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“You must think I’m crazy.”

“When I look at you, crazy is not the word that comes to mind.” The suggestive innuendo in his voice took Brody by surprise.

“No? What word comes to mind?”

“Caring, expressive, a little overly passionate, maybe, but that’s not a bad thing.”

“It isn’t?”

“No.” He didn’t know why, or what he intended on doing when he got there, but Brody took a step toward Rachael.

Her breathing quickened. He couldn’t help noticing the rapid rise and fall of her breasts beneath the T-shirt.

His gut was telling him something else now. Something he needed to ignore no matter how much he ached to act on it.

Kiss her.

Without meaning to, Brody propped one forearm against the doorframe above her, leaned in, and lowered his head. The sexual tension was so electric he could almost hear it snapping. He dipped his mouth lower . . . 
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Rachael’s Story


Chapter One

The last thing Sheriff Brody Carlton expected to find when he wheeled his state-issued white-and-black Crown Victoria patrol cruiser past the welcome to valentine, texas, romance capital of the usa billboard was a woman in a sequined wedding dress dangling from the town’s mascot — a pair of the most garish, oversized, scarlet puckered-up-for-a-kiss lips ever poured in fiberglass.

She swayed forty feet off the ground in the early Sunday morning summer breeze, one arm wrapped around the sensuous curve of the full bottom lip, her other arm wielding a paintbrush dipped in black paint, her white satin ballet-slippered toes skimming the billboard’s weathered wooden platform.

The billboard had been vandalized before, but never, to Brody’s knowledge, by a disgruntled bride. He contemplated hitting the siren to warn her off, but feared she’d startle and end up breaking her silly neck. Instead, he whipped over onto the shoulder of the road, rolled down the passenger-side window, slid his Maui Jim sunglasses to the end of his nose, and craned his neck for a better look.

The delinquent bride had her bottom lip tucked up between her teeth. She was concentrating on desecrating the billboard. It had been a staple in Valentine’s history for as long as Brody could remember. Her blonde hair, done up in one of those twisty braided hairdos, was partially obscured by the intricate lace of a floor-length wedding veil. When the sunlight hit the veil’s lace just right it shimmered a phosphorescent pattern of white butterflies that looked as if they were about to rise up and flutter away.

She was oblivious to anything except splashing angry black brushstrokes across the hot, sexy mouth.

Brody exhaled an irritated snort, threw the Crown Vic into park, stuck the Maui Jims in his front shirt pocket, and climbed out. Warily, he eyed the gravel. Loose rocks. His sworn enemy. Then he remembered his new bionic Power Knee and relaxed. He’d worn the innovative prosthetic for only six weeks, but it had already changed his life. Because of the greater ease of movement and balance the computerized leg afforded, it was almost impossible for the casual observer to guess he was an amputee.

He walked directly underneath the sign, cocked his tan Stetson back on his head, and looked up.

As far as he knew — and he knew most everything that went on in Valentine, population 1,987 — there’d been no weddings scheduled in town that weekend. So where had the bride come from?

Brody cleared his throat.

She went right on painting.

He cleared his throat again, louder this time.

Nothing.

“Ma’am,” he called up to her.

“Go away. Can’t you see I’m busy?”

Dots of black paint spattered the sand around him. She’d almost obliterated the left-hand corner of the upper lip, transforming the Marilyn Monroe sexpot pout into Marilyn Manson gothic rot.

The cynic inside him grinned. Brody had always hated those tacky red lips. Still, it was a Valentine icon and he was sworn to uphold the law.

He glanced around and spied the lollipop pink VW Bug parked between two old abandoned railway cars rusting alongside the train tracks that ran parallel to the highway. He could see a red-and-pink beaded heart necklace dangling from the rearview mirror, and a sticker on the chrome bumper proclaimed i heart romance.

All rightee then.

“If you don’t cease and desist, I’ll have to arrest you,” he explained.

She stopped long enough to balance the brush on the paint can and glower down at him. “On what charges?”

“Destruction of private property. The billboard is on Kelvin Wentworth’s land.”

“I’m doing this town a much-needed community service,” she growled.

“Oh, yeah?”

“This,” she said, sweeping a hand at the billboard, “is false advertising. It perpetuates a dangerous myth. I’m getting rid of it before it can suck in more impressionable young girls.”

“What myth is that?”

“That there’s such things as true love and romance, magic and soul mates. Rubbish. All those fairy tales are complete and utter rubbish and I fell for it, hook, line, and sinker.”

“Truth in advertising is an oxymoron.”

“Exactly. And I’m pulling the plug.”

You’ll get no argument from me, he thought, but vandalism was vandalism and he was the sheriff, even if he agreed with her in theory. In practice, he was the law. “Wanna talk about it?”

She glared. “To a man? You’ve gotta be kidding me.”

“Judging from your unorthodox attire and your displeasure with the billboard in particular and men in general, I’m gonna go out on a limb here and guess that you were jilted at the altar.”

“Perceptive,” she said sarcastically.

“Another woman?”

She didn’t respond immediately and he was about to repeat the question when she muttered, “The Chicago Bears.”

“The Bears?”

“Football.”

Brody sank his hands onto his hips. “The guy jilted you over football?”

“Bastard.” She was back at it again, slinging paint.

“He sounds like a dumbass.”

“He’s Trace Hoolihan.”

Brody shrugged. “Is that supposed to mean something?”

“You don’t know who he is?”

“Nope.”

“Hallelujah,” the bride-that-wasn’t said. “I’ve found the one man in Texas who’s not ate up with football.”

It wasn’t that he didn’t like football, but the last couple of years his life had been preoccupied with adjusting to losing his leg in Iraq, getting over a wife who’d left him for another man, helping his wayward sister raise her young daughter, and settling into his job as sheriff. He hadn’t had much time for leisurely pursuits.

“How’d you get up there?” Brody asked.

“With my white sequined magical jet pack.”

“You’ve got a lot of anger built up inside.”

“You think?”

“I know you’re heartbroken and all,” he drawled, “but I’m gonna have to ask you to stop painting the Valentine kisser.”

“This isn’t the first time, you know,” she said without breaking stride. Swish, swish, swish went the paintbrush.

“You’ve vandalized a sign before?”

“I’ve been stood up at the altar before.”

“No kidding?”

“Last year. The ratfink never showed up. Left me standing in the church for over an hour while my wilting orchid bouquet attracted bees.”

“And still, you were willing to try again.”

“I know. I’m an idiot. Or at least I was. But I’m turning over a new leaf. Joining the skeptics.”

“Well, if you don’t stop painting the sign, you’re going to be joining the ranks of the inmates at the Jeff Davis County Jail.”

“You’ve got prisoners?”

“Figure of speech.” How did she know the jail was empty fifty percent of the time? Brody squinted suspiciously. He didn’t recognize her, at least not from this distance. “You from Valentine?”

“I live in Houston now.”

That was as far as the conversation got because the mayor’s fat, honking Cadillac bumped to a stop behind Brody’s cruiser.

Kelvin P. Wentworth IV flung the car door open and wrestled his hefty frame from behind the wheel. Merle Haggard belted from the radio, wailing a thirty-year-old country-and-western song about boozing and chasing women.

“What the hell’s going on here,” Kelvin boomed and lumbered toward Brody.

The mayor tilted his head up, scowling darkly at the billboard bride. Kelvin prided himself on shopping only in Valentine. He refused to even order off the Internet. He was big and bald and on the back side of his forties. His seersucker suit clung to him like leeches on a water buffalo. Kelvin was under the mistaken impression he was still as good-looking as the day he’d scored the winning touchdown that took Valentine to state in 1977, the year Brody was born. It was the first and last time the town had been in the playoffs.

Brody suppressed the urge to roll his eyes. He knew what was coming. Kelvin was a true believer in the Church of Valentine and the jilted bride had just committed the highest form of blasphemy. “I’ve got it under control, Mayor.”

“My ass.” Kelvin waved an angry hand. “She’s up there defacin’ and disgracin’ our hometown heritage and you’re standing here with your thumb up your butt, Carlton.”

“She’s distraught. Her fiancé dumped her at the altar.”

“Rachael Renee Henderson,” Kelvin thundered up at her. “Is that you?”

“Go away, Mayor. This is something that’s gotta be done,” she called back.

“You get yourself down off that billboard right now, or I’m gonna call your daddy.”

Rachael Henderson.

The name brought an instant association into Brody’s mind. He saw an image of long blonde pigtails, gap-toothed grin, and freckles across the bridge of an upturned pixie nose. Rachael Henderson, the next-door neighbor who’d followed him around like a puppy dog until he’d moved to Midland with his mother and his sister after their father went to Kuwait when Brody was twelve. From what he recalled, Rachael was sweet as honeysuckle, certainly not the type to graffiti a beloved town landmark.

People change.

He thought of Belinda and shook his head to clear away thoughts of his ex-wife.

“My daddy is partly to blame for this,” she said. “Last time I saw him he was in Houston breaking my mother’s heart. Go ahead and call him. Would you like his cell phone number?”

“What’s she talking about?” Kelvin swung his gaze to Brody.

Brody shrugged. “Apparently she’s got some personal issues to work out.”

“Well, she can’t work them out on my billboard.”

“I’m getting the impression the billboard is a symbol of her personal issues.”

“I don’t give a damn. Get ’er down.”

“How do you propose I do that?”

Kelvin squinted at the billboard. “How’d she get up there?”

“Big mystery. But why don’t we just let her have at it? She’s bound to run out of steam soon enough in this heat.”

“Are you nuts? Hell, man, she’s already blacked out the top lip.” Kelvin anxiously shifted his weight, bunched his hands into fists. “I won’t stand for this. Find a way to get her down. Now!”

“What do you want me to do? Shoot her?”

“It’s a thought,” Kelvin muttered.

“Commanding the sheriff to shoot a jilted bride won’t help you get reelected.”

“It ain’t gonna help my reelection bid if she falls off that billboard and breaks her fool neck because I didn’t stop her.”

“Granted.”

Kelvin cursed up a blue streak and swiped a meaty hand across his sweaty forehead. “I was supposed to be getting doughnuts so me and Marianne could have a nice, quiet breakfast before church, but hell no, I gotta deal with this stupid crap.” Kelvin, a self-proclaimed playboy, had never married. Marianne was his one hundred and twenty pound bullmastiff.

“Go get your doughnuts, Mayor,” Brody said. “I’ve got this under control.”

Kelvin shot him a withering look and pulled his cell phone from his pocket. Brody listened to the one-sided conversation, his eyes on Rachael, who showed no signs of slowing her assault on the vampish pout.

“Rex,” Kelvin barked to his personal assistant. “Go over to Audie’s, have him open the hardware store up for you, get a twenty-five-foot ladder, and bring it out to the Valentine billboard.”

There was a pause from Kelvin as Rex responded.

“I don’t care if you stayed up ’til three a.m. playing video games with your geeky online buddies. Just do it.”

With a savage slash of his thumb on the keypad, Kelvin hung up and muttered under his breath, “I’m surrounded by morons.”

Brody tried not to take offense at the comment. Kelvin liked his drama as much as he liked ordering people around.

Fifteen minutes later, Rex showed up with a collapsible yellow ladder roped to his pickup truck. He was barely twenty-five, redheaded as rhubarb, and had a voice deep as Barry White’s, with an Adam’s apple that protruded like a submarine ready to break the surface. Brody often wondered if the prominent Adam’s apple had anything to do with the kid’s smooth, dark, ebony voice.

Up on the billboard, Rachael was almost finished with the mouth. She had slashes of angry black paint smeared across the front of her wedding gown. While waiting on Rex to show up with the ladder, Kelvin had spent the time trying to convince her to come down, but she was a zealot on a mission and she wouldn’t even talk to him.

“I want her arrested,” Kelvin snapped. “I’m pressing charges.”

“You might want to reconsider that,” Brody advised. “Since the election is just a little more than three months away and Giada Vito is gaining favor in the polls.”

The polls being the gossip at Higgy’s Diner. He knew the mayor was grandstanding. For the first time in Kelvin’s three-term stint, he was running opposed. Giada Vito had moved to Valentine from Italy and she’d gotten her American citizenship as soon as the law allowed. She was a dyed-in-the-wool Democrat, the principal of Valentine High, drove a vintage Fiat, and didn’t mince her words. Especially when it came to the topic of Valentine’s favored son, Kelvin P. Wentworth IV.

“Hey, you leave the legal and political machinations to me. You just do your job,” said Kelvin.

Brody blew out his breath and went to help Rex untie the ladder. What he wanted to do was tell Kelvin to shove it. But the truth was the woman needed to come down before she got hurt. More than likely, the wooden billboard decking was riddled with termites.

He and Rex got the ladder loose and carried it over to prop it against the back of the billboard. It extended just long enough to reach the ladder rungs that were attached to the billboard itself.

Kelvin gave Brody a pointed look. “Up you go.”

Brody ignored him. “Rachael, we’ve got a ladder in place. You need to come down now.”

“Don’t ask her, tell her,” Kelvin hissed to Brody, then said to Rachael, “Missy, get your ass down here this instant.”

“Get bent,” Rachael sang out.

“That was effective,” Brody muttered.

Rex snorted back a laugh. Kelvin shot him a withering glance and then raised his eyebrows at Brody and jerked his head toward the billboard. “You’re the sheriff. Do your job.”

Brody looked up at the ladder and then tried his best not to glance down at his leg. He didn’t want to show the slightest sign of weakness, especially in front of Kelvin. But while his Power Knee was pretty well the most awesome thing that had happened to him since his rehabilitation, he’d never tested it by climbing a ladder, particularly a thin, wobbly, collapsible one.

Shit. If he fell off, it was going to hurt. He might even break something.

Kelvin was staring expectantly, arms crossed over his bearish chest, the sleeves of his seersucker suit straining against his bulky forearms. The door to the Cadillac was still hanging open and from the radio Merle Haggard had given it up to Tammy Wynette, who was beseeching women to stand by their man.

Brody was the sheriff. This was his job. And he never shirked his duty, even when it was the last thing on earth he wanted to do. Gritting his teeth, he gathered his courage, wrapped both hands around the ladder just above his head, and planted his prosthetic leg on the bottom rung.

His gut squeezed.

Come on, you can do this.

He attacked the project the same way he’d attacked physical therapy, going at it with dogged determination to walk again, to come home, if not whole, at least proud to be a man. Of course Belinda had shattered all that.

Don’t think about Belinda. Get up the ladder. Get the girl down.

He placed his good leg on the second rung.

The ladder trembled under his weight.

Brody swallowed back the fear and pulled his prosthesis up the next step. Hands clinging tightly to the ladder above him, he raised his head and counted the steps.

Twenty-five of them on the ladder and seventeen on the back of the billboard.

Three down, thirty-nine left to go.

He remembered an old movie called The Thirty-Nine Steps. Suddenly, those three words held a weighted significance. It wasn’t just thirty-nine more steps. It was also forty-two more back down with Rachael Henderson in tow.

Better get climbing.

Thirty-eight steps.

Thirty-seven.

Thirty-six.

The higher he went, the more the ladder quivered.

Halfway up vertigo took solid hold of him. He’d never had a fear of heights before, but now, staring down at Kelvin and Rex, who were staring up at him, Brody’s head swam and his stomach pitched. He bit his bottom lip, closed his eyes, and took another step up.

In the quiet of the higher air, he could hear the soft whispery sound of his computerized leg working as he took another step. Kelvin’s country music sounded tinny and far away. With his eyes closed and his hands skimming over the cool aluminum ladder, he could also hear the sound of brushstrokes growing faster and more frantic the closer he came to the bottom of the billboard.

Rachael was still furiously painting, trying to get in as many licks as she could.

When Brody finally reached the top of the first ladder, he opened his eyes.

“You’re doing great,” Kelvin called up to him. “Keep going. You’re almost there.”

Yeah, almost there. This was the hardest part of all, covering the gap between the ladder from Audie’s Hardware and the thin metal footholds welded to the back of the billboard.

He took a deep breath. He had to stretch to reach the bottom step. He grabbed hold of it with both hands, and took his Power Knee off the aluminum ladder.

For a moment, he hung there, twenty-five feet off the ground, fighting gravity and the bile rising in his throat, wondering why he hadn’t told Kelvin to go straight to hell. Wondering why he hadn’t just called the volunteer fire department to come and get Rachael down.

It was a matter of pride and he knew it. Stupid, egotistical pride. He’d wanted to prove he could handle anything that came with the job. Wanted to show the town he’d earned their vote. That he hadn’t just stumbled into the office because he was an injured war hero.

Pride goes before a fall, his Gramma Carlton used to say. Now, for the first time, he fully understood what she meant.

Arms trembling with the effort, he dragged himself up with his biceps, his real leg tiptoed on the collapsible ladder, his bionic leg searching blindly for the rung.

Just when he thought he wouldn’t be able to hold on a second longer, he found the toehold and then brought his good leg up against the billboard ladder to join the bionic one.

He’d made it.

Brody clung there, breathing hard, thanking God for letting him get this far and wondering just how in the hell he was going to get back down without killing them both, when he heard the soft sounds of muffled female sobs.

Rachael was crying.

The hero in him forgot that his limbs were quivering, forgot that he was forty feet in the air, forgot that somehow he was going to have to get back down. The only thing in his mind was the woman.

Was she all right?

As quickly as he could, Brody scaled the remaining rungs and then gingerly settled his legs on the billboard decking. He ducked under the bottom of the sign and peered around it.

She sat, knees drawn to her chest, head down, looking completely incongruous in that wedding dress smeared with black paint and the butterfly wedding veil floating around her head. Miraculously, the veil seemed to have escaped the paint.

“You okay?”

She raised her head. “Of course I’m not okay.”

Up close, he saw tear tracks had run a gully through the makeup on her cheeks and mascara had pooled underneath her eyes. She looked like a quarrelsome raccoon caught in a coyote trap, all piss and vinegar, but visibly hurting.

He had the strangest, and most uncharacteristic, urge to pull her into his arms, hold her to his chest, kiss the top of her head the way he did his six-year-old niece, Maisy, and tell her everything was going to be all right.

Mentally, he stomped the impulse. He didn’t need any damsel-in-distress hassle.

The expression in her eyes told him anger had propelled her up here, but now, her rage spent, she was afraid to come back down. That fear he understood loud and clear.

Calmly, he held out a hand to her. “Rachael, it’s time to go.”

“I thought I’d feel better,” she said in a despondent little voice as she stared at his outstretched hand. “I don’t feel better. I was supposed to feel better. That was the plan. Why don’t I feel better?”

“Destruction rarely makes you feel good.” His missing leg gave a twinge. “Come on, give me your hand and let’s get back on the ground.”

“You look familiar. Are you married?” she asked.

He opened his mouth to answer, but she didn’t give him a chance before launching into a fast-paced monologue. “I hope you’re married, because if you’re not married, you need to get someone else to help me down from here.”

“Huh?” Had the sun baked her brain or had getting stood up at the altar made her crazy?

“If you’re not married, then this is a cute meet. I’m a sucker for meeting cute.”

“Huh?” he said again.

“My first fiancé?” she chattered, her glossolalia revealing her emotional distress. “I met Robert in a hot-air balloon. He was the pilot. I wanted a romantic adventure. The balloon hung up in a pecan tree and the fire department had to rescue us. It was terribly cute.”

“Sounds like it,” he said, simply to appease her. Mentally, he was planning their trip off the billboard.

“And Trace? I met him when he came to the kindergarten class where I taught. On career day. He was tossing a football around as he gave his speech. He lost control of it and accidentally beaned me in the head. He literally knocked me off my feet. He caught me just before I hit the ground and there I was, trapped in his big strong arms, staring up into his big blue eyes. I just melted. So you see I succumb to the cute meet. I’ve got to break the cycle and these romantic notions I have about love and marriage and dating and men. But I can’t do it if I go around meeting cute. There’s no way I can let you rescue me if you’re not married.”

The woman, Brody decided, was officially bonkers.

“Sorry.” He shrugged. “I’m divorced.”

She grimaced. “Oh, no.”

“But this isn’t a cute meet.”

She glanced over at the fiberglass billboard lips, then peered down at her paint-spotted wedding dress and finally drilled him with almond-shaped green eyes, the only exotic thing about her.

The rest of her was round and smooth and welcoming, from her cherubic cheeks to her petite curves to the full bow of her supple pink mouth. She was as soft-focus as a Monet. Just looking at her made him think of springtime and flowers and fuzzy baby chicks.

Except for those disconcerting bedroom eyes. They called up unwanted X-rated images in his mind.

“I dunno,” she said, “this seems dangerously cute to me.”

“It can’t be a cute meet,” he explained, struggling to follow her disjointed train of thought, “because we’ve already met.”

She tilted her head. “We have?”

“Yep.”

“I thought you looked familiar.”

“So no cute meet. Now give me your hand.”

Reluctantly, she placed her hand in his. “Where did we meet?”

“Right here in Valentine.” He spoke with a soothing voice. Her hand was warm and damp with perspiration. He drew her toward him.

She didn’t resist. She was tired and emotionally exhausted.

“That’s it,” he coaxed.

“You do look familiar.”

“Watch your head,” he said as he led her underneath the billboard, toward the ladder.

She paused at the ladder and stared at the ground. “It’s a long way down.”

Tell me about it.

“I’m here, I’ll go first. I’ll be there to catch you if you lose your balance.”

“Will you keep your hand on my waist? To steady me?”

“Sure,” he promised recklessly, placing chivalry over common sense.

He started down the ladder ahead of her, found secure footing, wrapped his left hand around the rung, and reached up to hold on to her waist with his right hand as she started down.

Touching her brought an unexpected knot of emotion to his chest. Half desire, half tenderness, he didn’t know what to call it, but he knew one thing. The feeling was damned dangerous.

“I’m scared,” she whimpered.

“You’re doing great.” He guided her down until her sweet little rump was directly in his face. Any other time he would have enjoyed this position, but not under these circumstances.

“I’m going down another couple of steps,” he explained. “I’m going to have to let go of you for a minute, so hold on tight.”

The long train of her wedding veil floated in the air between them, a gauzy pain in the ass. In order to see where he was going, he had to keep batting it back. He took up his position several rungs below her and called to her to come down. As he’d promised, he put a hand at her waist to guide her.

They went on like that, painstaking step by painstaking step, until they were past the gap, off the billboard, and onto the collapsible aluminum ladder. In that regard, coming down was much easier than going up.

“You’re certain I already know you?” she asked. “Because seriously, this has all the makings of a meet cute.”

“You know me.”

“How?”

“I’m from Valentine, just like you. Moved away, came back,” he said.

Only four feet off the ground now. His legs felt flimsy as spindly garden sprouts.

“Oh my gosh,” she gasped and whipped her head around quickly.

Too quickly.

Somehow, in the breeze and the movement, the infernal wedding veil wrapped around his prosthetic leg. He tried to kick it off but the material clung stubbornly.

“I know who you are,” she said and then right there on the ladder, she turned around to glare at him. “You’re Brody Carlton.”

He didn’t have a chance to answer. The ladder swayed and the veil snatched his leg out from under him.

He lost his balance.

The next thing he knew, he was lying on his back on the ground, and Rachael Henderson, his one-time next-door-neighbor-turned-jilted-psycho-bride, was on top of him. They were both breathing hard and trembling.

Her eyes locked on his.

His eyes locked on her lips.

Brody should have been thinking about his leg. He was surprised he wasn’t thinking about his leg. What he was thinking about was the fact that he was being straddled by a woman in a wedding dress and it was the closest he’d come to having sex in over two years.

“You! You’re the one.”

“The one?” he asked.

“You’re the root cause of all my problems,” she exclaimed, fire in her eyes, at the same time Brody found himself thinking, Where have you been all my life?

But that was not what he said.

What he said was, “Rachael Renee Henderson, you have the right to remain silent . . . ”


Chapter Two

Kelvin Wentworth was so steamed he couldn’t enjoy his crullers. He tossed the half-eaten pastry to Marianne and dusted his sticky fingers against this thigh. The bullmastiff snarfed it up with a smack of her lips, and then eyed him to see if more was forthcoming. When she realized it wasn’t, she settled back down on her plush pillow.

“Dammit, Marianne,” he complained. “This couldn’t have happened at a worse time. You should see what that foolish Henderson girl did to our billboard.”

The dog made a huffing noise and covered her nose with her paws.

“I know!” Kelvin pushed himself up out of his chair and paced the generous length of the study that had been his daddy’s and his granddaddy’s and his great-granddaddy’s before that.

Three generations of Wentworths had been born and raised in this house. All their portraits and photographs of their accomplishments hung on the wall. There was Great-Granddaddy, Kelvin Wentworth I, covered in crude oil and grinning like an opossum as his first well came in. Next was a snapshot of Granddaddy Kelvin Wentworth II breaking ground on Wentworth Novelties. Beside that was a picture of Kelvin’s daddy, Kelvin Wentworth III, shaking hands with LBJ at the dedication of his man-made, heart-shaped Lake Valentine.

A wall of fame. An illustrious heritage.

“Maybe I should’ve gotten married,” he mused. “Had kids.”

Marianne didn’t offer an opinion.

“I had plenty of chances. I just never expected to get this old, this quick. I always thought I’d have time. Sow some wild oats before I settled down. Then again, how could I get married when I had a town to run? Valentine depended on me. Needed me. Especially after Daddy died.”

He stopped pacing in front of his own photograph in the lineup. In the picture he was being hoisted up on the shoulders of his teammates, all the while tightly clutching the Texas State High School Championship football trophy. Back then he’d had a full head of hair, a lean body, and a thousand-watt smile. “Where’d the years go?”

Marianne sighed.

“This Amusement Corp deal is the only legacy I have to leave behind,” he said. “Other than the championship win. It’s gotta go through. The Amusement Corp representatives can’t show up in town on Wednesday and see that billboard in the shape it’s in.”

Marianne barked.

“You’re right. I’m probably overreacting about the billboard. I can get it cleaned up in time. But it’s not just the billboard. It’s that damned Giada Vito and the back-to-nature concepts she’s kicking up. What the hell is wrong with the woman? She has no idea what’s best for this town. She’s a foreigner for crissake.”

But Kelvin knew what was best. His family had founded Valentine.

He walked over to the pool table in the center of the room that held a mock-up of his vision for Valentine’s future. His plans had been a decade in the making and were finally coming to fruition.

Squatting down to eye level, he admired the replica of a theme park the likes of which had never before been conceived. Valentine Land. The ultimate destination for fun-loving honeymooners. He flicked a switch on the plywood foundation and everything sprang to life.

The Gone With the Wind roller coaster started up the incline. The My Fair Lady Tilt-a-Whirl twirled. The Pride and Prejudice waterslide gurgled. Strobe lights flashed in the It Happened One Night Tunnel of Love while the Camelot Carousel went round and round.

And along with the theme park would come the Wentworth Airport, Wentworth Resort Hotels, and Wentworth Restaurants.

Excitement coursed through Kelvin’s veins. Great-Grand-daddy had found oil and built this house. Granddaddy had constructed Wentworth Novelties and groomed it into the world’s largest supplier of Valentine’s Day novelties outside of China. Daddy had created Valentine Lake and started the annual Fish-A-Thon tournament to supply the local food bank.

And now it was his turn.

Kelvin was going down in history as the man who brought true prosperity to Valentine. He had Walt Disney dreams, and with Amusement Corp’s backing, he could make it happen.

The telephone rang.

Irritated at being interrupted, Kelvin straightened and went for the phone. The caller ID told him it was the sheriff. “What you want, Carlton?” he grunted.

“Are you really serious about pressing charges against Rachael Henderson?”

“Hell, yes, I am.” He had to nip her insurrection in the bud. He couldn’t have anti-romance sentiment floating round while trying to sell the town on Valentine Land.

“Couldn’t she just agree to clean it up and let it go at that? There’s no reason to take this to court.”

“My sign was vandalized, Sheriff. Do your job.”

“Judge Pruitt is out of town until tomorrow. If you insist on pressing charges, Rachael is going to have to spend the night in jail.”

“Boo hoo. Tough luck. She should have thought about that before she went and painted up my billboard.”

“You’re being a hard-ass for no reason.”

“She defaced a local landmark.”

“It’s not like it’s the first time someone’s taken a potshot at the sign.”

“She’s a negative influence. I’d think you’d be more concerned about her disrespect for our hometown.”

“Okay, Mayor, you have every legal right to press charges, but I want to go on record here. I think you’re being a jackass.”

“Thanks for your opinion. Now why don’t you take it and a buck fifty and head on over to Higgy’s Diner and buy yourself a cup of coffee. I’ll drop by to file an official complaint right after church.”

BRODY SLAMMED THE phone down on his desk and muttered an oath under his breath.

His only full-time deputy Zeke Frisco’s wife had given birth last night to their first child. The baby was five weeks early, putting Brody at a disadvantage. His two part-time deputies had taken their summer vacations together in order to be off when Zeke went on paternity leave. The dispatcher, Jamie Johnston, was a single mom who worked nine to three Monday through Friday so she could take her kids to school and pick them up afterward without having to hire a babysitter.

Damn Kelvin and his insistence on pressing charges. If the Wentworths hadn’t owned the land where the sign was erected, he would have told the mayor he could stuff it.

As it was, he’d had no choice but to arrest Rachael.

Hands down, the hardest part of his job was putting up with the mayor. There wasn’t much crime in Valentine. Occasionally one of the regulars at Leroy’s Bar on the outskirts of town would kick up a fuss and Brody would have to lock him in the drunk tank overnight. Or he’d have to haul someone in on a warrant for child support violations or unpaid traffic tickets. Once in a rare while there would be a few petty thefts or shoplifting incidents or he’d catch some high school kid selling weed from the trunk of his car. But most of the time things were pretty peaceful in his hometown and that’s the way he liked it. He’d had enough excitement in Iraq to last a lifetime.

Kelvin was the only thing that got under his skin. That and his insecurities over his leg. He was determined to be a good sheriff in spite of his handicap.

Don’t let Wentworth get to you.

Good advice. Now if he could just heed it.

Of course, the real source of his problem was the woman in the wedding gown sitting in lockup.

Inexplicably, his gut tightened as he remembered just how good it had felt to have her firm thighs wrapped around his waist. He still couldn’t believe she was the same kid who used to live next door to him all those years ago.

Nor could he believe the way his body had responded to her. He hadn’t felt much in the way of sexual interest since Belinda had taken off with another man. It had been over two years and while he’d gotten over her betrayal, he knew he still wasn’t ready to lay his heart open again.

Lay your heart open? Hell, you’re just horny. That’s all it is.

But deep down inside, he feared that wasn’t true. He was lonely and he missed the good parts about being married. The long talks, the intimacy, the fun times.

Love’s not worth the risk.

He took a deep breath and pushed his hands through his hair. If he tilted his head, he could see through his open door to the jail beyond. Rachael sat behind bars, her head cradled in her palms.

Sympathy kicked him. He hated this but he had no choice. He had to go tell her she’d be spending the night in jail.

“HOW YOU HOLDING UP?”

Rachael sat on the cement jail slab amid the billowy taffeta of her paint-smeared wedding dress. She raised her chin to see Brody Carlton walk over to stand in front of her jail cell, his leather shoes creaking against the cement, his hands on his hips just above the holster of his gun. He looked amused.

“You think this is funny?” she snapped.

“I didn’t say that.”

“You’re smirking.”

“I’m not smirking.”

“You are.”

“Okay, maybe I am a little,” he said, “but you’ve got to admit, it’s sort of funny.”

She glared. “It’s not the least bit funny.”

He wiped the smile from his mouth, but not from his eyes. “Can’t say I’ve ever seen a bride behind bars.”

“What’s the matter with you,” she scolded, “enjoying the tragedy of another?”

“You call this a tragedy?” he growled, the expression in his eyes suddenly flashing from teasing tolerance to borderline anger. “Princess, come down out of your ivory tower. You have no idea what real tragedy is.”

She remembered something her mother had told her about him in passing. Brody had been sent to Iraq. He’d been wounded and won some kind of medal for bravery. But that’s all she knew about him. She hadn’t even known he was the new sheriff. She hadn’t paid much attention to Selina’s gossip about Valentine in the years after she’d moved away. She’d been too busy repeatedly falling in love with all the wrong guys. And she hadn’t been back home for a long time. Usually her parents came to see her in Houston, or they all gathered at her younger sister’s home in San Antonio. Hannah was married and had two babies.

Humiliation burned in her chest over what she’d just said to him. The man was a war hero. He’d seen real tragedy.

Oh God, she was so selfish.

“You’re right,” Rachael admitted, shamefaced. “It was a stupid thing to say. I was just feeling sorry for myself. I know this is a problem of my own making.”

“You’re upset.”

He’d come closer and was now leaning against the bars with his hands on his hips, elbows thrust out, studying her like an anthropologist in the Outback. As if she were some curious creature who’d caught his attention. But it was a clinical, controlled interest devoid of personal feelings.

He’s learned how to step outside himself, she realized. To detach from whatever emotionally chaotic situation he found going on around him. A handy skill. One she’d do well to emulate.

But instead of emulating his calm, cool manner, she found herself remembering what it had felt like straddling his hard, muscular body after they’d fallen from the ladder together. She recalled the tumble and the disconcerting thrill that had shot through her. The same thrill that — whenever she experienced it — had always signaled potential romance.

She’d managed to ignore it at the time, to thrust it from her mind. But now, looking at Brody’s hard, lean frame, she was finding it very difficult to forget. He reminded her of the actor Matthew Fox. He played the character of Jack Shepard on the television show Lost: moral, principled, self-contained, not to mention a stone-cold hottie.

Rachael couldn’t stop her gaze from drifting over him. She could smell his scent from here. Manly — all leather and gunpowder overlaying the aroma of clean soap. Stupidly, she found herself wondering if he tasted as masculine as he smelled. He possessed a strong, stubborn jaw and dark enigmatic eyes. The look he gave her seemed to say, I know all your secrets; you can’t hide anything from me.

Rachael gulped. Not that she’d ever been any good at hiding her feelings.

He was tall. Well over six feet. A tower compared to her own five-foot-three inches. His dark brown hair was clipped short. Not quite a military cut, but not much longer. His tan uniform fit him to perfection. The sleeves of his shirt and the creases of his pants were crisply starched. Even in the muted jail lighting, the badge on his chest gleamed smartly. Give the man a black mask and a white horse, and he could pass for the Lone Ranger.

Involuntarily, Rachael licked her lips.

He was as tempting to her as a double scotch on the rocks was to a boozehound. Just looking at him had her spinning happily-ever-after daydreams.

Stop it!

She had a very serious problem. Fantasizing about a new guy the day after the old guy had stood her up at the altar.

Warped. She was warped.

Brody’s not new. He’s the very first guy you ever spun romantic fantasies about.

Yeah, and look where that had gotten her.

“Um,” she said, “I need to use the bathroom and I have the most awful feeling that hole in the floor is where I’m expected to go.”

A look of pity crossed his face. That irritated her more than his amusement. She didn’t need his pity.

“I’ll let you use my private restroom,” he said, taking the jail keys from his pocket and opening the door. “And I’ve brought you a sandwich from Higgy’s.”

Her mouth watered but she wasn’t going to let him know she appreciated his kindness. “Don’t do me any favors,” she muttered.

He arched an eyebrow. “You want to use the hole?”

“No, no.”

The amusement was back on his lips.

Okay, he was officially making it easy for her to swear off men forever.

“This way.” He took her elbow and guided her out of the cell. His fingers were calloused. His grip strong. Rachael felt something twist inside her. Something she couldn’t name curled against the wall of her chest. She caught her breath, suddenly afraid to breathe.

Brody led her through the main lobby and back into his office. His shoulder brushed against hers. Rachael’s skin tingled beneath his touch. Unnerved by the sensation, she felt her muscles coil up tight. This was ridiculous.

He shut the door behind them, indicated a second door on the other side of the room. “Don’t get any ideas about escaping.”

“You think I could shimmy out a window in this getup?” she asked, fluffing the skirts of her wedding gown.

“You climbed up on a billboard in it.”

“You’ve got a point,” she said and went into the bathroom.

A few minutes later, she emerged to find him lounging against the desk, arms folded across his chest. The thought that he’d overheard her in the bathroom made her cheeks burn.

“Eat your sandwich,” he said, kicking a rolling chair over for her.

Rachael sat down on the other side of his desk, grateful for the ham-and-cheese sandwich on a plate covered with plastic wrap, along with a pickle and a scoop of potato salad. There was also a plastic glass filled to the brim with ice-cold sweet tea.

She was starving. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten. After Trace had left her at the altar, she’d taken off without thinking, without changing clothes, without even stopping for food. She’d hopped in her VW Bug and driven the four hundred miles from Houston to Valentine through the dark of night — with only a slight detour to Wal-Mart for the black paint — bent on annihilating that damned billboard because it represented a decade of bad dates, broken hearts, and shattered dreams.

She tore into the sandwich and Brody sat down opposite her. “So,” she said between bites, “how long you been sheriff?”

“A few months. Ever since Mel Hartly got sick and I was elected his replacement.”

“Aren’t you kind of young to be a sheriff?”

He shrugged.

“It’s the war vet thing, right?”

“I don’t like to talk about it.”

She studied him over the rim of her glass. “I heard you got some kind of a medal.”

“That’s talking about it.”

“It might help if you discussed it.”

“Does talking about getting dumped at the altar help you?”

He had her there. “No.”

“Glad we settled that.”

Rachael polished off the rest of her sandwich. “Hey, you remember that time we climbed the chinaberry tree in your front yard and I got stuck and you had to help me down?”

“Vaguely,” he said.

“Seems like you’re making a habit of helping me climb down when I get myself up a tree. I wanted to say thanks for getting me off that billboard in one piece. Thanks for the chinaberry tree, too.”

He grinned. “Don’t mention it.”

She dusted off her fingertips. “So when can I get out of here?”

“Not until tomorrow morning. Judge Abigail’s out of town. She’ll be back to arraign you at ten.”

Panic took hold of her then. “What? I’m going to have to spend the night here? Just for painting the billboard?”

“I couldn’t talk the mayor out of pressing charges.”

Her eyes stung. She swallowed hard. “Don’t I get a phone call?”

“You do.”

“Can I make it now?”

He nodded, plucked the receiver from the phone on his desk, and extended it toward her.

Rachael started to reach for the phone, but stopped midway. Who was she going to call? She was furious at her parents. Trace was on his way to Chicago. She certainly wasn’t going to alarm her sister, Hannah. Immediately, she thought of her three best friends, all of whom had been at the wedding: Delaney, Tish, and Jillian. But Delaney and Tish both had little kids. She couldn’t ask them to drive four hundred miles to bail her out of jail. And Jillian, well, much as she loved her, Jillian was such a cynic when it came to love she would probably get a huge kick out of the whole thing.

But what choice did she have? It was either Jillian or her parents and she wasn’t speaking to them.

Taking in a deep breath, she spun around in the swivel chair until her back was to Brody and placed the call, all the while extremely aware of the heat of his gaze burning the nape of her neck.

“Samuels.” Jillian answered the phone on the second ring in her usual clipped, no-nonsense style.

“Jilly?” She was alarmed to hear her voice sounding so shaky. “It’s Rachael.”

“Rach! Where are you? Everyone is worried sick. You just took off without a word to anyone. Your parents are frantic. Have you called them?”

“No! And don’t you tell them that I called you.”

“Rachael,” Jillian chided gently. “It’s not like you to be so inconsiderate.”

Well, it wasn’t like Jillian — who often wore steel-toed army boots when it came to other people’s feelings — to scold Rachael for being insensitive. That hurt.

“I’m sick of it, Jilly. My parents, my town, the media, advertising. Force-feeding me romance for twenty-six years when it’s all just a load of bull . . . ” Rachael paused to take a deep breath.

“Hey, you’ll get no argument from me. I’m anti-romance. Always have been, always will be.”

“I used to think you were coldhearted when it came to male-female relationships,” Rachael said. “But I see now you were right and everyone else is off their rocker.”

“I wouldn’t go that far.”

“Men suck.”

Behind her, Brody cleared his throat.

Well, too darn bad if he got his feelings hurt. Men did suck. They pursued you like gangbusters, promising you the moon and the stars and happily-ever-after. Promises they had absolutely no intention of keeping once you succumbed to their pursuit and gave them your heart. Cruel bastards. Every last one of them.

“Listen, Jilly, I desperately need your help.”

“Anything; you know that.”

“I need you to come bail me out of the Jeff Davis County Jail.”

“What?” Jillian sounded stunned. “You? You’re in jail?”

“I got arrested.”

“What for?”

“Vandalizing gigantic lips.”

“Excuse me?”

“You’ll see what I’m talking about when you get here.”

“Get where? Where is Jeff Davis County?”

“Valentine.”

“Your hometown?”

“Yes.”

“Where is that, exactly?”

“This is the part that makes the favor really huge. Valentine is seriously in the middle of nowhere. Over four hundred miles from Houston. It’s the only town in Jeff Davis County. We don’t have a real airport, just a private airstrip. You’ll have to drive. I’m being arraigned at ten in the morning.”

Her friend hesitated but only for a fraction of a second. “I’ll have to rearrange my schedule, but I’ll be there. It sounds like you could use a good lawyer.” Jillian was an ace Houston prosecutor. She’d rip the mayor’s case to shreds and have Rachael out of there in no time.

“Thank you so much; you have no idea how much I appreciate this. I know what an imposition it —”

“Hush. What are friends for?”

“You’re the best,” she whispered.

“Now, are you sure you don’t want me to let your parents at least know you’re okay?”

Rachael paused, guilt warring with anger. “You can tell them you heard from me and that I’m all right, but please, Jilly, whatever you do, don’t tell them I’m in Valentine. Don’t tell them I got arrested. I need time to think this all through and figure out what I’m going to do next.”

“I can respect that.”

“Thank you,” Rachael whispered.

“I’ll be there in time for your court appearance,” Jillian replied, then said good-bye and hung up.

Rachael cradled the telephone receiver then turned in the swivel chair to meet Brody’s eyes. He was watching her the way a cat would watch a caged bird. Did they teach those unnerving looks in sheriff school? Or was this something he’d picked up on his own? A dubious gift from Baghdad, perhaps?

His gaze drilled into hers and a radiant wave of energy zapped from him to her. Fanciful, she told herself, struggling to deny the heat simmering inside her. She’d had these feelings before, mistaken them for something more than sexual attraction. She wasn’t going to make that mistake again. She would admit it. She was sexually attracted to him.

Big deal. That’s all it was. Hormones. Chemistry. It meant absolutely nothing. She was not going to start imagining the cute little cottage and the white picket fence and two kids in the yard.

She’d be much better served to imagine them naked, rolling around in his bed, having hot, sweaty sex. After that, she’d visualize herself getting up, getting dressed, and walking away without a backward glance.

WHILE RACHAEL WAS cooling her heels in the Jeff Davis County Jail, Selina Henderson paced her hotel room at the Houston Four Seasons, trying for the fiftieth time to contact her daughter’s cell phone. But just as it had the other forty-nine times, the call went to voice mail. Instead of issuing yet another plea for Rachael to call her back, Selina hung up and threw the phone across the room.

“Dammit all,” she screamed and knotted her fingernails into her palms.

Anger had replaced guilt and concern. She was mad. Furious, in fact. Yes, Rachael had been hurt. She understood that. But this refusal to answer her phone or call her mother back was bordering on childishness.

However, the real object of Selina’s fury wasn’t her erstwhile daughter, but rather her soon-to-be ex-husband. She gritted her teeth. How could Michael have let it slip that they were getting divorced not ten minutes before that ridiculous Trace Hoolihan ran out on his wedding to Rachael?

She and Michael had driven to Houston together, agreeing not to tell Rachael about their split until she’d returned from her honeymoon. Agreeing for this one day to put up a united front. Selina had been so disgusted with Michael for going back on their agreement that she hadn’t even been able to talk to him about their daughter.

So here she was on the verge of ending a twenty-seven-year marriage. All alone in a hotel room in a big city where she knew no one, and she had absolutely no idea where her daughter might have gone after being dumped at the altar on her wedding day.

Love, romance, marriage. Bah — fucking — humbug.

She flung herself across the bed she hadn’t slept in. She’d been awake all night, thinking, planning, worrying, regretting, hating, loving, and hurting. The urge to cry was there, but honestly, she was cried out. Exhaustion permeated her bones. She was tired of fighting. Tired of pretending. Tired of trying to convince herself there was such a thing as happily-ever-after.
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