few others then shook her head. “Raising seven kids has a way of sucking up all your spare time.” 

“I bet it does.” She looked around at the brothers working side by side. At Ethan’s father as strong and handsome and involved as his sons. “Grace is the only girl. The baby.” 

“Don’t let her hear you say that. She’ll box anyone’s ears who calls her the baby. She doesn’t even take well to being described as the youngest.” 

“No. I bet she doesn’t.” Fancy set the case of water down and noticed Eileen already had a washtub with ice under the table. “Shall I put these in there?” 

“Yes, please.” 

A loud creaking noise shattered the otherwise quiet evening, followed by a voice yelling “Heads up” and several people freezing in place, balancing, the wood shifting underneath. The house remained still once again and another voice hollered, “We’ve got to hurry before this whole thing gives way.” 

“Oh, God,” Fancy whispered. 

“Yes. Prayers help.” Eileen looked up at the sudden burst of activity, her gaze steady and focused and unwavering. 

Grace came running back beside her aunt, her expression lighter, and rested an arm across her shoulders. “They found Betty Sue. She should be out very soon.” 

“Any idea of her condition?” Eileen reached up and squeezed the hand draped over her shoulder.

“Good enough to be talking and directing the rescue team toward her.” Grace hesitated, her smile slipped. “They’re under a lot of debris.” 

“Don’t you worry. They’ll be fine.”

That lost in thought gleam appeared again in Grace’s eyes, and then squeezing her aunt tightly, Grace mumbled against her aunt’s temple, “Love you. I’d better rejoin the debris line.” 

“Go,” Eileen encouraged. 

With another nod and a strong shot of the respect Fancy had seen flowing from one member of the family to the other, Grace turned on her heel and hurried back to the crew.

Together Fancy and Eileen went back to the truck for more supplies. Hauling another case from the bed, Fancy turned to the family matriarch. “She turned out to be quite a woman, didn’t she?” 

Pride beaming from clear blue eyes, Eileen nodded. “They all turned out great.” 

“Yes. Yes, they did.” She considered her next question carefully. “What’s it like to raise someone else’s child?” 

Eileen stopped mid-step, her mouth slightly open, her eyes a little wide, and then exhaling softly, she nodded. “The human heart is an interesting thing. It has the capacity to love endlessly. It doesn’t matter if I carried these children in my womb because they’ve always been under my heart. And,” Eileen hefted a crate with blankets and began to walk, “when you think you couldn’t possibly love any more, the children of your heart start bringing more children into the family and you realize how much more love you have to give.” 

“Of course.” Fancy watched this family. Children raised by aunts. A daughter still thinking of, no loving, a mother she never knew. Respect and love abounding. So many similarities and yet so different. Fate sure liked messing with her. 

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Paul Brady, his pregnant wife and young son were safe and sound and tucked away at his cousin’s house. What was left of the old house that had been in the family for generations was going to have to be razed and rebuilt. 

“There’s so much to clean up.” In the passenger seat, Eileen let out a bone-weary yawn. “It’s a miracle that twister didn’t do more damage.” 

“That’s for sure.” Sean Farraday shifted in his seat. “Looks like the Brady’s was the only house caught in the path. Some of the other ranchers have felled trees, torn up fencing, and a little wind damage here or there but it could have been so much worse.” 

Eileen knew not a single member of the Farraday clan hadn’t felt deep down the fear and sorrow of losing a loved one so unexpectedly. Beyond elated wasn’t strong enough to describe how she felt that the entire Brady family had been found safely huddled in a bathtub under the protective barrier of a small mattress. 

“Paul’s brother said they lost a bunch of fencing too.” Sean held onto the steering wheel with one hand and rubbed the back of his neck with the other. “I don’t want to think about how much fun we’re going to have rounding up and sorting cattle.”

Even though she hadn’t done any of the physical labor involved in digging Paul Brady’s family out from under his house, Eileen felt the stress and work she’d done feeding and hydrating what seemed like half of Tuckers Bluff in every sore muscle of her body. “With so many folks needing help with clean up, I should saddle up in the morning and help. Especially since Finn is going to be working with Connor on the roof damage to his stables.”

“As much as I’d love to spend the day in a warm jetted tub, I’m afraid you’re right. We’re going to need all hands on deck to get things back to normal.” 

“Yep.” The adrenaline rush of the crazy evening had long ago crashed. Eileen didn’t dare let her head tilt back against the seat or her eyes drift closed for fear she might wind up snoring till morning. Instead she focused on the headlights lighting the way. She was so blasted tired she could barely think straight. And now was certainly not the time to kick around all that had happened over the last couple of days. Not seeing Glenn, not singing to his old arrangements, and certainly not dancing with Sean. How could it be after all these years she’d never danced with Sean? Well, she had danced with him a few times at weddings but those times had always been by strict Irish Catholic standard—him and her and enough room between them for the Holy Ghost. Earlier tonight hadn’t left a sliver of room for a holy photograph. And wasn’t that food for thought? 

 

****

 

Glenn slid his shirt over his head and tossed it into the corner. He couldn’t remember a day this exhausting in a long while. He’d never met Paul Brady and his family before today and yet, working to remove debris and rubble with the other friends and neighbors from Tuckers Bluff, he couldn’t possibly have been more concerned and fretful for them if they’d been his own relatives. 

Unwilling to bother with his pants, Glenn collapsed onto the bed. One helluva day. He didn’t envy the cleanup ahead of the Brady family. Though from what was explained to him, the family tree had strong roots and lots of branches from which to draw on for assistance.

He still couldn’t believe how many people had arrived to help. Every time he glanced toward the main road, more people were coming, and Eileen had taken over as foreman, directing the newcomers to where they could be the most help. This amazing woman never ceased to surprise him. Had she always been so capable? Yes, she’d always had a beautiful voice, and a beautiful heart, but he didn’t remember this woman. The strong woman who could probably command a Marine platoon if given the chance. And with a smile too. 

The thought actually brought a grin to his face. Thinking of this day and of Eileen made him smile. A smile from deep down in what used to be an aching heart. First he’d need a good night’s rest, and then he’d work on making some changes in his world. Changes that would keep him smiling for a long time to come. 

 

****

 

The to-do list in Sean’s mind was growing almost exponentially with every mile they drove. The problem at hand, the only thing he seemed to be able to focus on was the woman across from him in the passenger seat. She’d been a trooper as usual, taking over the directing and nurturing of the friends and neighbors who had dropped everything and come to the aid of the Bradys in a time of need. It was what their community had done for generations and it was one of the things Sean loved about his sister-in-law. And that was his problem. Ever since Finn had put the word “love” in Sean’s mind, everything involving Eileen seemed to revolve around that one word. He loved how she cared for his family, loved how she dealt with adversity, loved how she could mobilize a team in the face of disaster. All admirable qualities that he might love in one of his sons, neighbors, or dogs. 

However, when it came to loving the feel of Eileen in his arms, the sway of her hips against his to the rhythms of the music, and the cute way the corners of her mouth tipped north when something made her happy—that was all Eileen and only Eileen. And now, regardless of Finn’s words, Sean was going to have to do something about it. 

 

****

 

The good thing about spending most of the night tossing and turning is that it made crawling out of bed before dawn to start the day easy. There was no sleep for Eileen to wash out of her eyes. Donning a pair of jeans and work boots, she was in the kitchen packing lunches and scrambling up some breakfast burritos for a light energy boost before everyone headed out the door. 

It had been a while since Eileen rode with the family for a work day. Usually she made sure everyone was fed and hydrated and took care of things at home. Today they were spread too thin and there was too much to be done. Already Sean had been on the phone with Sam, who’d reported missing cattle in the pasture closest to his house. Another neighbor, Luke Pendry, also called to say that the tornado had torn a path across his property and the fence between one of his back pastures and Farraday land was down, which meant Pendry and Farraday cattle were most likely off together exploring new territory. 

“The horses are loaded in the trailer. We’re going to have to go it alone. King is favoring one foot still. I don’t want to make it worse.” Sean filled his thermos with coffee. 

“You have been thinking about retiring him.” Eileen took a long gulp of her morning brew. “Maybe it should be sooner than later.”

“I was thinking the same thing.” Sean blew out a sigh. King was such a great cattle dog, Sean had been slow to bring up a replacement. “Has Finn come out yet?” 

“He and Joanna already had their coffee and toast and left for Connor’s.” 

“If this doesn’t take near the time I expect it to, I’ll go over and lend a hand.” 

“According to Connor, there’s quite the line up of neighbors going to help.” She couldn’t put her finger on it, but something about the slow way Sean went about his morning routine told her he was either more worried about King than he’d let on, or he hadn’t had the best of night’s sleep either. 

“I was thinking,” he reached for one of Eileen’s biscuits and slathered on some jam, “might be nice to… uh…” he turned to face her, “go out for a grown up dinner.” 

Grown up? As compared to what? It’s not like they’d taken the kids for Happy Meals at McDonald’s on a regular basis. Hell, the nearest McDonald’s was all the way in Butler Springs. And it had been a helluva long time since her nephews were kids.

“You know, just the two of us.” His gaze seemed to struggle to stay level with hers. 

Was he asking her on a date? Because if he wasn’t, it sounded suspiciously like one. Did it matter? “Sure,” she managed to eke out. Since she’d relived yesterday’s dance in her head a hundred times trying to fall asleep last night, going to dinner alone with Sean might stop him from robbing her of more sleep. Or not. 

“Friday night?” he asked. 

“Sure,” she muttered with only a fraction more confidence than the first time. 

A smile bloomed on his face. “You ready to go?” 

Her mouth muttered, ‘yes’ but she wasn’t all too convinced she was ready for anything reality suddenly seemed to serve up. 

The ride to the back pasture wasn’t nearly as long in the truck as it would have been on horseback. Sipping coffee made the silence fit. Despite having learned to rise before the sun, Eileen still didn’t really wake up until after a few cups of coffee and several hours of daylight. 

Parking the truck near the first break in the fence, Sean climbed out and unloaded the horses. Saddled up and riding out on the open field, it hadn’t taken long to come across the first stray cows. With the fence down, they were going to need to lead the displaced cattle to the nearest pasture with its fencing intact. 

Nudging the horse into a trot, Eileen veered left and Sean turned his horse to the right, ready to gather the cows into a loose herd, except two young bulls picked that moment to butt heads and send the few cows instinctively gathered close scattering in opposite directions. “Marvy,” Eileen muttered under her breath. If this was any indication of the rest of the day, it was going to prove to be really, really long. 

All they needed were for a few of the animals to move in the right direction and the others would follow. No one wanted to be the last cow left behind. But so far despite pressure from Sean and her, the cows this morning seemed much more interested in grazing than walking. 

Sean came up closer. Rather than ride up on her, he slowed, cutting around, encouraging the cow to move just a bit. Once she moved, a couple of cows began following in the right direction. Eileen refrained from letting go of the reins and doing a fist pump. Together they moved slowly alongside the first group, keeping them from moving too fast or stopping to snack. 

Not far ahead, they came across a mama and her calf. Eileen went back and forth, seeing one eye than the other until the mama turned toward the rest of the herd. It seemed for every cow that got with the program, another one felt more inclined to wander off. These guys were bound and determined to go in every direction. The short drive seemed to last forever and take even longer. As they approached the next pasture, Eileen could see a mass of cows already huddled waiting for them. Thank heaven at least some of their herd got the memo. Or did they? 

Inching forward and back, nipping and barking, she could make out two dogs maneuvering around in the distance, keeping the herd in line. 

Eileen trotted closer to Sean and shouted, “Did Luke say anything about bringing his dogs out?” 

“Not to me.” He shook his head and kept the cows they’d finally corralled moving at a steady pace, his gaze never leaving the small herd of cows ahead ruled by two dogs. 

Slow and steady wins the race. They’d read that story to the children growing up and repeated the line a hundred times working the cattle. Yet, right now Eileen was anxious to press her heels into the old mare and gallop ahead to see what the heck was going on. 

No sooner had the thought crossed her mind than one of the dogs remained hovering around the small herd in the distance and the other came running in their direction. A few feet closer and she would have had a close up view of the large animal. Instead, it stopped at the head of the gathering of cows and began working them. Still close enough to read Sean’s expression, she could see he was clearly as taken aback as she was. The way his one brow went up and he moved close enough for the dog to hear him, she wasn’t at all surprised when he began giving commands to the dog, though she hadn’t expected the animal to do exactly as told. 

“I’ll be,” Eileen mumbled to herself. Whoever’s dogs had come to help, the pups worked those cattle as though they’d been training their entire lives with Sean. He’d always said one good dog could do the work of several good men. It was why he hated to retire King. And this guy was proving to be one very good dog. 

Steadily moving the large animals toward the other strays, the dog was impressive, but it was Sean breaking away and riding toward her that she hadn’t expected at this point.

Slowly easing her horse in his direction, she came to a stop moments before Sean circled around and stopped at her side, both horses facing the moving cattle. 

“Are you seeing this?” he asked. 

Did she look blind? “Do you think they belong to Luke?” 

Sean shook his head. His face void of any emotion, he turned to her. “Eileen, take a good long look at the dog.” 

She was the closest she’d been to the cattle dog since his appearance. A bit larger, okay, a lot larger than the border collies they usually used, this pup’s colors were becoming clearer. His stance. His face. “Oh, my…”

Sean nodded. This time a hint of a smile teasing his lips. “Looks like Mr. and Mrs. Gray decided to chip in and help.” 

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Butterflies had spent the better part of the morning swooping and fluttering in Fancy’s stomach. Allison had agreed to meet with her for coffee. Ethan, along with just about every able-bodied man or woman in town, was off helping clean up from yesterday’s storm. Her sister had spent the entire morning treating thankfully minor injuries and was clearly relieved at Fancy’s suggestion she pick up something from the café and meet Allison in her office. 

Fancy may have made a lot of really stupid decisions as a teen that snowballed into worse choices as a young adult, but she’d always loved and been proud of her baby sister. Now was no exception. “You look exhausted.” 

“You should have seen me during my residency. That was exhausted.” Allison stretched left then right and took a seat behind the desk. “Yesterday could have been so much worse.” 

“It’s rather amazing that the Brady’s was the only house to take a hit.” 

“It’s even more amazing that trapped under two stories of rubble, the entire family came out dusty but without a single scratch. Not even a broken nail.” 

Fancy chuckled. “I’m guessing the same can’t be said for the folks who dug them out.” 

“I do believe we had one splinter removal in that group.” Allison smiled at her sister. “I still can’t believe after all these years I finally get to see you.” 

“I’m sorry.” Fancy had truly thought it for the best at first, then she’d been in so much trouble back to back that she didn’t want to taint Allison with the same brush. “I really am.” 

“I’m delighted to see you looking so good. Guess I can stop worrying.” 

“You can.” Enough time had passed that Fancy was sure this life was going to work. For the first time ever, she even had a savings account and was hunting for her own home. 

“So,” Allison tossed a pen on the desk and leaned back in her chair, “what happens now?” 

“I’ve already told you I’d like to be a part of Brittany’s life now that things are more settled and I have a solid financial footing.”

Fancy could see Allison swallow hard. 

“I know I signed away my parental rights.” 

Allison released the slightest of relieved breaths.

“But I’d hoped… well, I had hoped you would reconsider.” 

“Fancy,” Allison folded her hands and leaned forward on her desk, “how much do you love that child?” 

“More than my own life.” 

“And how much do you care about her future?” 

Fancy smiled. If med school hadn’t worked out, maybe her sister could have been a lawyer. “Enough to let her go.” 

“But you just said…” Allison stuttered.

“I did.” Fancy cut her off. “But that was before.” 

“Before?” 

“I suppose deep down I had my doubts. For months now things have gone so well. Everything with the band is perfect. They’re like family to me. Garrett has been such a good friend, so supportive. Now seemed like the right time to make a change. Before Brittany was old enough to truly understand what has been happening.” 

“What exactly do you think is happening, Fancy?” 

“Not what I thought. That’s for sure.” Fancy dug deep for strength. She’d done this before and it was time to do it again. “I got to spend a few minutes with Grace helping her aunt. It struck me, the similarities in our lives. More importantly, it surprised me how much it shows that she cares for a mother she never knew.” 

Allison nodded. No doubt everyone in town knew more about the Farradays than Fancy could possibly learn during short visits. “Some days, I still miss Mom, but Aunt Eileen has a way of filling big shoes.” 

“I noticed. And honestly, I miss Mom all the time. Have for decades. It’s one of the reasons I came back. When I signed Brittany over, I never thought I’d have anything close to a normal life.”

“I’m guessing there are a lot of people who would not consider performing all over the country normal.” 

“At least I’m not living out of cars and following all the wrong men around the country.” 

Allison lifted a single brow. 

“I don’t mean Ethan. I meant the loser who stole my car and left me stranded in Alabama.” 

This time both of Allison’s brows flew high on her forehead. 

“I’d made a terrible mistake taking off with him. We’d barely crossed the state line when I’d changed my mind about him. Still regret even a minute wasted with that creep.” 

“Hang on.” Eyes drawn close together, Allison’s brows were getting a workout today. “When did you change your mind about leaving Brittany with Ethan?”

“It was always a hard choice, but it wasn’t until recently that I believed I could give her a good life too.” 

“So, those texts you sent me and Ethan. From Alabama. They were about—” 

“The creep.” Fancy nodded. “I was starting to feel a bit desperate. Desperate enough to ask you to come get me.”

“Why didn’t you?” 

“Garrett. I’d been singing karaoke the night the creep took off. They’d just lost a backup singer and they offered me the job.”

Allison sat back in her seat. “Looks like you have a knack for finding knights in shining armor.” 

“At least twice, yeah. I guess.” 

“How close are you and Garrett?” 

Fancy waved her sister off. “It’s not like that. He’s just a good friend. My best friend actually.” 

“You sure?” 

“Absolutely. But he’s definitely a good influence. If not for him I don’t know that I would have ever come to think—hope—that maybe now I could be more of a mother to Brittany.” Fancy startled at Allison’s sharp intake of breath and shaking her hands quickly explained. “But I realized today she can have two mothers, even if one is her aunt.” 

Relief washed over Allison’s face. “I’ve seen how the kids love Eileen. Hell, I haven’t been a part of this family for very long and yet that woman has shown me more love and affection than Aunt Millicent ever did. Having Brittany grow up to love me like that would be a good thing.” 

“About that. I was thinking, it means a lot to me to be a part of my daughter’s life. Visit when I can. Have her visit me when she’s a little older. Do the internet chatting like military parents do when they’re deployed.” 

Allison nodded. Silently waiting for the next shoe to fall. 

“But…” This was hard for her to formulate the words. “I think it would be good for her to think of you as her mother. I can be the crazy talented aunt who swoops in from time to time with elaborate over-the-top gifts and spoil her rotten.”

“You want me to pretend to be her mother?” 

“Not pretend exactly. Just be. After all, you already are for all intents and purposes.” 

Allison shook her head. “I can’t do that.” 

“Which part?” 

“You’re her mama. Aunt Eileen may have been a mother to Grace all of her life, but Grace knew who her mother was. No matter what she calls me now, so will Brittany.” 

“But—” 

“So. Will. Brittany.” Allison sighed. “There’s a photo of you I got from the internet. It’s in Brittany’s room. We’ve taken to calling you Mama Fancy.” 

“Mama Fancy,” she repeated under her breath. She liked the sound of it. 

“When Brittany’s old enough, we’ll find the words to explain.” Allison leaned back, her head briefly leaning against her seat. “But you’re her mother and nothing is going to change that.” 

No, she blinked back tears, nothing she did, good or bad, or would ever change that. 

 

****

 

The long hot shower wasn’t enough to undo the tightness in Eileen’s back. Sure, she’d been on a horse from time to time, but it had been eons since she’d made an hours long effort to help move cattle. Her designated job at the ranch—if she worked the cattle—was gate keeper. She couldn’t get into much trouble with that assignment. Though today she was rather proud of herself. She’d come a long way from the woman who couldn’t even climb onto a horse, never mind work on it. 

“Thanks.” Showered and changed, Sean came down off the bottom step. “I can’t believe how quickly we rounded up the missing cattle.” 

“We were even able to separate our stock from Luke’s without his help. Those dogs were amazing. They must belong to someone.” Eileen stretched her shoulders and opened the back freezer door. 

Sean walked up behind her, his hand gently touching her arm. “First, I can’t believe anyone with dogs that smart, that valuable would just allow them to wander around the county all this time. And second, it’s been a long, hard day for you. Why don’t we go have dinner at the pub? I think a good corned beef and dark ale are in order.” 

There wasn’t much to throwing a casserole in the oven to warm, but the idea of not doing another blessed thing the rest of the night did her aching back good. “Sounds great.” 

Apparently they weren’t the only ones with the idea of heading to the pub. Finn and Joanna drove the ranch truck and she and Sean drove Glenn’s car. By the time they crossed the threshold Eileen could already see most of the tables were occupied. “Oh, I hope this keeps up after opening week.” 

“Ditto,” Sean added. “Anyone know how the café is doing?” 

“Business as usual.” DJ walked in behind them, his eyes scanning from one end of the pub to the other. 

“Good.” Sean nodded. “None of us want to hurt Abbie’s business. You getting off duty?” 

“Just making rounds, checking on everyone.” DJ’s gaze narrowed. “Awful lot of new faces.” 

The door behind them opened again and this time Fancy and her crew, with Glenn in tow, squirmed their way in. “Standing room only is always a good thing,” one of the group said on a laugh. 

“We’ve got plenty of space,” Beverly, the wife of the new craft brewer, smiled at the group. “How many will that be?” 

Eileen counted over her shoulder quickly. “Looks like eight of us. For now, at least.” 

“Follow me.” Beverly smiled and waved them forward. 

“I didn’t know you’d be working here,” Eileen said. 

“Only this week. Though it if this keeps up, Jamie may have to consider hiring a full-time hostess.” 

Eileen stopped at the table and Glenn and Sean both grabbed for the back of her chair. “Thank you.” She smiled to her left then right.

“This seriously reminds me of being in Ireland.” Rick took in his surroundings as if it had been the first time. 

Eileen leaned forward. “You’ve been to Ireland a lot, have you?” 

“Nope. Only seen it in movies.” He eased back in his seat. “And this place looks like every movie I’ve ever seen with a pub.” 

The comment got a chuckle from a few folks at the table, but Glenn merely rolled his eyes. “I’ll give you it certainly looks like the only Irish pub I’ve ever been in. That is, the only Irish pub in Ireland.” 

“When would that have been?” Eileen asked. 

For a moment Glenn seemed to almost regret his words before regaining his casual expression. “The group played in Dublin one night during a European tour. Before the girls were born.” 

That would have been with Sally as lead singer after the group had become rather well known. Around that time Eileen was probably baking cupcakes for kindergarten class or helping with someone’s fifth grade science project. 

“Well, that would explain your kinship with that piano.” Garrett tipped his head toward the stage across the way. “Who’d you play with?” 

Glenn smiled and shook his head. “No one you’d know. Just a little jazz band.” 

It was Rick who looked from Glenn to Eileen and back. Blinked. Dropped his mouth open then snapped it shut. “Holy Sassafras.” 

“What?” Garrett leaned forward, his expression dripping with concern. “What is it?” 

“You’re Glenn Baker.” Not waiting for a reply, Rick turned to her. “And you’re Eileen Callahan. I should have realized it the minute you started singing, but I admit it’s been a while since I’ve heard your album.” 

“You’ve heard our album?” Surprise showed easily on Glenn’s face.

“My dad wore the thing out. I was weaned on all the jazz greats. Mom was more the country fan. Probably why I love music so much myself.” Rick turned to face Eileen. “Please forgive me for not recognizing those golden pipes.” 

When she sang with the group, the band hadn’t been well known enough for folks to recognize her. This was a first. “Golden pipes?”

“Those vocals. I can’t believe I didn’t recognize you.” 

Eileen almost laughed. “Not as much as I can’t believe you did.” All in all, this was proving to be a rather surreal week. Deep inside she wondered if when she woke up in the morning she was going to discover all of this had been an odd, inexplicable, crazy dream. 

As the waitress walked around the table taking orders, Eileen watched the young band set up. She hadn’t realized that Jamie had hired entertainment for the entire week as well. They did a sound check and she ordered the corned beef, immediately returning her attention to the group. A simple five-piece band. Piano, base, drums, saxophone and singer. If she considered the fiddle beside the singer as well, maybe it was a five-person, six-piece band. Though she didn’t know that many bands that had fiddle and saxophone players. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to O’Fearadaigh’s.” A pretty brunette who looked to be about Grace’s age stood microphone to her mouth. “For our first number we’d like to do a fan favorite.” 

It took Eileen all of three notes to recognize “The Devil Went Down to Georgia.” By the end of the first verse the entire restaurant was tapping their toes and singing along. The woman had a great way with the fiddle and bow. 

“She’s good.” Garrett leaned into Fancy. “Very good.” 

“Do you have a fiddler in the group?” Eileen asked. 

Garrett nodded. “We do, but Jim is growing tired of touring.” 

“I don’t know that I’ll ever grow tired of it.” Fancy kept her gaze on the band members, singing along softly under her breath. 

When the song came to an end they slid immediately into another tune that Eileen recognized as a recent hit of Fancy’s group. 

“Okay, she may be better than good.” Garrett leaned into hearing distance of Eileen and Fancy, reaching for Fancy’s hand, but quickly pulling back before anyone else had noticed the aborted effort. The simple gesture caught Eileen’s eye. She’d noticed similar efforts from time to time. The two shared a comfortable familiarity. One she very much understood.

By the time dinner was served the group had taken a break and Garrett and Rick walked over to talk to them. Eileen wouldn’t have minded being a fly on the wall in that corner of the pub. She watched heads bob, jaws drop, smiles broaden and finally hugs and handshakes before the two men made their way back to the table. 

The next time the musicians took the stage the young singer / fiddle player was beaming like a New England lighthouse. “Folks, we have a special treat for you tonight. In our audience we have a few of the members of Tow the Line.” 

Several hoots and hollers escaped from around the room. 

“And perhaps with a little audience encouragement we can persuade them to join us for a song.” She clapped her hands together and within minutes the thunder of applause and whistles could probably have been heard all the way in Dallas. 

Fancy shook her head, but Garrett patted her shoulder and nodded. Maybe they’d come to some agreement before. Perhaps this was a live audition of sorts for the young band. How well could they blend without practice. Or maybe it was just a star struck kid’s enthusiasm at having a chart-topping band in the audience. 

Fancy took hold of the microphone, kicked the cord behind her and Eileen swore that woman lit up from within. “Ladies and Gentlemen, this is what we call a Texas foot stomping and hand clapping kind of song. So put your hands together for me.” She clapped her hands in front of her until the audience kept rhythm with her. Then Rick at the piano started to fiddle with the keys. When the base guitarist played a few notes, the entire room recognized the tune and the foot stomping began in earnest as Garrett and Fancy sang the namesake first line of “If You’re Going to Play in Texas.” 

The group played two more songs together with Fancy and the others before flushed, breathing hard, and glowing brightly, Fancy took her seat, not caring her supper had grown cold. 

“I can see you love what you do.” To Eileen, until now Fancy had looked mostly content, but now, on stage, Eileen recognized the look in Fancy’s eyes. She relished every second of it.

“I do.” Fancy cut into her meat and smiled. “There’s nothing else like it in the world.” 

Eileen nodded. The electricity in the air was palpable. She could feel the adrenaline rush from merely having Fancy seated beside her. No, she thought, there’s nothing like it in the world. 

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

How could he compete with this? Sean had watched the look on Eileen’s face with every note Fancy sang. From one song to the next he could feel the energy rise in the room, see the pleasure on Fancy’s face and debated did he have the right to try and deprive Eileen of that pleasure, that joy, her dream. 

Rick stood from the piano and reached for the mic. “Folks, there’s one more surprise for y’all tonight.” 

Forks clanked on plates and smiling faces turned to the man on stage. 

“I grew up in a house filled with music. Two of the stars from one of my father’s and my favorite jazz groups are here tonight. Please put your hands together one more time and help me welcome Glenn Baker and Eileen Callahan to the stage.” 

The unified gasp from the locals in the audience could have been heard across the street. Butler County in on the recent news of Eileen’s singing past or the return of her one-time fiancé. 

Glenn stretched his hand out for Eileen and when she slid it into his and smiled, Sean asked himself one more time, how could he compete?

Rick shifted to the drums as Glenn squeezed Eileen’s hand then slipped away to take his seat at the piano. Eileen’s smile grew shaky and she sucked in a slow, deep breath before closing her eyes to the sounds of Glenn playing. The drums and the piano worked together with Eileen’s snapping fingers. They were going to do her signature song, “Somewhere.” The hairs on his arm stood on end. This would be the first time Sean would hear her sing it live. His heart rate picked up speed. Lord she looked beautiful under those lights. He swallowed a soft laugh. Who was he kidding? She looked beautiful under any light. 

She sang the first line and the five simple words “there’s a place for us” squeezed his heart. Would there be? Could there be? Had his own blindness to see what was in front of his nose all these years cost him a second chance at true love and happiness? 

“You okay, Dad?” Not Finn this time but Joanna leaned over and touched his arm. “You look a little peaked.” 

“I’m fine.” 

His latest daughter-in-law studied him carefully before nodding acceptance of his statement and leaning back slightly. “Aunt Eileen really is amazing.” 

That word seemed to be popping up rather often the last few days. She’d been amazing for a lot longer than that. Stepping in to take care of his children when Helen left them so unexpectedly. Working with him side by side on anything from crossword puzzles and Sudoku to wrangling cattle or waiting up all night for a child to return from a first date, or one who was sick with the flu or chicken pox. Through thick and thin. Good, bad, happy, sad. She’d always been amazing. And wasn’t he the biggest idiot for not saying so a hell of a lot sooner. 

 

****

 

Glenn was in the groove. Once he’d made the decision to give up the business to spend what time Sally had left with her, he’d hardly ever sat down at a piano. After she passed, that world had seemed so far behind. He’d actually forgotten the feel of real keys beneath his fingers. The tingling thrill of each note shattering the silence. And this. 

The arrangements that were all theirs. The voice that was irreplaceable. Yes, Sally was the strongest of the backups, and yes, the group did well with her, but her voice didn’t stand out the way Eileen’s had. What had the other kid said… golden pipes. Now Glenn had gooseflesh listening to her belt out the tune that so many remembered. The song that Sally refused to sing no matter how many pleas from the audience. Eileen’s song. 

Breathtaking wasn’t strong enough to describe the range in Eileen’s voice. Having hit the high notes in the middle of the song, she pulled the mic from the stand, walking across the stage allowing for Rick and Glenn to have their instrument solos. On cue with no evidence that this routine hadn’t been practiced or played in over twenty-five years, she practically made love to the mic, her voice dropped low in her chest, the words coming out a near whisper, slowly building the chorus again, louder, stronger. “Somehow.” The note carrying out so powerfully he could almost hear the audience’s intake of breath. “Someday.” Again, the notes Sally never could hit. Not a murmur in the audience. Eileen had every last person’s full attention. Eyes closed, cradling the hand-held mic, her free arm open to the crowds in front of her, smoothly, easily, she delivered the last lyric. “Somewhere.”

On the final note the entire house sprang to their feet. Glenn hadn’t heard applause like that, well since the last time they’d performed the song. Pushing to his feet, he bent slightly at the waist, gave a short wave to Rick who had handled the drums admirably. The kid knew exactly what the arrangement had called for. Then Glenn moved his arm to Eileen and the place erupted in a second wave of ovation. This, this was why their group was wanted on the television special. This iconic performance was seared in the hearts of generations of jazz fans. 

Smiling, Eileen scanned the crowd from left to right. For a few seconds she almost seemed to have forgotten where she was. Her gaze landed on the table off to one side where her family and friends sat. Lingering, her smile lifted and a genuine sparkle reached her eyes. She took another bow and, sliding the mic back into place, hurried off stage, not back to the table as he would have expected but to the side and around the corner. Out of sight of the still applauding audience. 

For a moment Glenn wondered if there was something around the corner she needed, or merely the habit of years of performances where they’d exited to whatever dressing room arrangements they’d been given. Whichever, he wasn’t leaving her alone. Not again. 

Following her wake around the corner to the back he spotted the arrow overhead to the restrooms. At the end of the darkened hall, there she was. Against the wall. Palms flat behind her. Eyes closed. Head tipped back barely resting against the old knotty pine paneling. A single canned light shone above her. She looked like an angel. A singer in the last scene of a soon to be famous movie. More than twenty-five years may have passed but all he saw was the young woman he’d fallen so head over heels in love with. 

“You were great,” he practically whispered, moving forward. 

Turning to face him, she lifted one corner of her mouth in a weak smile. “Thanks.” 

“They loved you.” 

“Us.” 

“No. Had I played a solo of that song the reaction would have been nice and pleasant but it’s definitely you they loved.” 

Her smile grew a little stronger. “It was something.” 

“You were in your element. No one would guess you haven’t been on a professional stage in decades.” 

“Thanks for the reminder,” she chuckled softly.

Coming to a stop in front of her, he reached down and took hold of her hand, cradling it in both of his. “I suspect every man in that room is now just a little in love with you.” 

Her head finally lifted away from the wall, her gaze leveling with his. “Is that what happened with us? Was it this?” She waved her free hand toward the opposite end of the hall and the still murmuring patrons. “Was this all we truly had?” 

The question caught him off guard. He had never considered the possibility that he’d been anything but madly and deeply in love with her. Even when he’d fallen for Sally, built a life with her. A good one. He’d never thought it made what he’d had with Eileen anything less than two people in the right place at the wrong time. 

Now here they were. The same two people. A different place and very different time. But the energy, the blood pounding through his veins, and the beautiful woman with the golden voice and penetrating blue eyes was very real. Closing in another half step, ignoring the flash of surprise in her gaze, he had to do what had been in the back of his mind since he saw her at the table that very first night and had been slowly pushing its way to the forefront of his thoughts. Lowering his head, almost directed by the familiarity of a long ago memory, his lips touched hers. Coming home. 

 

****

 

On stage, singing, the lights low, the music so familiar, the energy, the adrenaline, Eileen shuddered. For days she’d been inundated with forgotten memories and sensations. Tonight, out there, it had all come flooding back. Every second of all those years. She wasn’t even here in Tuckers Bluff, she was in New York, or Philly, or Tucson, or Miami. So many years had slipped away. Then, on a natural high from the applause, her gaze fell on Sean, Finn, and Ethan who had joined the table. 

The next twenty-five years paraded through her mind in the following instant. She needed a minute. Air. Maybe a drink. 

In the fog of the dim light, Glenn appeared. Tall, handsome, talented, still sexy. A few words passed. Like a Sunday comic strip, a light bulb of understanding illuminated the memories and feelings ricocheting about in her head. And then the ghost of her past leaned forward and touched his lips to hers. Slow, steady, soft and caring. 

He was kissing her. She should move. Lift her arms. Tilt her head. Something. It had been so very long since she’d been kissed by a man who wasn’t blood related and aiming for her cheek. But instinct didn’t take over. Her head continued to bat around the thoughts and feelings rushing to the surface. Foremost in her mind—she’d rather be dancing with Sean. 

Sean? That had her head springing back like a snapped rubber band. 

His one arm over her shoulder, palm against the wall for balance, Glenn stared at her through narrowed eyes. Booted heels clicked against the old wood floors and Glenn jolted back to the opposite wall. 

Eyes level, Eileen did her best to read the thoughts scrambling behind the stormy gaze. She could read Sean and the boys with the same ease she’d unravel words on a printed page, but this man, she had no idea if his thoughts were good, bad, or neither of the above. 

Sean came to a stop midway between her and Glenn. His gaze scanned the situation. Teeth clamped shut, a muscle in his jaw twitched before his throat cleared. “Thought I’d come see if everything was all right.” 

A lot of answers shouted at Eileen, but all right was most definitely not one of them. 

 

****

 

“Wow.” Fancy turned to Garrett. “Just wow.” 

“I thought she’d knocked it out of the park the last time we heard her. This is like over the green monster, out of the park, across town, and on a highway to heaven.” 

Joanna chuckled. “You may have missed your calling as a writer.” 

“Do songs count?” Garrett asked. 

“Absolutely,” Joanna confirmed. 

“So,” Fancy looked to the hall where Eileen had disappeared and Ethan’s father had followed, “haven’t known the family very long, but should someone maybe go see what’s going on back there?” 

Finn shook his head. “Nope. They’re all grown up. It’s time they figured this out for themselves.” 

“This?” Ethan asked. “I know I’ve been a little preoccupied, but what exactly is this?” 

Finn shrugged. 

“Sometimes being a grown up isn’t enough.” Fancy reached out for her sister’s hand. She’d arrived in Tuckers Bluff filled with high hopes, doubts and more fear than she knew how to deal with. She should have realized her baby sister would be smart enough to sort it all out and make Fancy see things were exactly as they were meant to be. Mama Fancy suited her just fine. “Every once in a while we need our family to kick our butts.” 

“Well, I couldn’t have kicked him any harder if I’d worn steel tipped boots.” 

“What did you do?” Ethan frowned at him. 

Finn shrugged. “Nothing much. Just told Dad if he didn’t like Glenn making a move on Aunt Eileen then maybe he should.” 

“What?” Ethan nearly spit out his beer. 

“Oh, put your eyes back in your head. Y’all have seen them in action for as long as I have. Until now it wasn’t our place to say anything.” 

“Not sure it is now either,” Ethan mumbled. 

A nearby chair scraped across the floor and Fancy turned to see DJ spinning it around and taking a seat at the table then toss a piece of paper onto the table. “Report’s in.” 

“And?” the two brothers echoed. 

“The guy is so squeaky clean I could wash my windows with him.” 

Allison and Joanna leaned back in their seats and both women crossed their arms and sported told-you-so grins. 

“Don’t look at me like that.” DJ hung his wrists over the back of the chair. “We couldn’t take a risk.” 

Blowing out a heavy breath, Allison unfolded her arms and leaned forward. “Sometimes I think y’all watch too many shoot ‘em up conspiracy movies, but what’s done is done. Now what are you going to do?” 

DJ shrugged. Ethan fiddled with the label corner on his beer bottle. It was the younger brother who smiled and tipped his longneck at his brothers. “Told ya. It’s up to Dad now.” 

 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

The air in the narrow back hallway felt thicker than swamp air after a storm. The gentleman in Sean told him to let the lady and her fellow finish their business. The man in Sean wanted to see how many of Glenn’s teeth he could knock out with a single right cross. 

“I think,” Glenn eased slightly to one side, closer to Sean, “I should get back to the table.” His gaze lifted to Sean then back to Eileen. “You’re in good hands.” Turning in place, he nodded curtly to Sean and walked away. 

Stepping closer, daring to gently let his fingers rest on her arm, he repeated, “Are you all right?” 

“I don’t know.” She shifted away from the wall to face him, one hand landing flat against his chest. “I honestly don’t know.” 

Heat from her fingertips seeped through his shirt, his chest, and seared his heart. “Eileen—” 

She lifted her finger to his lips and shook her head. “Would you do one thing for me?” 

He nodded. 

“And promise not to hold it against me?” 

A spark of fear poked at him from inside, but whatever she wanted from him, whether it was freedom to travel around the world entertaining the masses, or his blessing to return to the man she almost married, for her he’d do anything. Her finger still on his lips, he bobbed his head. 

Her finger slipped away. “Kiss me like you mean it.” 

His head tipped forward, his eyes leveled with hers and if he was dreaming all of this, he hoped to high heaven that he never had to wake up. Taking his time, ignoring the need to brand her as his, he slid an arm around her waist, pulled her close enough that she could probably feel his heart pounding against his rib cage, and let his lips touch hers. 

The world spun into its own orbit. Outside noises dimmed to the hum of two hearts beating in time. Toes curled. Heat flared. And he never wanted to stop. Everything about this moment felt perfectly right. 

A throat cleared in the distance. Eileen’s fingers twirled a lazy circle at the base of his neck and he pulled her even closer. 

Louder and more forced, another throat cleared, followed by a feminine gasp. Alarms in the back of his head flashed warning beacons. 

A burst of laughter overrode all other sounds, followed by Finn’s familiar voice muttering, “Told ya Dad could handle it.” 

“But…” Ethan muttered, followed by DJ’s “I’ll be damned,” and Connor’s “About time.” 

They were in a public place. A family place. And none of what Sean wanted to do next was intended for public display.

“Okay, boys, give them some privacy,” Allison’s voice drifted down the hall. 

“Like the man said,” Joanna joined her sister-in-law, “Dad can handle this. He doesn’t need a cheerleading squad.” 

Bless his daughters-in-law. 

Letting his forehead rest on hers, unable to release his hold on her, he swallowed a deep breath. “Was that what you wanted?” 

“Mm,” she mumbled, slowly opening her eyes to look at him. “Could we, uh, do it again?” 

His heart did a somersault. “I’d like to say yes, but I think we need to give Jamison back his hallway.” 

Eileen turned her head toward the other end of the hall and muffled a smile at the sight of Allison and Joanna’s backs ushering his muttering sons over to the table. “They’re going to be impossible about this.” 

“They are.” He couldn’t stop himself from smiling. “Are we really going to do this?” 

Her head bobbed. “I’d sure like to try.” 

For a moment he wasn’t sure what exactly it was she wanted to try, them or singing or both. Not that it mattered. If she wanted to sing in Timbuktu, he’d be right there cheering her on. “Are you going to sing again?” 

Still in the fold of his heat, she nodded.

He’d been expecting that. He could work with it. As long as there was a chance for them. 

“I want to do the reunion show.” 

He waited for the other shoe.

“But that’s all I want.” 

Not fully understanding, he leaned back a bit to see her eyes. 

“I’m not that person anymore. I love this life. The ranch, the kids, their wives, the next generation, even the stubborn cows.” She chuckled a second then straightened her spine and sucked in another breath that made her chest rise and fall and him nearly swallow his tongue. “And, I think, you.” 

 

****

 

Oh lord how she wished her heart would stop battering her ribs like an angry ram. She’d done it. She’d gone after what she really wanted, put her heart on the line, and now she wasn’t sure she could take another breath without her heart hurting. 

“Eileen.” Sean blinked, looked to his left and down the hall, then back. “I don’t think anything.” 

Her breath caught in her throat. 

“I know I love you.” He swallowed hard. “However long you need. Whatever time you want. I’m willing to work at this until you too know for sure.” 

Eileen almost laughed out loud. “Don’t you think over twenty-five years has been long enough?” 

His brows dipped in a confused V, Sean tilted his head. “What are you saying?” 

“I think this is a whole lot of change in a very short time.” 

This time his cheeks pulled with amusement. “You mean more than twenty-five years short?” 

“I mean this week. My eyes have been opened. I’d like to give us a little—and I mean little—bit of time to make sure we haven’t both lost our minds.” 

“I can agree to that.” He smiled at her. The full wattage smile all his sons had inherited from him. “How little?” 

“Not very much.” She grinned up at him. “I’d say let’s hold off on telling the rest of the family, but I suspect by now every last one of them knows.” 

A burst of laughter erupted from deep in Sean’s chest. “Honey, I think they all knew about it long before we did.” 

Honey. The endearment played around in her head. She liked it. Yep. Life was about to get a whole lot sweeter. 

 

****

 

Despite locking lips in the hallway like they’d been the only two people in the pub, Eileen and Sean returned to the table side by side but slightly apart, the same way they might have any other day of the week. And same as he would have any other day of the week, Sean held her chair for her and went to the bar to order her a fresh drink. In so many ways knowing each other so well would make things so much easier, and possibly so much harder. She wanted to try very hard to get this right. Without the entire town gossiping about them. 

The band struck up a familiar tune and everyone, except for Sean still at the bar and Rick at the other end of the table chatting away with a couple of ladies at the next table, had gone off to dance leaving her and Glenn alone in a packed room. 

“I, uh,” he started over her, “uhm about.” 

“You first,” they echoed, then smiled. 

“I apologize for kissing you before.” Glenn glanced at the dance floor and back. “I admit that the last few days it was fun being together. Re-covering common ground. All the energy and fire in performing again.” He sighed. “I guess I got a little carried away confusing feeling alive again with—”

“Feeling love?” she asked. 

He nodded.

“Sort of like kissing your sister?” She bit back a smile. As shocked as she’d been, she was alert enough to recognize the difference in his reaction to her kiss versus Sean’s. Glenn hadn’t had one. 

Heat rising in his cheeks, he nodded again. “Hadn’t seen that coming.” 

“Friends then?” She shot her hand out to him. 

“Friends.” Glenn accepted the hand and gave a single firm shake. “Will you do the show?” 

For a single performance, doing this one last time would be fun. “Absolutely. Will you be sticking around a little longer?”

“Nah.” He smiled at her. “I’d like to get home. See my daughters. Start on the final details for the show and there’s an old coot at my summer lake house who I owe a few hands of cards.”

“Sounds good.” 

“Yes. Yes, it does. Thank you.” 

Her gaze shifted to Sean walking toward the table, two drinks in hand, then back to Glenn. “No.” She patted his hand. “Thank you.” 

Sean took a seat and Glenn pushed away from the table. “If you two will excuse me, I have a show that still needs some details worked out. Thanks for dropping off the car.” 

“No problem,” Eileen answered.

“None at all,” Sean concurred. 

“Very well, then.” Glenn waved goodbye, slapped Rick on the shoulder on the way out, and just as quickly as he’d waltzed back into her life, he’d waltzed back out. 

“That was fun.” Fancy took a long sip of her ice water before collapsing into her seat. “I’m usually the one on stage, not the one dancing.” 

“Tell me about it,” Eileen laughed. 

“If y’all will excuse me for a minute, I’m going to use the ladies room.” 

Garrett stood, watched Fancy disappear through the array of tables, then retook his seat beside Eileen. 

Leaning away from Sean, who was now talking with Rick about the pros and cons of summer and fall calving, though she had no idea why Rick the musician would care, she faced Garrett. “I’m at that age where I can get away with saying anything I want.” 

Garrett smiled. “You strike me as someone who got away with whatever you wanted from the cradle. Which, by the way, you’re barely out of.” 

“Oh,” she grinned, “a charmer.” 

He shook his head and tinkered with a cocktail napkin. “Not really.” 

“Does she know?” 

His gaze shot from the distraction on the table to hers. 

“That you’re in love with her?” As if he didn’t know what she was talking about. 

He shook his head. “No. It’s not like that—” His gaze returned to the table and he sighed. “No. She doesn’t.” He shifted his attention to Eileen. “She’s not ready. Not yet.”

Eileen looked at the nice man before her and the pretty young woman making her way to the restrooms. “She will be. Probably sooner than you think.” 

He gave her a half-hearted smile. “I’ll be here when she is.”

“One word of advice,” she said. 

Garrett nodded at her. 

“Don’t wait twenty-five years.” 

 

****

 

As much as Sean wanted to dance with Eileen, he knew that gossip would take over before they had a chance to grow comfortable with the new normal themselves. Instead he slipped his hand under the table and nearly jumped for joy when she held on tight squeezing his. 

He’d be a fool if he didn’t think someone in the place hadn’t noticed him watching her like a lovestruck teen, but they deserved a little privacy so he’d keep up the status quo in public for now. 

“That pub is going to be one heck of a hot spot.” In the backseat of the quad cab, Finn draped his arm around his beautiful wife. “Should have opened a pub years ago.” 

“Town wasn’t ready for it then.” Sean kept both hands on the steering wheel.

“They sure are now,” Joanna added. 

“It’s going to be lots of fun.” Eileen looked over her shoulder at the two in the backseat. “And I for one am delighted to have a place to go and unwind after a long day of ranching.” 

“Well,” Sean glanced at her, “you won’t have to do that again for a while. Luke will be by tomorrow to load up his cattle and we’ll have the fences up again in no time.” 

“Yep,” Finn agreed. “We’ve got everything secured at Connor’s. He and DJ will be over first thing in the morning to pitch in with the fence line.” 

“Does anyone know how much longer Fancy and her friends will be in town?” Joanna asked. 

“Actually, I do.” Eileen shifted sideways in her seat for a better view of Joanna and Finn. “Chatted a bit with Allison and they’ve worked out a plan. Not much different from what she and Ethan had decided. They’ve been referring to Fancy as Mama Fancy and showing Brittany pictures. They never wanted her to forget who her real mother was. Now that Fancy has turned a corner of sorts, she’ll be visiting Tuckers Bluff whenever down time allows.”

“But Allison will be more like Brittany’s mom than Fancy?” 

Sean looked at Eileen and saw the momentary pain in her eyes. “Not more like. Fancy will always be her mom. Allison will just have the job full time.”

Joanna sat back looking more confused than when she’d asked, but Sean knew what Eileen meant. The entire relationship would be different because unlike Helen, who could not return to visit her children, Fancy had made choices that in the end were all from a love of her little girl. A little girl she could come back and share time with. 

Joanna leaned back against her husband again. “I guess with all the celebrities going home things should return to normal around here.” 

“Yep,” Sean agreed. Everything would be back to normal. Except for one very important thing. Already a great team, he and Eileen were about to get even better. 

At the entrance to the ranch, Sean turned the truck onto the property.

“Man,” Finn yawned, “I could sleep for a week.” 

“What is that?” Eileen pointed straight ahead. 

The truck headlights bounced up and down the driveway, flashing on dark movement. Sean couldn’t quite make out what lie ahead. “Not sure.” 

As the house drew in closer, the porch light combined with the headlights made their night time visitors easier to see. “Well, I’ll be.” 

Pulling to the side of the house, Sean hopped out of the car first. Doors slammed behind him. 

Before he could reach Eileen’s door she was down and out of the truck and moving full speed ahead to the two guests perched, patiently waiting, on the front porch. “What are you two doing here?” 

Gray lifted a paw to her and barked. As though agreeing, Mrs. Gray dipped her head and barked too. 

Finn laughed. “I should have known.” Stopping to pet each dog behind the ears, Finn looped his arm around his wife, and shaking his head, waved goodnight. “Y’all can figure this out. We’re hitting the sack.” 

Down on his haunches, Sean held Gray’s head with one hand, scratching under his chin with the other. “Did you know about this all along?” 

Gray lifted his head up then down again then, rising to all fours, took a step back. Mrs. Gray came to stand beside him. Both gave a single bark, then tore off around them to the back of the house. 

“Think that was a yes?” Sean followed with Eileen on his heels. 

The dogs had scurried past the house, around the kennels, and into the barn. In the far corner there were two small mounds of hay neatly arranged. Gray curled up on one and the Mrs. on the other. 

“Okay, now I’ve seen it all.” Sean slapped his hat against his leg. 

Eileen came up beside him and slid her arm through his. “Do you think this means they’ll be staying?” 

“I haven’t any idea, but they’d be a great asset to the ranch.” He turned to look at her. “You know what this means?” 

“How foolish of us.” Eileen’s head tipped back in a short laugh. “Thinking we would get to choose our future.” 

“These two should have parked their butts here a week ago. Would have saved me a lot of grief.” 

“Grief?” 

His hands rode up the side of her arms. “You know what they say. A person too often doesn’t know how much something means to him until he’s about to lose it.” 

“Or has to give it up.” Eileen leaned in, pressed her lips to his, then slowly rolled back on her heels. 

“Guess this means we’re stuck with each other.” He smiled. 

She grinned back. “Sure does.” 

Fingers threaded together, they took one last look at the two dogs, all set for the night, a sharp eye on each of their people. The new normal. Two adult dogs for the two adult people. They should have known. 

 

****

 

Okay, this is it! If you enjoyed this boxed set, pretty please with sugar on top, take a moment and leave even a few words for a review. I'll never see a star rating and the reviews really do help in so many ways!

 

Keep an eye open for my upcoming series releasing in 2019: Hart Land 

 

Thanks! 

 

Click here to learn more about other series by Chris Keniston.
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