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If a man does his best, what else is there?

—General George S. Patton,

United States Army
            

 

I think it’s important that people know what goes on after the knock at the door.

—Surana Prince,

widow of Sergeant Mycal L. Prince,

killed in action in Afghanistan,
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		Chapter 1


Monday mornings came too damn soon.
         

Jessy Lawrence rolled onto her back and opened her eyes just enough to stare at the shadows the sun cast across the bedroom ceiling. It was high in the sky. Ten o’clock, maybe eleven. In the four weeks since she’d lost her job, she’d been sleeping in late. Why not, with no more annoying alarm clock beeping at six forty-five? No more dressing up, putting on makeup, smiling for customers who annoyed her so much that she wanted to smack them. No more caring whether she was late or if she looked more ragged than she should or if anyone noticed—like that nosy hag, Mrs. Dauterive—she was having a tough day.

It should have been heaven.

If possible, she was more miserable than before.

After her eyes became accustomed to the sun’s glare, or what there was of it peeping around the edges of the blinds, she turned her head carefully to the nightstand and bit back a groan. It was twelve twenty-one. Officially afternoon. She’d slept away the whole morning.

She should shower. Brush that god-awful taste from her mouth. Put some drops in her eyes so they didn’t feel so puffy. Get something to eat—proteins, vegetables, carbs, fruit. She’d been subsisting on junk food and booze so long that she couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a real meal.

She should get dressed, too, walk down the street, buy a copy of the Tallgrass newspaper, and check out the help-wanted section. She needed a job. A sense of purpose. A reason to get out of bed in the morning…or afternoon, as the case may be. She didn’t need the money. Bless Aaron and the United States Army, his life insurance would cover her expenses for the next few decades even if she did nothing but loll on the couch.

What she did need was a reason for living. It was two years and eight months too late to crawl into Aaron’s grave with him, and she didn’t deserve to be there anyway. He could have done so much better than her if he’d survived his last two weeks in Afghanistan.

But he hadn’t survived, and she had, and here she was, wasting her life. It was shameful.

She sat up, her head pounding, and slowly eased to her feet. The shuffle to the bathroom jarred every pain sensor in her head and made her stomach do a queasy tumble. Once inside, she peed, turned the shower to hot, then faced herself in the mirror. She wasn’t a pretty sight.

Her red hair stood straight up on top, a counter to the flattened frizz that cradled the sides of her head. At some point in the last day or two, she’d put on makeup, then failed to remove it before crawling into bed. Shadow smeared and mascara smudged, giving her eyes a hollow, exaggerated look. Deep circles underneath emphasized their emptiness. Indentations from the pillow marked her cheek and forehead, and her usual healthy glow had gone gray and pasty.

It was a wonder small children didn’t run away at the sight of her.

Only because small children didn’t frequent the places she did.

Steam was forming on the mirror when she sighed, turned away, and stripped off her tank and shorts. She took a long shower, scrubbing herself once, twice, closing her eyes, and letting the stinging water pound into her face. By the time she was ready to get out, it had turned cold, bringing shivers and making her teeth chatter.

Four weeks since she’d been fired from the bank—all because some snotty teenage brat with a sense of entitlement could dish it out but couldn’t take it—and she hadn’t told anyone yet. Not that there were many people to tell, just the margarita girls, her best friends. None of them banked at Tallgrass National. Like her, they were all Army widows, and like her, they kept their accounts at the Fort Murphy Federal Credit Union.

She should have told them at the first Tuesday Night Margarita Club dinner after the dismissal happened. She liked to think she would have, except all the earthshaking going on in their lives was the good kind: weddings, babies, mad love, and lust. They didn’t get fired from their jobs; they didn’t keep secrets or prove themselves to be colossal losers like Jessy did. If they knew all her failings, they would lose respect for her, and she would lose the most important people in her life. Better that she stay quiet awhile longer.

God, how she wished she could talk to someone.

For the first time in years, she mourned the family relationships she’d never had. They lived in Atlanta: mother, father, two sisters with husbands and children who got regular gifts from their aunt Jessy but wouldn’t recognize her if she break-danced in front of them. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d gotten an affectionate hug from her mom or a word of advice from her father. She’d been such a disappointment that she was pretty sure, if asked, Prescott and Nathalie Wilkes didn’t even acknowledge the existence of their middle daughter.

She got dressed, finger-combed her hair, then wandered through the empty apartment with its high ceilings and tall windows to the kitchen. A quick look in the refrigerator and freezer showed nothing but a few bottles of water, condiments, and some frozen dinners, age unknown. The pantry held staples: rice, pasta, sugar, plus a lonely can of pinto beans and some packets of instant mashed potatoes. The cabinets were empty, as well, except for a box of oatmeal and another of instant pudding. Like the childhood poem, her cupboards were bare.

Except for the one below and to the left of the sink. Out of sight, out of mind, the old saying went, but the bottles in that cabinet were never far from her mind. That was her problem.
         

She needed food, real food, healthy food. Though she wasn’t much of a cook, she could learn. She could fill a few of her empty days with taking care of herself: eating properly, exercising, cleaning, detoxing herself. It was a momentous project, but she was worth the effort, right? And what else did she have to do?

She would start with shopping, she decided, grabbing her purse and keys and heading toward the door before she could talk herself out of it. She was a champion shopper, though she preferred to look for killer heels and cute outfits and Bobbi Brown makeup. She could handle a sweep through Walmart, maybe even grab a burger at the McDonald’s just inside the door, and at this time of day, she wouldn’t risk running into any of her margarita sisters. They would all be working, as they believed her to be.

After locking up, she took the stairs to the street level, stepped out into the warm May afternoon, and stopped immediately to rummage in her purse for a pair of dark glasses. Cars passed on Main Street, a few steps ahead, and a few shoppers moved past, running errands on their lunch breaks or grabbing a meal at one of the nearby restaurants. Jessy loved living right in the heart of downtown Tallgrass, on the second floor of a sandstone building that dated back to Oklahoma’s statehood. She loved the busy-ness of the area during the day and the quiet at night, her only neighbors few and far between in other converted spaces.

Her car was parked down the alley in a tiny lot shared by the owners of Serena’s Sweets next door and a couple other businesses. She drove to First Street, then headed south to Walmart, stoically ignoring the bank at the intersection of First and Main as she passed. They’d replaced her with ease—people with the skills to be customer account reps weren’t hard to come by, else Jessy couldn’t have done the job—and after electronically sending her final paycheck, they were done with her. Not even Julia, the account rep she’d known best, had bothered to contact her.

Walmart was always busy, even in a military town where service members and their families had the option of the post exchange and the commissary. She parked at the far west end of the lot, figuring she could use the exercise and a little fresh air, since among the many things she couldn’t remember was the last time she’d seen daylight. She felt a tad like a vampire—had looked like one, too, in the mirror before her shower.

Determination got her into the store and all the way to the back, where she started with bottled water. Municipal water in Tallgrass tasted like it came from one of those shallow ponds that cattle stood in on hot summer days. She added milk, two percent, though she wasn’t sure for what. But healthy diets included dairy products, right? She tossed in a twelve-pack of Greek yogurt and added fake egg blend, turkey bacon, whole-grain bread—whatever caught her attention as she trolled the aisles.

She was standing in front of the jarred pasta sauces, remembering the spaghetti sauce Aaron had taught her to make—ground beef, tomatoes, mushrooms, onions, and just a bit of sugar—when a crash jerked her attention to a woman fifteen feet away. A jar of pizza sauce lay splattered on the floor around her, its bright red spotting her jeans like blood, and she was clenching her cell phone tightly to her ear.

Such a look on her face.

Jessy went hot inside, then a chill spread through her. She knew that look. Dear God, she’d lived that look. She still wore it in her nightmares, still saw it at times in her mirror. That awful, heart-stopping, can’t-breathe, can’t-bear-it look of shock and pain and anger and grief and pure, bitter sorrow.
         

The nearest shopper edged her cart away from the woman while sneaking looks. Other customers and a few stock boys barely old enough to shave stared at her outright as she sank, as if in slow motion, to the floor, a wail rising out of her, growing with anguish until it scraped Jessy’s skin, uncovering her own barely scabbed-over anguish.

This shouldn’t be happening here, and it damn well shouldn’t be happening with Jessy. Therese—she was motherly, loving, kind. Carly, too. Ilena, Marti, Lucy, and Fia could empathize and offer comfort with the best of them. Jessy didn’t comfort. She didn’t reach out. She couldn’t handle her own emotional messes without turning to the bottle. She certainly couldn’t get involved in a stranger’s emotional messes.

But no one was helping the woman. No one was trying to move her off the glass-shard-littered floor, giving her any assistance or, barring that, any privacy. Jessy knew too well what it was like to grieve alone. She’d done it for eighteen months before she’d met her margarita sisters.

She knew in her heart that this woman had just found out she could be a margarita sister, too.

Her first step was tentative, her stomach knotted, her chest struggling for air. Too soon she was beside the woman, though, sobbing amid the broken glass and splattered sauce as if she, too, were broken. She was older, probably in her fifties, gray roots just starting to show in her brown hair. Her clothes were casual but well made: faded jeans in the hundred-dollar price range, a cotton shirt whose quality shone in its very simplicity, stylish leather sandals. Dior clouded the air around her, mixing with the scent of tomatoes and basil, and the gems on the fingers that still clenched the cell phone were tastefully impressive.

Jessy noticed all those things to delay that first touch, that first word. What did you say to a person whose world had just shifted so dramatically that it might never be normal again?

Trying to channel Therese, Carly, and Ilena, Jessy crouched beside the woman, touched her, and said, “I’m so sorry.” Three totally inadequate words that made her feel almost as low as the jerks gawking from both ends of the aisle.

“Patricia? Patricia, are you there?” The tinny question came from the cell phone.

Gently Jessy pried the phone free and raised it to her ear. “Hello?”

“Who is this?”

“A friend of Patricia’s. What did you tell her?”

“Oh. I thought she was alone. At least, she was when she left her house.” The voice belonged to a man, old, smug, with a touch of a whine. It brought back long-ago memories of visits from Nathalie’s parents, a hateful old woman and a spiteful old man. “I told her there’s two Army officers all dressed up in their finest lookin’ for her. I bet it’s about her husband, George. He’s in the war, you know. Over in—”

Jessy disconnected and pocketed the phone. Despite the Army’s best intentions, things sometimes went wrong with casualty notification calls: no one home but kids who called their parent in a panic, nosy neighbors who couldn’t resist being the first to pass on bad news. She’d received her call at work, just about this time of day on a Wednesday, back from lunch and summoned into the bank president’s office to face a weary chaplain and a solemn notification officer. We regret to inform you…
         

Army wives knew that soldiers on their doorsteps never brought good news, especially during wartime. Just the sight of that official government-tagged vehicle in the driveway, those dress uniforms, those somber expressions, was enough to break their hearts before they started beating again, slowly, dully, barely enough to sustain life, or pounding madly until it felt like it might explode.

Everyone in the margarita club had been through their own notification, and every one remembered two things about it: the unbearable grief and those five words. We regret to inform you…
         

“Come on, Patricia,” she said quietly, wrapping her arm around the woman’s shoulders. “Let’s get you off the floor. Let’s find someplace quiet.”

Unexpected help came from one of the young stockers. “The manager’s office,” he volunteered, taking hold of Patricia’s arm and lifting her to her feet. “It’s up at the front of the store.”

Jessy paused to take the woman’s purse from her cart—her own bag hung messenger-style over her head and shoulder—then the three of them moved haltingly down the aisle. By the time they reached the end, a heavyset guy in a shirt and tie was hurrying toward them, a dark-haired woman on his heels. The manager, she presumed, and likely an assistant. Maybe she could turn Patricia over into their care and get back to her shopping. Get those awful memories back into the darkest corners of her mind.

But Patricia was holding on to her like they were best friends, turning a stricken look on her. “Please don’t go…You know…don’t you?”

Jessy claimed sometimes that she could recognize a drunk from a mile away. Could a newly widowed woman recognize someone who’d been through it before?

Her smile was a grimace, really, but she patted Patricia’s hand, feeling like the biggest fraud that ever lived. “I know,” she admitted. “I’ll stay.”

*  *  *


Dalton Smith gave the palomino colt one last assuring rub, then headed toward the house. The animals were all cared for, including the colt who’d opened a laceration on his leg, so now it was time to feed himself before he went to work on the tractor sitting uselessly inside the shed. The hunk of machinery was as cantankerous as its owner and broke down a lot more. He ought to give in and buy a new one, or at least new to him.

But in this economy, ranchers didn’t pay the bills by giving in, not without a hell of a fight first. Besides, he’d been working on old hunks since he was ten. Ranching 101, his dad had called it.

When he cleared the barn, the first thing he noticed was Oz, the stray who’d adopted him, stretched out in a patch of lush grass. He lay on his back, head tilted, tongue lolling out, all four legs in the air, letting the sunshine warm his belly. When he’d come limping down the driveway, the shepherd had been painfully scrawny and covered with fleas and ticks. Five weeks of regular meals had turned him into a new dog. His coat was thick and shiny, his ribs no longer showing through his skin. He had retired his herding instincts, suckered Dalton into giving him a cushy new home, and was making the most of it.

The second thing Dalton saw was the dusty RV parked behind his truck. He groaned, and Oz opened one eye to look at him. “Some watchdog you are,” he muttered as he passed the dog. “You could’ve at least barked.”

Not that he really minded a visit from his parents. Since they’d retired to South Texas six years ago, they’d spent more than half their time traveling the country in that RV, and any time their route wandered near Tallgrass, they dropped by. His dad helped with chores, and his mom filled his freezer with home-cooked meals. There wasn’t a piece of equipment made that David couldn’t fix or a house that Ramona couldn’t make feel like home.

It just took a bit of effort for Dalton to make himself sociable.

Unfazed by his criticism, Oz jumped to his feet and fell into step with him, heading for the back door. As Dalton pried his boots off on the top step, he scowled at the dog. “You’re gonna wish you’d warned me. Mom doesn’t allow animals in the house.” He might have bought the house from his folks, but that didn’t make it any less Ramona’s house.

The first thing he noticed when he walked inside were the smells. The house never stank; he wasn’t that bad a housekeeper. It just sometimes smelled a little musty from the dust accumulated everywhere. At the moment, though, it smelled of beef, onions, jalapeño peppers, sugar, and cinnamon, and it made his mouth water. How many times had he come home to the aromas of hamburgers, Spanish fries, and cinnamon cookies in the oven? Hundreds.

Dad was sitting at the kitchen table, reading glasses balanced on the end of his nose, the Tallgrass newspaper open in front of him, and Mom stood in front of the stove, prodding the sliced potatoes, onions, and peppers in a pan filled with hot Crisco. She looked up, smiling brightly. “Sweetheart! I thought I was going to have to send your father looking for you. I hope you haven’t eaten lunch yet because there’s way too much food here for just your dad and me.”

Before Dalton could do more than hug her, her gaze shifted lower to Oz. “Didn’t I already tell you once that you couldn’t come in?”

As Oz stared back, Dad spoke up. “Ramona, you’re the queen of the house on wheels parked out there, not this one. If Dalton doesn’t mind having him in here, then you don’t get to mind, either.” He folded the paper and laid it aside as he stood. Tall, lanky, his face weathered from years working in the sun and wind and cold, he looked the way Dalton expected to look in thirty years. “How are you, son?”

No handshakes for David. He was a hugger. It used to drive Dillon, Dalton’s twin, crazy, being twelve, sixteen, eighteen, and getting hugged by his dad in front of everyone. Knowing that was half the reason Dad did it was enough to make it bearable for Dalton. Noah, the baby, never minded it at all. He was more touchy-feely than the rest of the family combined.

“Good,” Dalton replied as Oz defiantly pushed past Ramona and went to his water dish. “I wasn’t expecting you guys.”

“Don’t worry, we’re just passing through.” Mom spooned the Spanish fries onto paper towels to drain, then tossed in a second batch. “Our friend, Barb Watson—do you remember her? She and her husband, Trey, stopped by here with us a few years back. Anyway, Barb died yesterday, so we’re heading home for the funeral.”

“Sorry.” Dalton went to the sink to scrub his hands.

“It’s such a shame. She was only eighty-three, you know, and she got around as well as I do. She was too young to die—”

In an instant, everyone went still in the room, even Oz. Mom’s face turned red, and her hands fluttered as if she could wave away the words. “Oh, honey…I didn’t mean…”

To remind him of his wife’s death. No one in the family talked about Sandra, not because they hadn’t loved her or didn’t miss her, but because it had always been so hard for him. It had been four years this past January—four years that his grief and anger and the secret he’d guarded had made tougher than they had to be.

She’d been a soldier, a medic, on her second combat tour when she’d died. Twenty-seven years old, way younger than his parents’ friend Barb, bleeding out in the desert thousands of miles from home. Losing her had been hard enough. Knowing she’d died in war had made it worse. Finding out she’d chosen to die had damn near killed him, and keeping that knowledge from everyone who’d loved her had almost finished the job.

What had eaten at him the most? The heartbreak of losing her so young? The ache in his gut that she hadn’t trusted him? The anger that she hadn’t given him any say, hadn’t cared a damn about what he wanted? Most days he wasn’t sure, but at the moment he thought maybe it was the guilt every time he lied by omission to the family. Her parents, her sisters, his parents, and Noah—they all believed she was a hero, tragically killed doing the job she loved, saving fellow soldiers. They believed she would have done anything to come home to them.
         

They didn’t know she’d lacked the courage to come home. They didn’t know she’d chosen to die in that damned desert and leave them forever.

And though it hurt soul-deep, Dalton intended for them never to find out. He wished like hell he didn’t know. He would make damn sure their families didn’t.

“It’s all right, Mom. I know what you meant.” Shutting off the faucet, he dried his hands on a dish towel. He took care to rehang it perfectly straight on the rod, then slipped his arm around his mother’s shoulders. “Oz and I are starving. Are those burgers about ready?”

*  *  *


Benjamin Noble was dictating notes in the small workspace outside the exam rooms that made up his pod of the clinic when the office manager came around the corner. He paused, wasting a moment trying to decipher the look on her face. Luann was competent, capable, and faced crises on a regular basis without so much as a frown, but this afternoon the smallest frown narrowed the space between her eyes.

“Dr. Noble, you got a call from a Jessy Lawrence. She asked you to call your mother. Said it’s urgent.”

She offered him a pink message that he hesitated to take. His cell phone was on vibrate, as it always was while he saw patients, but he’d felt it go off three times in the last half hour. Jessy Lawrence’s name had shown up on caller ID, but since he didn’t know anyone by that name and she’d left no voice mail, he’d ignored it.

“Urgent” messages from Patricia were common enough, given their relationship, that this one didn’t concern him. It could mean she wanted a diagnosis of her cough over the phone or information about hormone replacement therapy, despite his polite reminders that he was an orthopedic surgeon. It could mean she’d made the acquaintance of a friend’s children or grandchildren and wondered about her own or that she was feeling a rare moment of remorse.

Remorse that had come way too late.

“Thanks, Luann. I’ll take care of it when I get a chance.” He pocketed the number, breathed deeply to clear his head, then picked up the dictation where he’d left off. His exam rooms were filled with patients, and they’d run out of chairs in the waiting room an hour ago. Clinic days were never good days for dealing with his mother.

Honestly, he couldn’t imagine a good day for dealing with his mother.

Twenty years ago she’d walked out on the family. She hadn’t just left his father for another man. She’d left all of them—Dad, him, and his sisters. Ben had been fifteen, old enough and busy enough with school to not be overly affected, but Brianne and Sara, eleven and nine, had missed her more than any of them could handle.

Not the time to think about it. He put on a smile and went into room one. “Mrs. Carter, how’d you do with that last shot?” Picking up the needle his nurse had waiting, he sat on the stool and rolled over in front of the patient on the table. She was fifty-five—Patricia’s age—and had severe osteoarthritis in her right knee, bone grating on bone. The injections weren’t a cure but helped delay the inevitable surgery. Though she’d recovered beautifully from the total knee replacement on her left, she was hoping to put off a repeat of the brutal rehab as long as she could. He didn’t blame her. It was human nature to put off ugly things, the crinkle of paper in his pocket reminded him.

He positioned the needle, deftly pushing it in, and was depressing the plunger when his cell phone vibrated again. His hand remained steady. Whether giving shots, inserting appliances to strengthen badly fractured bones, or sawing through the femur or tibia to remove a diseased knee, his hands were always steady.

The nurse blotted Mrs. Carter’s knee and applied a Band-Aid while they exchanged the usual chatter—Don’t stress the joint for twenty-four hours, call me if you have any problems, see you in six months if you don’t—then he returned to the workspace to dictate notes again. There he pulled out the cell and looked at it a moment.
         

He routinely told his patients to call him if they had any problems, but that courtesy didn’t extend to his mother. Granted, his patients didn’t abuse the privilege—most of them, at least. There were a few for whom hand-holding was part of his job, but when Patricia was needy, she did it to extremes.

He was still looking at the phone when it began to vibrate. Jessy Lawrence again. He might ignore her, but she apparently had no intention of remaining ignored. Since he had no intention of being stalked around his office by a stranger on a smartphone, he grimly answered. “This is Benjamin Noble.”

There was that instant of silence, when someone was surprised to get an answer after repeatedly being sent to voice mail, then a husky, Southern-accented voice said, “Hey, my name is Jessy Lawrence. I’m a—a friend of your mother’s over here in Tallgrass.”

He’d heard of the town, only an hour or so from Tulsa, but he couldn’t remember ever actually having been there. “I didn’t know she was back in the state.”

Another moment’s silence. She clearly thought it odd that he didn’t know where his mother was living. When Patricia had left them, she hadn’t made much effort to stay in touch except when guilt or selfishness pushed her, and he’d learned not to care.

“She is,” Jessy said at last. “If you’ve got a pen, I’ll give you her address. Ready? It’s 321 West Comanche—”

“What is this about, Ms. Lawrence?”

“I’m sorry, Benjamin— Dr. Noble. There’s no easy way to say this. Your stepfather was killed in Afghanistan. Your mother just found out. She needs you.”

A bit of shock swept through him, momentary surprise, the instinctive reaction a person felt upon hearing of someone’s death. Though he’d met George only three times—at his, Brianne’s, and Sara’s high school graduations—Ben could feel regret that the man had died, that Patricia now found herself a widow.

But not a lot of regret. Patricia’s loss couldn’t possibly equal what he and his sisters had gone through when their father died. Rick Noble had stayed when Patricia left. He’d loved them, taken care of them, been both father and mother to them, and losing him had broken their hearts.

And it was Rick’s own heart, broken when the love of his life abandoned them for another man, that had led to his death at forty-six. Yet Patricia expected Ben to mourn that man’s death? To drop everything and rush to her side to be with her?

That wasn’t going to happen.

“Give her my condolences, Ms. Lawrence. If you’ll excuse me, I’ve got patients waiting.”

“But—”

He hung up, returned the phone to his pocket, then on second thought laid it on the counter beneath a stack of charts before heading to room three. Out of sight, out of mind, the old saying went. He hoped it held true today.

*  *  *


Patricia, Jessy had learned in the past hour, was Patricia Sanderson, wife—now widow—of Colonel George Sanderson. He’d been in the Army twenty-nine years and would have been promoted to general or retired by the end of thirty. Patricia had been in favor of retiring. She’d grown tired of traveling from assignment to assignment and never wanted to face a moving van and a stack of cartons again.

And she had a bastard of a son.

Immediately Jessy regretted that thought. She was proof that not all parent/adult child relationships were healthy. She hadn’t spoken to her own parents in years and had had LoLo Baxter, the casualty notification officer, inform them of Aaron’s death. They hadn’t called, come to Tallgrass for the funeral, sent flowers or even a damn card. That didn’t make her a bitch of a daughter.

It had just made her sorry.

“Is that coffee about ready?” LoLo came into the kitchen, bumping against Jessy deliberately on her way to choose a cup from the wooden tree. The major had the toughest job in the Army: telling people their loved ones had died. The first time—delivering tragic news, watching the surviving spouse collapse, getting dragged into the grief—would have destroyed Jessy, but LoLo had done it countless times with grace and great empathy.

She’d made the worst time of Jessy’s life a little easier to bear, and Jessy loved her for it.

“I talked to the son,” Jessy said as LoLo poured the coffee, then sipped it and sighed. “He said, and I quote, ‘Give her my condolences.’”

LoLo didn’t appear surprised. She’d seen families at their best and their worst. The stories I could tell, she’d once said. Of course, she hadn’t told them. Was there someone she did share with? Someone who helped ease her burden and made it possible for her to continue doing her job?
         

Jessy didn’t know. Though all the margarita sisters knew LoLo, none of them knew anything about her personal life. She was compassionate, kind, supportive, and a mystery.

“Any other kids?”

“Two daughters, both in Tulsa. She doesn’t have their phone numbers, and I doubt the doctor’s going to cough them up.” Jessy fixed her own coffee, with lots of sugar and creamer, then peeled an orange from a bowl on the counter. She hadn’t gotten anything to eat yet, and her stomach was grumbling. She glanced toward the doorway. Down the hall in the living room, Patricia was sitting with the chaplain, their low voices punctuated time to time by a sob. She lowered her own voice. “Her son didn’t know she was living in Oklahoma.”

“Any other family?”

“No one on George’s side besides some nieces and nephews she doesn’t really know. Her sister lives in Vermont, her brother in Florida. They’re both currently on vacation in Canada and will try to come for a few days before the funeral. They’ve both got kids, so they’re going to contact them.”

LoLo leaned against the counter, cradling the coffee cup, and studied Jessy solemnly. Was she remembering that no one came to be with Jessy when Aaron died? “You know her from the bank?”

“No. Never met her before today.”

“So you picked a stranger up off the floor, dusted her off, and brought her home. That’s a tough thing to do, Jessy.”

With someone else, Jessy could have been flippant. Tougher than you know. Or Not tough at all; I am Superwoman. But LoLo did know. She’d done way more than her share of picking people up off the floor. Instead of saying anything, Jessy focused on sectioning the orange.
         

“I was at the bank yesterday.”

Heat flooded Jessy’s face, and her gut clenched. “I thought you banked onpost.”

“I do. I went there with one of my wives.” Always supportive, doing anything she could to help the women whose tragedies brought her into their lives. “Someone else’s nameplate was on your desk. So were his things.”

“Yeah.” She mumbled around a piece of orange, sweet and juicy.

“You making a career change?”

Reaching deep inside, Jessy summoned the strength to meet her gaze, to smile brashly. “Yeah. I always hated that job.”

“You have any plans?”

Besides falling apart? “I’m thinking about it.” She thought about a lot of things. She just never found the energy to actually do anything. Going to get groceries today had been a big deal—and look how that had bitten her on the ass. Two hours now she’d been tied up with Patricia Sanderson, and she didn’t know how to extricate herself. She’d hoped the son would head this way as soon as he got the news, but she might as well have told him there were clouds in the sky for all the concern he’d shown.
         

As long as LoLo and the chaplain were there, she could leave. Even knowing that eventually they would both have to leave, too. Knowing that eventually Patricia would have to be alone in her house, surrounded by memories of her husband, drowning in her grief. Eventually everyone had to be alone.

But not yet. Jessy could cope awhile longer. It wasn’t like anyone else in the entire world needed her.

“Maybe this time you’ll find a job you like.” LoLo drained the last of her coffee and squared her shoulders. “I should get back in there.”

Jessy watched her go, figuring that in a few minutes the chaplain would come in for coffee and a break. Kind of a tag team comforting. With her stomach still too empty, she opened the refrigerator, located a couple packages of deli meat, mayo and mustard, some pickles and cheese. Sooner or later, Patricia’s friends would start showing up with casseroles, fried and rotisserie chicken, sweets from CaraCakes, pop and doughnuts and disposable dishes, but in the meantime, a sandwich or two would stave off hunger for her, LoLo, and Lieutenant Graham. If Patricia was like Jessy, she wouldn’t eat for days. If she was like Therese, she would be sensible and eat even though she had no appetite, and if she was like Lucy, bless her heart, she would stuff herself with food to numb the pain.

Sure enough, about the time she finished putting together the fourth ham and turkey sandwich, Lieutenant Graham came into the kitchen. He wasn’t as experienced as LoLo; his lean solemn face showed the bleakness of his burden.

Chaplains made Jessy uncomfortable. She hadn’t been raised in church and had never found a reason to start attending as an adult. Aaron’s service had been held at the chapel on Fort Murphy, and the memory didn’t make her eager to return. Besides, chaplains were good people. Earnest. They didn’t make the mistakes Jessy couldn’t seem to escape.

“We didn’t get lunch. This looks good,” the lieutenant said as he accepted a plate. “We called one of her neighbors who’s coming over as soon as she can get away from the office. I think she’s asked about as many questions as she’s capable of processing at the moment.”

“She’ll think of more.” Jessy’s first questions had been simple: How had Aaron died, and why? The how had been understandable: He’d been shot by a sniper. She still struggled with the why.

There had been more questions, of course. When would he get home? What did she have to do? How did one arrange a funeral? Where could she bury him?

And more: Had he died instantly? Had they tried to save him? Did he suffer? How did they know he didn’t suffer?

Would she be able to see him, touch him, kiss him once more when he got home?

Could she tell him how very, very sorry she was?

The chaplain took a seat at the breakfast table, ate a bite or two, then gazed at Jessy. “LoLo says you’ve been through this.”

Her hands tightened around the coffee mug. She forced herself to loosen her fingers, pick up a plate, join him at the table, and to take a bite to settle her stomach. “Two and a half years ago,” she said at last.

“I’m sorry.”

Why did the words sound so much more sincere coming from him than they did from her? Because he’d probably never let anyone down. Never failed to live up to others’ expectations. He was a man of God.

She was just a woman.

With way too many flaws and way too many regrets.


	

    
	
		Chapter 2


The blast of a horn startled Lucy Hart from her thoughts. With a glance at the green light overhead and a glimpse of the driver behind her gesturing impatiently, she got the car moving again, just barely reaching the speed limit. Part of her was in a rush to get home; her friend needed her, and Lucy was always quick to respond to people who needed her.
         

The rest of her, though, was dragging her feet. She was good for all kinds of emergencies. Car trouble, pipes breaking in the middle of the night, rides to doctors’ appointments, heartbreak, unexpected babysitting—she’d handled all that and more. Being there and helping out were her biggest talents, after her mouthwatering cooking and baking. Her family had called her little mama, an endearment she’d been happy with while waiting to become a mother for real.
         

But comforting a friend who’d just lost her husband hit a little too close to home. Though six years had passed since Mike’s death in Iraq, though all her closest friends had lost their husbands to combat, the memories this new death raised…

Grimly, she pushed back the thought. Patricia needed her. End of discussion.

Traffic was light through town and virtually nonexistent once she turned onto her street. She pulled into the driveway, then hurried into the house. Her dog, Norton, was waiting in the kitchen, wagging his tail hard enough to sound like a bass drum. Though she wanted to get to Patricia’s quickly, one thing couldn’t wait; otherwise, Norton would flood the kitchen.

She gave him a scratch, then let him out the back door into the unfenced yard. He wasn’t the brightest dog in the world, but he did understand that home was where the special stuff was: food, treats, doggy bed, and the yellow rubber ducky he loved dearly. He would never run away and leave the duck behind.

After changing clothes, Lucy let Norton in again, gave him a couple of home-baked treats, then grabbed the bread she’d baked the night before—banana nut and cranberry—and a tub of cream cheese. “You be good,” she told him. “I don’t know how long I’ll be gone, but I’ll come back to check on you. Don’t disappoint me.”

The animal gave her a look that suggested she might as well be speaking Vulcan, then slid into a boneless heap, head on his paws to watch her go. She locked the door and set off across the yard, halfway to its perimeter, when her next-door neighbor called her name.

“Hey, Luce! You’re taking food to someone who isn’t me?”

Joe Cadore sat on his deck, feet propped on the railing, a fitness magazine in his lap and a bottle of water in his hand. His blond hair needed a trim—always—and his jaw looked as if he’d forgotten to shave that morning, turning his usual boy-next-door good looks into breath-catching isn’t he hot? sex appeal. Luckily, she was immune to it. With an appetite befitting a physically active guy, no kitchen skills, and no wife or significant other, he had a great appreciation for the goodies that came from her kitchen, thus the basis of their friendship.
         

Reversing direction, she moved a few feet closer to him. “I’m taking it to Patricia’s. Did you hear? Her husband—” Her voice wobbled, and she took a breath.

Bless his heart, Joe didn’t need to hear more to understand. Concern furrowed his forehead, and he dropped his feet with a thud, rising from his chair. “Oh, man. I’m so sorry. George was a good guy.” After a moment, his voice softer, he asked, “You okay?”

His concern was sweet and eased the tightness around her heart just a little. “Yeah. Just…a lot of memories.”

“Do you want me to come along?”

The constriction eased a bit more. What kind of guy volunteered to wade into a situation that was sure to involve an overload of women, emotion, tears, and grief? Then she answered her own question: a good friend. She’d been blessed with so many of them. She hoped Patricia had a bunch, too, because she was going to need them in the months ahead.

“I appreciate the offer, but…let me see how she’s doing first.” She started across the yard again, then glanced back. “By the way, there are two more loaves of bread on my kitchen counter for you if Norton doesn’t get to them first.” Joe had a key to her house so he could do favors like letting the dog out if she ran late, and she had one to his house so she could…Well, just because. He didn’t have any pets, not even any plants, and had never asked her to do anything for him.

“I’ll share a piece with him.” His broad grin was dazzling. “I knew you loved me. Thanks, Luce.”

She crossed the grass into Patricia’s backyard, then circled the house. Under normal circumstances, she would have gone to the back door and knocked, holding up her goodies to entice Patricia into letting her in. There wouldn’t be any normal circumstances for her friend for a long while.

The only cars in the driveway were a government vehicle and a small red one she wasn’t familiar with. Though there were other CNOs—casualty notification officers—Lucy hoped Patricia had gotten Loretta Baxter. LoLo was so very good at her job.

Lucy climbed the steps to the gracious porch with its wicker furniture and potted flowers that contrasted perfectly against the red and white stripes of the American flag rippling in the breeze. Thinking she should do something with her own porch, she turned back to the door when it opened and blinked in surprise. “Jessy! I didn’t know you knew Patricia.”

“I don’t. I didn’t. I do now.” Jessy grabbed her arm and pulled her inside, closed the door, and swept her down the hall to the kitchen, where she put the bread and cream cheese on the counter. Of all their margarita sisters, Lucy would have thought Jessy the least likely to comfort in a tragedy. Not that Jessy wasn’t sympathetic and generous. It was just that she doled those things out in her own way, which was usually brash and blunt.

In a few terse sentences, Jessy explained how she’d wound up at the Sanderson house. “Damn, can you believe it?” she muttered.

“Of course I can. It proves what I have always suspected of you. You may be snarky and flippant on the outside, but on the inside, you’re warm, soft, and gooey just like the rest of us.” Knowing Jessy would resist, Lucy wrapped her arms around her and planted a messy kiss on her cheek. “You’re a good woman, Jessy Lawrence.”

Sputtering, Jessy wriggled away. “And you’re insane. Cover for me while I make my getaway.”

They approached the living room together, both stopping a few feet out of sight. Jessy eyed the front door as if gauging how quickly she could reach it and be gone, then turned her assessing gaze on Lucy, whispering, “Are you sure you can handle this?”

“It’s got to be easier than the first time around.”

“I don’t know about that. If things get quiet for one minute, all I can think about…”

Is Aaron. Practically like it was yesterday. Lucy knew how that went. Witnessing other people’s pain brought a new edge to hers.
         

“We all think about our husbands more at times like this. But we have years of scars over the wounds in our hearts. No matter how much we love them, no matter how much we miss them, we don’t hurt the way Patricia does because her wound is so fresh.” Lucy blinked away a sheen of tears. “Has anyone contacted her children?”

Jessy snorted. “I called her son. He wasn’t jumping in his car to drive over here anytime soon.”

“I knew there was some problem there.” That had been apparent more in the things Patricia didn’t say than the things she did.

“Yeah, there’s a problem, like he doesn’t give a shi—” Jessy shrugged. “Damn, I’ve got to get going. I’ve let my gooey side show for way too long. I need some red meat, some wild dancing, and a handsome cowboy or two to buy me a drink—” Again, she cut herself off, grimacing. Bumping against Lucy’s arm, she went into the living room and to Patricia, sitting on the couch near LoLo.

Lucy smiled. Every woman could use some red meat, wild dancing, and handsome cowboys from time to time, but Jessy was no more likely to go out and indulge than Lucy was. She talked big, but the margarita club knew she hadn’t looked twice at an available man since Aaron’s death. Every person’s grief had its own schedule. When the time was right for Jessy to consider romance again, she would, and like Carly and Therese, she would be incredibly happy the second time around.

Lucy could envision all her friends getting a second chance, but it was harder to put herself into that position. They were all smart, pretty, and talented at everything they tried. Most of them held interesting jobs or had interesting hobbies, while Lucy was a secretary whose only interest outside work was making tantalizing foods that put way too many pounds on her. She’d gone from average to fat, made worse by the fact that she was only two inches over five feet. In this shape, she wasn’t exactly dating material, and that was okay. Better to stay single the rest of her life than to risk a second time with what Patricia was going through.

With a deep breath to fortify herself, Lucy walked into the living room. Upon seeing her, Patricia promptly burst into tears, sank into her arms, and sobbed as if her heart were broken. Sadly, Lucy knew, it was.

*  *  *


By the time Dalton turned off the computer and headed upstairs, the house was silent. His parents had gone out to the RV as soon as Dad saw the ten o’clock headlines, despite Dalton’s offer of a bedroom, and Oz dragged up the steps soon after. Normally, Dalton would have been asleep an hour ago, but restlessness had kept him awake. He’d thought catching up on his paperwork would settle him—it usually bored him comatose—but it hadn’t. His body was tired, but his mind wasn’t surrendering yet.

Avoiding the creaky places on the stairs and in the second-floor hallway, he got ready for bed, shut off the light, and nudged Oz from the middle of the bed. If Mom didn’t like dogs in the house, she really didn’t like them on the beds, but she hadn’t said anything. Maybe she’d finally begun to think of this house as their former home. More likely, David had warned her again not to fuss.
         

Moonlight came through the curtains, bright enough to cast deep shadows, to glint off the silver frame on the dresser. Every week he dusted the frame, but he never looked at the picture it held. He didn’t need a photograph to remind him of that moment immediately after he and Sandra had gotten married in Las Vegas, when they’d both been happy and hopeful, with no worries other than how quickly they could get back to the hotel to celebrate. Life had had such potential that day. He’d never imagined just how damn wrong it could go.

He stared at the frame until his eyes got gritty, then he rolled onto his other side, where there were only shadows. As he resettled, he realized the tension that usually gripped him when he thought about Sandra wasn’t there. It still hurt. It still made him angry, but not so much as before. Was he finally putting it behind him? Was there some potential for a normal life for him again?

He had this suspicion that of course the potential was there. He just had to be smart enough to recognize it and willing enough to accept it. He’d dug himself into such a bleak hole after Sandra died. He’d lost touch with all his friends, did his best to keep her family at arm’s length and to avoid any but short, superficial visits with his own family. He’d forgotten how to live, how to be sociable or, hell, be just plain civil.

He’d felt like shit and acted like it so long that he was sick of it.

Behind him Oz began to snore, low rattling sounds. Dalton hadn’t wanted a dog until the mutt showed up and showed him he did. Oz had been starved, lost, or more likely, dumped by an idiot owner who assumed all country people wanted everyone else’s throwaways. He’d had an awfully tough time of life, but he hadn’t dwelled on it. Once he’d made himself at home here, he’d forgotten the rough times and focused on appreciating the good life.

There wasn’t one thing special or unique about the miseries in Dalton’s life, and he had a lot to be thankful for. He was healthy. He was making a go of the ranch he’d loved for as long as he could remember. His parents were alive and happy, and Noah was exactly where he should be in his life, with no major mistakes hanging over him and all those possibilities ahead. Dalton was feeling the need, just kind of simmering but there all the same, to get himself to exactly where he should be in his life.

And part of it had to do with the pretty little redhead he’d met two months ago who wouldn’t get out of his head.

That March Saturday hadn’t been his proudest moment. Dalton, who’d never once hooked up casually, had done just that with the redhead, and in a cemetery, no less. A few words, a trip to a bar, too much to drink, crossing the parking lot to the shabbiest motel in the county, then sneaking out while she was asleep and pretending not to know her the next time he saw her.

She was the first woman—the only woman—he’d been with since Sandra. She’d given him a few hours of passion, of feeling something besides sorrow, and he’d thanked her by treating her exactly the way Dillon would have. For the first time in his life, he’d acted like Dillon’s twin and not in a good way.
         

But Jessy Lawrence, like her red hair implied, was stubborn. She was always there in the back of his mind: pretty, emotionally worn like him, dealing with her own sorrows. Images of her that March day, so sharp and alive, echoes of her Southern drawl that had lured him from his bleak life for an afternoon. Every time he went into town, any flash of red hair made his gut tighten. He’d even gone to the bank where she worked just to see her, only to find some scrawny guy at her desk. Had she been promoted? Transferred? Had she moved away?

Would he ever see her again?

Maybe. There was that need, buzzing down deep in his gut, whispering to him that life could get better. That he didn’t have to settle for barely surviving. That he could get to where he was supposed to be.

If he was smart enough to recognize the chance, and willing enough to take it.

*  *  *


With three arthroscopies behind him, Ben left the hospital for the clinic across the street, jogging the four flights of stairs to his floor. He got a quick look at the patients in reception, a fair number of their faces familiar to him, then ducked through a door into the treatment area and into his office. He so rarely spent time there that it was the last place anyone trying to find him would look.

He hadn’t slept well the night before. He’d ignored a number of calls from Lucy Hart, presumably another friend of Patricia’s, and he’d had to tell his sisters, Brianne and Sara, about George. Like him, they’d been bemused. I’m sorry Colonel Sanderson died, Brianne had said. I’m sorry when any of our troops die. But he wasn’t our father. He wasn’t even our stepfather. We never knew him.
         

Sara had been blunter. Like we’re supposed to care about her loss?
         

Ben hadn’t been able to force himself to offer their dad’s usual advice: She’s your mother. Naturally you love her. She divorced me, not you kids.
         

But Patricia had, in effect, divorced them. She hadn’t raised them, hadn’t been there for them, hadn’t even bothered to let them know she was back in Oklahoma. Their love for her had fled the state not long after she had.

He opened an energy bar and ate a chunk of it before scanning his schedule for the day. It was busy, as always, and no matter how much time was allotted to each patient, he always found himself needing more. Sawing off femur heads, hammering in titanium appliances, and screwing pieces of a joint back together were the easy part of his practice. Remembering to take time to really listen was something he struggled with. The clinic was chaos from the moment the first patient walked in until the last one left, and it was seriously tempting to give in to the urge to go go go. Especially when something was on his mind that he didn’t want there.
         

The ring of his cell brought that particular something right back to the forefront. Every time it had rung since Jessy Lawrence’s first call, he’d flinched. Considering he paid for the damn phone and the damn service, the flinching had gotten really annoying really fast.
         

Lucy Hart. Again. Scowling, he answered curtly. “Hello.”

“Oh, hi. Hey. I wasn’t really expecting…” A deep exhalation. The accent wasn’t Southern, like Jessy’s, or the voice husky. This could be any woman from anywhere. “I’m Lucy Hart in Tallgrass. I’m a friend of your mom’s. Is this—this is Ben, right?”

He could lie, but that would only get him off the hook for the moment. Apparently, Patricia’s friends were persistent, so he’d still have to deal with the matter. Though he’d thought he’d done that yesterday. “Yes.”

“Look, Ben, I know you’re busy, and your relationship with your mom hasn’t been good for a while, and you’re thinking you hardly knew her husband and certainly aren’t mourning him.” Another long breath. “But we all make mistakes. I’m guessing your mom’s were pretty significant. But she’s in a really bad place right now, and it would mean the world to her to see you and your sisters. You know, when you lose someone you love, it makes you think a whole lot about the other people you love, especially the ones you’re disconnected from. Please, Ben, she really needs someone here.”

She should have thought about that before she ran out on us. You screw people over, you can’t expect them to be there for you when you need them.
         

“What about her brother and sister?” He sounded cold and didn’t care. None of what had gone wrong between him and Patricia had been his fault. None of what was going on now was his concern.

“They’ll be here for the funeral.”

“When will that be?” He wasn’t interested. Just the sort of questions people asked.

“We don’t know. George’s body will be shipped back to the States and—and prepared, then he’ll be escorted to wherever she chooses to bury him. It can take a few days or up to a week and a half. It just depends.”

Lucy’s voice quavered, turning thin and reedy, and damn it, he had a soft spot for quavery voices. He’d yet to see the patient or family member who didn’t need reassurance before heading in to the OR. Unlike the listening, that always came easily to him: a pat on the arm, a moment’s conversation, a promise that he would take care of them, the comfort of a familiar face.

Days alone, waiting for her husband’s body to come home. Ben couldn’t imagine Patricia holding up that long without someone to lean on. Lucky for her, she had Lucy Hart and Jessy Lawrence, and surely the Army had some sort of support system in place. But not him. He had patients and surgeries and a life of his own.

“People change, Ben.” Lucy’s voice was softer. “They regret things they did. They regret things they didn’t do. I’m not asking you to make up with Patricia. I just think if you show her compassion now when she really needs it, it’ll mean something to you later.”

Forgive, his dad had often preached. Not for the person who wronged you, but for yourself. You deserve better than to waste time and energy on resentment.
         

He had a lot of resentment. Would forgiving his mother ease some of it? Could he do that for her? Or at least, like Dad advised, for himself?

Grudgingly he said, “I’ll think about it.” Before Lucy could do more than inhale sharply in surprise, he warned, “But don’t keep calling me. I’ll let you know when I’ve decided.”

*  *  *


Jessy awoke bleary-eyed around eleven, her head aching, her mouth dry and gross, her eyes puffy. One glance at her pillowcase confirmed that (a) she’d forgotten to take off her makeup the night before, and (b) she’d cried herself to sleep.

After the long, sad, awful afternoon with Patricia Sanderson, she hadn’t been able to keep memories and images out of her mind. Her own notification call, knowing what LoLo was going to say before she opened her mouth, the sorrow, the shock, the guilt. Aaron’s dignified transfer by private jet from Dover Air Force Base to Tulsa, then by hearse to Tallgrass. Choosing flowers, arranging the service, clasping the flag presented graveside by the post commanding general.

The overwhelming sadness and guilt.

Other people claimed tears were cathartic, but not Jessy. They made her feel like she was drowning in sorrow long after the last one had fallen. She never felt better after crying. It was torture, one drop at a time, and required a recovery period, best accompanied by a bottle of Patrón.

Steadfastly avoiding the kitchen, she showered, dressed, and put on makeup. Her wardrobe ranged from girl-next-door to serious professional to sex-on-four-inch-heels. Today, with a light hand on the cosmetics, orange cargo shorts, and a striped shirt, she was in girl-next-door neighborhood. She wasn’t sure what she was dressing for, other than going out—feeling the way she did, she wasn’t staying in the house with the Patrón—until she went to the closet for shoes.
         

Her gaze caught on the camera bag on the shelf. Now, taking pictures was cathartic. She’d learned with her first camera, when she was fourteen, that the world was safer when she looked at it through a lens. She could capture the stark, lush, harsh, kind beauty in any single instant. If ugliness managed to intrude, she could Photoshop it out and create perfection. Ilena Gomez, her preggers margarita doll, had called her photos haunting and majestic, a compliment that had lingered for weeks in Jessy’s heart. Still did.

Even so, she hadn’t picked up the camera in a month. There wasn’t a lens long enough to distance her from the mess of her life.

After pulling on a pair of sandals with thick rubber soles, she picked up the bag, retrieved the battery that was always in the charger nearby, then her purse, and left the apartment. When she pulled out of the alley a few minutes later, she headed north. She didn’t know where she was going, but out of town sounded good.

The Oklahoma countryside always seemed peaceful, except when storm clouds hurtled across the sky, and even those had incredible beauty. In her four years there, Jessy had gotten only one photo of a tornado, but she hoped for another chance someday, preferably an impressive one that formed quickly and broke apart just as quickly without doing any damage.

Not today, though. She just wanted to feel the camera in her hands, to look around her with that protective distance in place, to enjoy the sun and breathe the fresh air, and to hopefully get rid of a bit of the ugliness inside her.

Seeing a pasture with cattle ahead, she slowed and turned onto the dirt road that fronted it. A few hundred feet down, she parked at the side of the road, right wheels close to the bar ditch, took out the camera, and crunched over gravel on her way to the pasture fence. The boards, though worn gray with weather and time, held securely under her weight, so she climbed to the top, balancing carefully as she focused the lens on the nearest cow. Deep red and white, it chewed lazily, methodically, its huge eyes watching her with disinterest.

“I’m just another two-legged oddity in your world, aren’t I?” Jessy murmured, snapping off pictures, close up and from a distance, cows and babies, trees and fence and sandstone boulders and sky. Something unwound in her gut, so slowly that it took her a while to realize it was tension seeping away. She’d missed this feeling of capturing a perfect moment in time, of preserving the scene, of creating something that would long outlast her. She’d needed it, needed something that wouldn’t leave her feeling ashamed as so much of her life did.

Traffic passed on the highway, but she ignored it as she turned to face the opposite direction. The field across the road was overgrown, enclosed with rusty barbwire that sagged between ancient wooden posts. Though it had once been cleared, red cedars were taking over again, along with sumac seedlings that would provide gorgeous splashes of color come fall. Wildflowers grew in patches: Indian paintbrush, black-eyed Susan, purple coneflower. Clumps of iris spread in straight lines about thirty feet from the road, bearing a few blooms among the spent flowers that had already faded.

Jessy crossed the road again, racking up pictures from every angle. She was crouched next to the ditch, lens directed to the irises, when fine vibrations transmitted from the ground to the soles of her feet. A pickup truck was coming down the road, a dust cloud trailing behind it like a balloon bobbing after a toddler. She glanced at the dust, then the camera, and stood, folding her arms against her chest and over the camera to protect it.

The driver stopped well short of the stop sign, waited a beat, then eased forward until the truck was even with her. Oklahomans were friendly, she reminded herself. A quick hello-how-are-you-doing, and he would leave her in nondusty peace.

Then she saw him, and peace was the last thing on her mind.

Memories assailed her—a sunny afternoon, the sweet fragrance of flowers filling the air. A little conversation, an ill-advised invitation, and a much-needed distraction on a tough day. She had suggested a beer and a burger at Bubba’s and he’d agreed. She’d made the drive to the bar knowing she would drink too much, get too bold, wind up in bed with him, then regret it forever, but she’d gone anyway. At that moment, filling the emptiness inside her, even just for a while, had seemed worth the shame and disgust that would follow. She knew the pattern; she’d gone through it countless times before.

But Dalton Smith had disrupted the pattern. Unlike the men before him, he hadn’t been anonymous. He hadn’t disappeared from her life as abruptly as he’d entered it. She’d seen him again, and again, and she’d felt…something.

Jessy was afraid of feeling that something.

He studied her much the way the cow across the road had—brown eyes, impassive expression, no sign of interest—except little lines crinkled the corners of his eyes, and his fingers were tightening around the steering wheel. He hadn’t expected to see her out this way, and it wasn’t a pleasant surprise. He didn’t think much of her—only fair since she didn’t think much of herself.

The dust settled as he looked at her and she looked back. Fighting the urge to move—fleeing to her car seemed a good idea—she waited for him to speak, remembered he could be very slow about that, and blurted out the first words that bypassed her brain and reached her mouth. “Why are those irises growing like that?”

His gaze shifted from her to the flowers in the field, then back again. “This is the old Jefferson place. A tornado took it out about twenty years ago, but left the irises in the front flower beds.”

She looked at the flowers again, imagining a snug little house behind them, white with a broad porch, maybe a swing, and curtains fluttering in the breeze. A home destroyed in a matter of seconds, lives changed. Her own familiarity with instant disaster sent a shudder through her and led to her next inane question. “How many tornadoes have you seen?”

“None.” The corner of his mouth quirked. “The Smith family knows how to take shelter.”

“I don’t know where I’d take shelter. I live downtown, second floor of the Berry Building.” Lord, she was babbling now. This was no conversation to be having with a man who’d seen her at her worst in their first-ever encounter and hadn’t been impressed in their subsequent meetings.

“That building has a basement. Underground is always good.”

“And maybe wind up with the entire building collapsed on top of you?”

His mouth quirked again. A person who didn’t know better could be forgiven for mistaking it for a smile trying to get free. “Better than getting blown away at two hundred miles an hour.” After a moment, he added, “In a corner or under the stairway.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Her rent included a storage area in the basement, so she had access. She just had trouble picturing herself down there in the middle of an unholy storm with no lights, probably no cell phone service, and who knew what kind of little skittering, slithering creatures. Her bedroom closet, though not as safe, was clean and comfy, and if she did get blown away, at least it would be with her cameras and her shoes.

They just looked at each other for another moment. She’d never been the sort to find herself at a loss for words, especially with men, but that was exactly where she was now. They’d already discussed weather—how lame was that? If he would just go on his way…

He nodded in her direction. “What are you hiding there?”

She blinked before remembering the camera. She held it up, then lowered both arms to her sides. She’d been more comfortable, she immediately realized, with them crossed. “I didn’t want it to get dusty.”

“You like taking pictures of scrub and weeds?”

“No, I was photographing the wildflowers—” Realizing they probably were weeds to a rancher, she broke off. “Actually, I stopped to take pictures of the cows over there. The one in front is a pretty girl. She liked posing for the camera.”

He glanced to the right, and this time it was obvious he was controlling a smile. She hadn’t yet seen him smile, but she would bet it was worth preserving with a close-up glossy. “Don’t tell his owners. They paid good money for the calves they’re going to get from him.”

She was coming off lame and dumb. Heat crept up her neck and into her face, but she managed a careless shrug. “What do I know? Once you put them in little foam containers, they all look alike.”

“Supermarket beef.” He gave a shake of his head. “I haven’t eaten beef from a grocery store in…well, ever that I can recall.”

“Yeah, well, I haven’t butchered something I’ve raised since birth and served it up for dinner.”

“That’s the way of the world. Sometimes you eat. Sometimes you get eaten.”

Halfheartedly she looked for another vehicle so he would have to move on, but it wasn’t likely. She’d driven the country roads around Tallgrass for hours and learned that two cars constituted heavy traffic. Anyway, somewhere inside, a small traitorous part of her was sort of enjoying the conversation, though she wasn’t sure how that could be. How many times had she hoped never to see him again? How many times had she thought it would be best if they could treat each other as complete strangers? How often had she desperately wished they’d never met?

Not as often as she should have. Yeah, she’d been shameless. Yeah, he’d seen her obnoxious, drunk, and naked. Yeah, he’d had obvious regrets, and she did, too.

But there was something about Dalton Smith…

* * *


“You like Herefords?”

It wasn’t the smoothest question a man could ask a woman, Dalton acknowledged, but it wasn’t just his people skills that had grown rusty over the years. Hell, when the only creatures he talked to five out of seven days a week had four legs, it was easy to get out of practice with the art of conversation.

Jessy blinked those emerald green eyes once before glancing at the “pretty cow” in the pasture. “Is that what the red-and-white ones are?”

“Yeah.”

“They’re pretty.”

Pretty tasty, too. He kept that to himself. “You ever seen a Belted Galloway?”
         

She shifted her weight from foot to foot. “Since I don’t have a clue what it is, I’m gonna say no.”

Maybe cows weren’t the best topic of conversation, but it was a subject he could discuss, apparently, with anyone. Even a delicate little city girl who couldn’t tell a bull from a heifer. “It’s a breed of cattle. Mostly black with a white band around the middle, though I know a guy who has a few red-and-white ones. That’s what I raise, them and palominos.”

He’d swear her ears literally perked up. “You raise horses?”

“Yeah. The girls are very pretty. You can—” Realizing what he’d been about to say, he clamped his jaw shut. Invite her to his house? Just because he’d had that thought last night about getting back to a normal life? Because she’d gotten under his skin in that one afternoon and made him remember what it felt like to be alive?

Because she was the only woman he’d thought twice about since Sandra. And yeah, because she’d gotten under his skin that afternoon.

She was watching him warily, her eyes shadowed, reminding him that he hadn’t treated her the way he’d been taught to treat women. He’d walked out on her while she slept, pretended not to know her, been rude. It was only the last time they’d been together, sharing a table at Bubba’s, that he’d behaved in a way that wouldn’t have made his mother smack him.

With a growl from his stomach, he glanced at the dashboard clock. He’d intended to get a hamburger in town before making stops at the post office and the feed store. But he wasn’t completely out of anything vital, and the bills he was mailing could wait another day, and Jessy was silent, watching and waiting, and…

He drew a breath, then blurted out, “My ranch is a few miles east. You want to see the animals and—” He removed his Stetson, ran his fingers through his hair, then reseated it. “And maybe have a sandwich or something?”

It was the hardest question he’d asked in a long time.

She was quiet a long time, then a shaky smile lifted the corners of her mouth. “Okay, um, sure,” she said, avoiding his gaze, her fingers clasping, then loosening on the camera. She actually managed to come off as shy—a trait he never would have imagined in the smoking-hot sexy redhead he’d met two months ago. “I’ll follow you.”

As she pivoted to walk to her car, Dalton pulled into what was left of the Jefferson driveway, backed out again, and started slowly toward home.

In four years, he’d never invited anyone to the house, and now twice in two months he’d done just that—first with Dane Clark, a soldier from Fort Murphy who had a soft spot for palominos, and now Jessy. Not only would she still have a hold on his brain, now she would be leaving memories of herself in his house, with his animals, on his property.

Though it had worked out with Dane, the first friend Dalton had made since high school, having Jessy there could be a step forward with reclaiming his life…or two steps back.

He kept his speed down to minimize the dust, and Jessy stayed far enough back to avoid the worst of it. When he turned into his driveway, dirt so hard-packed it took a fully loaded stock truck to raise a particle of dust, she closed the distance, parking a half beat after him under the oak.

Inside the house, Oz barked, his face popping up at one window, then another, ears perked and yelps increasing with frustration that he couldn’t get to their visitor. “I have to let Oz meet you before he takes out the front door. You want to eat first?”

Jessy hesitated, camera strap and purse strap over one shoulder, arms across her middle. “Yeah, sure. I skipped breakfast.”

She walked to the house with him, but her head was constantly moving, gaze sliding over the structures, the fences, the pastures, the horses, the wood swing, the honeysuckle gone wild where the old well house had finally collapsed, taking note of everything as if she found it all deeply interesting. At least, more than him.

Or to be fair, maybe she was more comfortable with things than with him. He sure as hell was.

He gave Oz a firm command to sit before cautiously opening the front door. This would be his first official introduction to anyone outside the family, and its success depended more on Jessy than on the mutt. Did she like dogs, hate them, fear them, prefer cats? Was she going to shriek, maybe shove Oz away?

Oz’s butt was hovering a few inches above the floor when Dalton stepped inside, and his entire body vibrated with excitement. His long pink tongue dangled from the side of his mouth, and he was sniffing the air so thoroughly and so fast that it was a wonder he didn’t hyperventilate.

“Oh, you have an Australian shepherd! He’s beautiful!” The words came from behind Dalton and from the area of his knees, because she was crouching on the floor, sending out let’s-play vibes as strongly as the dog.

No need to worry there. With a hand gesture, he released Oz, who closed the distance with one jump, leaning his body against hers with enough force to make her wobble before she readjusted to sit on her butt. She appeared to know his next move would be to climb into her lap for some serious scratching and grateful licking, and she was prepared for it.
         

She likes your dog. That’s always a good thing. It sounded crazy, but he’d known there was serious potential between him and Sandra when she’d fallen in love with his horses the first time she’d seen them. Animals were too big a part of ranch life to get involved with a woman who didn’t like or, worse, was afraid of them.
         

Leaving Jessy and Oz to bond, he went into the kitchen and washed up, then foraged inside the refrigerator. He’d offered a sandwich or something, and that was one thing he knew he could provide. Mom had roasted two chickens for dinner the night before, baked a couple loaves of bread, and made a dewberry cobbler. She’d also brought four quarts of home-canned pickles and a bowl filled with vine-ripe tomatoes from one of their South Texas neighbors.

Steps sounded a moment before Jessy’s voice. “He’s a sweetie.”

“More like a pain in the—” Dalton broke off the mumble. His mother’s presence was still in the kitchen, and she’d always warned the boys to watch their language, not just around women but with everyone. It was a sign of respect.

The dog trailing behind her, Jessy went to the sink to wash her hands. A good five feet separated them, but Dalton could feel her heat, sultry and tantalizing, and smell her fragrance, something grassy, light, like a field of spring flowers after a hard winter.

“I wouldn’t have taken you for a dog person,” he commented, keeping his gaze tightly locked on the tomato he was slicing except for an occasional quick glance.

“I’ve never had a pet of any kind. My mother didn’t like small, pesky creatures. She couldn’t get rid of the three she had, but she could certainly keep any more from invading.” A little snort sounded faintly. “She would have forbidden the squirrels and birds from setting foot in her trees if she could have.”

Those few sentences said a lot. So did her manner—the way her gaze never settled on anything while she was talking, the tightening of muscles in her jaw, the tension that held her shoulders rigid. So Jessy’s mother had considered her children pesky creatures to be tolerated. Must have been fun growing up in that family.

“You the oldest?”

“Middle. My parents originally intended to have only two kids so they wouldn’t have to deal with a middle child, but they had sex on their schedule one too many times. My little sister came along, and they were stuck with a middle child, after all.”

Dalton turned his knife to the cold chicken breast. Like his dad, he paid strict attention to his stock, breeding for one quality or another. But kids, Dad always said, were a whole other prospect. They were what they were, sometimes because of their parents, sometimes in spite of them.

He bet there was a lot of spite between Jessy and her mother.

“Where do they live?”

“The Atlanta ’burbs. Southern by birth and Georgian by the grace of God.” Cynicism didn’t shine through her voice, but it was there just the same. “There have been Wilkeses and Hamiltons in Georgia for a hundred years longer than Oklahoma’s even been a state.”

“If they leave, will the Grand Old South collapse without them?”

“They like to think so. The current residents would be grateful as hell. My parents do have opinions.” She said it in a lofty way that, again, told him a lot about them. Finished drying her hands, she hung the towel on the wooden bar, spread it neatly, then looked at the food he’d laid out. “Can I help?”

“There’s a loaf of bread on the stove.”

She picked up the foil, unwrapped it, and set the bread on a cutting board. “Hey, someone forgot to put this loaf through the slicer. It’s all one piece.”

Dalton traded knives for a serrated one, sliced the heel from the loaf, and tossed it to Oz before cutting four soft slabs for their sandwiches. “You’re lucky. Mom doesn’t share her fresh-baked bread with just anyone.” It wasn’t true. Ramona baked for family, friends, and neighbors, newcomers to their neighborhood, and fellow members of their church. When things were good, she baked to celebrate. When things were bad, she baked to commiserate.

Bending, Jessy inhaled deeply of the sweet, yeasty fragrance. “Do your parents live here?”

“Texas. They stopped by yesterday and spent the night.”

“So with your brother going to school in Stillwater, it’s just you around here.”

He glanced out the window, listened to the quiet, felt the emptiness. It was never supposed to be this way. The plan had always been simple: Like his dad and uncle before him, all the way back to the brothers who’d started the Double D, he and Dillon were supposed to take it over when they were grown, work it together, succeed or fail together.

But Dillon had let him down when he took off thirteen years ago. It had taken Dalton a good long while to readjust his thinking. He didn’t need a brother when he had a wife who loved the ranch as much as he did. Sandra was going to take Dillon’s place in the plan, and their kids would have pitched in, too, and life would have been good.

And then Sandra had let him down.

God, he’d never intended to wind up this way: living alone, working alone, being alone.
         

Grimly aware that Jessy was waiting for an answer, he managed a curt one. “Yeah. Just me.”
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