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Join Kelly as she peeks in on her characters as they reunite, discover secrets, overcome personal obstacles, heal old wounds, and ultimately find true love. She hopes you enjoy reading her fun, warm, and touching tales as much as she loves writing them!

Kelly has lived in Southern California, Arizona, and finally put down roots in Maryland to be close to her family. When she isn’t dreaming up another steamy romance she’s taking nature photos, hiking the beautiful national parks, hanging out with her furry kids, and exploring cemeteries and karaoke clubs with friends and family.  

She loves hearing from her readers. You can contact her any time:

AuthorKellyWallace@gmail.com
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Chapter One
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“Rachel, I think you've run out of options.”

“This event is important.” Rachel stopped rifling through the evening gowns and said to Carrie, “There has to be one eligible bachelor somewhere in Hidden Falls willing to marry me. Besides, it’s only temporary.”

Carrie pursed her lips, eyeing her friend of thirty-plus years over the rim of her glasses. “We grew up in this puny Texas town, we know everyone. It's a wonder the whole town isn't inbred. At our age, all of the decent men have either wisely moved out of state or are married with a couple of kids.”

Holding up a midnight-blue spaghetti strap gown, Rachel smiled as she watched it sparkle in the overhead light of the small boutique. This would be the dress she'd wear when facing her father after more than two decades. “This is the one I want.”

After a dramatic sigh of disapproval, Carrie said, “Don't you think that dress, not to mention this whole scheme of yours, is a bit over the top?”

“Nope.” Rachel stood in front of the full-length mirror and held the dress up to her, pressing it against her middle. It went just above her knees and nearly made her dizzy to look at. Not normally egotistical, she did like the way the dress complemented her blue eyes and contrasted with her light hair. She didn't want to check out the price tag though; it would be steep. But, she had to prove to her father that she was doing well in life, had a husband, and maybe a baby on the way.

“I completely understand your motives, but isn’t there another way?” Carrie looked uneasy. Rachel couldn’t blame her. The plan wasn't foolproof.

“Not at all. I know my father.” Shrugging, Rachel took the dress to the front counter.

Carrie followed along and whispered, “Even Dillon thinks it’s a lousy idea!”

Rachel turned to face her, wide-eyed. “Why’d you go and tell your husband? I told you to keep it to yourself!” she whispered in return.

“Going somewhere special?” The cashier and store owner, Marbel Barnsmith, interrupted, raising a thickly penciled eyebrow. Rachel knew the minute she walked out of the shop the woman would be on the phone telling her friends that reclusive Rachel Loftin was going to some shindig—or whatever old people called parties.

“Something out of state,” Rachel said stiffly, extracting the credit card from her wallet. The dress would max out that little piece of plastic, but she didn't care. Her father needed to see that she was doing well in life, was stable and deserved to be the sole heir.

Marbel ran the card, sniffed, and said, “Well, I hope it's all you expect it to be.”

That was it? She didn't try to pry the information out of her? Drill her with a long list of questions and well-meaning advice? For some reason, Rachel was disappointed. After growing up in this town she'd gotten used to, but not happy with, the fact that everyone knew everyone. You couldn't sneeze without the whole town knowing about it, and by the time the story came back around it had changed so much it was almost hysterical.

Over the past she'd heard of people being in satanic cults, giving birth to conjoined twins, abducted by UFOs, and once there was a serial killer supposedly on the loose. None of it had been true, just a way for bored folks to entertain themselves. She could only imagine what rumors would spread around about her once she left town. The thought made her smile, especially when she imagined what the outcome could be.  

The two women exited the small, air-conditioned store and into the September heat. Though it wasn’t as hot as last month, it was still muggy. Thankfully, her car was parked at the curb, so they wouldn’t have to walk far. Rachel got behind the wheel of her VW and cranked up the AC, Carrie climbing into the passenger side.

“Okay, Einstein, what next?” Carrie asked.

“Do you have to be so rude about the whole thing?” Rachel stuck her tongue at the other woman as they pulled onto the street and headed toward Carrie's place.

“I just think it's a lousy idea and a whole lot of work. Why can't you just talk to your dad and tell him you want the deeds?” Carrie shifted in her seat. A Volkswagen didn't leave much room for her friend’s eight-and-a-half-month pregnant belly, Rachel noticed.

Her best friend since kindergarten had a life Rachel admired but didn't envy. She was married to an ex-military man, lived on a ranch, and awaiting their third kid. An auburn-haired queen of self-sufficiency, Carrie would bring over homemade soap and cheese, and boxes bursting with food from her garden.

Sliding a glance at her friend then back to the only main road in town, Rachel knew she fit that lifestyle as well as a peacock in a pigeon coup. Her several online businesses kept her busy enough, though now that middle age was staring her in the face she found herself itching for something new. What that would be, she had no idea, but believed she’d eventually find it. Maybe she’d move out of Hidden Falls and head over to Austin, perhaps Southern California.

Immediately, she erased those thoughts. There was no way she could leave this town. It meant too much to her. When she’d been young and on her own, the townspeople had become a surrogate family to her.

When she got the invitation from her dad a few weeks ago to attend a living reading of his will, an idea had hit her. She’d never been close to the workaholic man with the icy heart, especially since her mother left him, though she couldn't blame her in the least. Their marriage had been strained, even during the best of times. Since her father was the financially stable one, they both thought it best for Rachel to stay with him.

A year later, once the divorce had been finalized, Dad had gone off to pursue various business ventures, leaving Rachel, at the age of fifteen, to her own devices. She could have gone to live with her mother, but she’d had no desire to. Five years ago, she found out her mother had died in a car accident.  

Rachel took a deep breath and blinked a few times, forcing away memories of the past. “If I can show my father that I'm settled in life and have a husband he'll see that I'm stable and he won't feel the need to sell off those deeds. Since I'm his only child, I'm sure he’ll feel backed into a corner.”

Carrie looked at Rachel wide-eyed and said, “I repeat, where are you going to find this husband? You aren't even dating anyone. It seems impossible to find a man, date him, and get him to propose in such a short time, let alone get married.”

Waggling her eyebrows, Rachel grinned and said, “Well, yeah, if you do it the old-fashioned way.”

“Okay, Darwin, what's the new-fashioned way?”

“Ever hear of a marriage of convenience?”

“Yes, and it’s never good. So, you're going to dig up some man and bribe him into marrying you somehow? Then what? Divorce him after your dad is dead and buried and you’ve saved the town?”

Rachel balked. “That sounds terrible, the way you put it.”

“It is terrible!”

“Do you have a better idea?”

“Yes, I do, as a matter of fact.” Turning so she faced Rachel, Carrie put her hand over Rachel’s as she shifted gears. “Don’t worry about the deeds and just be normal.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean!”

“It's time to settle down. We aren't kids anymore. You've had plenty of men chasing after you, but ever since Logan—”

“I know, I know.” She held up a hand to stop Carrie’s words. “I've heard this speech a dozen times just in the past week. Why do you always think Logan screwed me up so damned bad?”

“Uh, probably because you haven't had a relationship since the two of you broke up seven years ago.”

“I have too.” Rachel frowned.

“Nothing long-term. You never let anyone get close. You might date a guy for a week or so, maybe a month, but that's it. If he gets too serious you go running back into your cave. You haven't earned the title Rachel the Recluse because you're always out on the town.”

“For your information, I'm talking to a nice guy online right now.”

“Uh-huh.” Carrie folded her arms over her ample stomach. “Tell me about this Prince Charming. Details, I want details.”

“Trust me, he seems great.” She glanced over at Carrie and gave a tight grin.

“And his name is?” 

Rachel paused then said, “Jerry.”

“And where is he from?”

Another pause. “New Jersey.”

“And his occupation?”

Rachel coughed. “Jeweler?”

Carrie burst out laughing. “Oh my God, what a huge pile of manure that is! Jerry the jeweler from New Jersey. You aren't very imaginative, are you?”

Feeling herself go hot from the neck up, Rachel gave a crooked smile. “I just haven't found Mr. Right, that's all.”

“Which is why a marriage of convenience would work out so well?” They stopped in front of Carrie's house and Jacob, her ten-year-old, came running out to greet them.

“Well, yeah.” Rachel was losing steam and losing her nerve, but when she thought of this town going into the hands of a stranger she sat up straight and stiff. “I don't want my heart involved. I just want things to be right around here again.”

“Okay, whatever.” Carrie waved a dismissing hand as she opened her door. “I'm tired of arguing with you for today.”

“Good, I'm tired of hearing it.”

Getting out of the car, Carrie hugged Jacob then turned to Rachel and said, “Fudge you.”

“What I wouldn’t give to hear a real swear word slip through those ever-proper lips of yours.” Rachel batted her eyelashes.

Carrie laughed, closed the car door and went waddling into the house.

“Say hi to Dillon for me!” she called after her friend. Rachel gave a soft snort and smiled to herself as she pulled onto the road and headed back to her place.

She turned on the radio, switching to a metal station, tapping on the steering wheel as she waited at the lone red light in the center of town. “How am I going to find a fiancé in the next three weeks?” She thought about looking online, but that wasn't a wise decision. Aside from the fact that it would take too long to build up any sort of relationship with someone, she could end up dead, raped, or at the very least, she'd waste time.

There was Dale Sarnoff. He was available and had always been interested in her. Rachel shivered when she thought of the loner with the big hazel eyes that always seemed to stare right through her. Three fingers of his left hand were missing after getting them severed in the meat slicer at his dad's butcher shop. “Definitely not Dale.”

Passing by the little mom-and-pop businesses, Rachel wondered if she should give up on this whole scheme. Why not just talk to her dad and ask him outright to hand over the deeds? “Because, Ferris Loftin is as old-fashioned as they come.” She grimaced at her reflection in the rearview mirror.   

When Mom left he became even more hardened. He'd never hand over dozens of properties to a single woman, even if she was his daughter, and even if it was the twenty-first century. No, she had to be married or it would never work.

As she drove by the clinic she waved to Dr. Bremerton. If anyone had a bad enough emergency, they needed to drive over to Mount Pleasant because Hidden Falls certainly couldn't handle it. There was no big hospital, no Walmart or Starbucks. Many times, Rachel felt she was living in an episode of the Twilight Zone where everything was just as it was a hundred years ago.

She noticed the Rusty Bucket had a new window. “It's about time.” The old one had been cracked for three years now. As several neon liquor signs blinked to get a potential drinker's attention, her heart jumped into her throat as she saw a man walk through the wooden door. Stopping on the other side of the street, she stared at the building. It had only been a quick glimpse, but she'd recognize that confident swagger and perfect ass encased in denim anywhere. Logan Walker was back in town? She gripped the steering wheel and swallowed jagged memories.  

No, it had to be a mirage. All this talk and all these thoughts about marriage must have her conjuring up visions of the past. After all, Logan had left faster than fast all those years ago, and he hadn't contacted her since.

Rachel rested her head against the back of the seat and closed her eyes as her pulse raced out of control. “It had to be him.” Her heart beat a jerky rhythm of pain as she recalled the look on his face when he walked out of her apartment. It had been the most devastating thing she'd ever been through...and she was the one who broke it off.

* * *

[image: ]


Logan walked into the Rusty Bucket wondering why the hell he was back here. Seven years ago, he’d left behind this crappy hole-in-the-wall and his heart. He had intended to make a quick appearance when Carrie had the baby, but Dillon called him saying Rachel was getting married in a few weeks. Not that it should matter one way or another. After all, he and Rachel were ancient history. Even so, and very much against his better judgment, curiosity had gotten the best of him and he booked a flight that night.

In this tiny speck of a town, who would she be marrying? Maybe it wasn’t anyone nearby. Hell, these days with online dating it could be someone in Iceland for all he knew. Then there was the fact that the woman would get a case of the hives every time he had even mentioned the M-word? Yes, damn him, he was curious.

“Hey, Sandy.” Logan directed his attention from his inner thoughts to the outside world and asked the bartender for a Jack and Coke. It was only a little after noon and, though he seldom drank, he needed it.

“Well, well, Logan Walker, you old bastard! What are you doing back here?” Sandy finished drying a glass and looked up at him with a half-smile. Logan noticed that Sandy's belly had filled out a few more inches since he'd last seen him and the snow-white beard he'd been working on was longer than ever. An alcoholic owning a bar probably wasn't the wisest choice, but Sandy was a good guy who told the dirtiest jokes and had the cleanest bar in town.

Settling himself on the thickly padded stool, Logan put his Stetson on the bar, reached for the cold glass, and took a sip. It tasted like shit, but his nerves were shot. Rachel Loftin’s big blue eyes and generous curves filled his mind and had him instantly hard, but with his next swallow of the sweet and fiery liquid he doused out the flames her memory still roused in him.

“Saw Dillon the other day with Carrie. She's bigger than a beluga.” The bartender laughed and tossed back a shot of dark amber liquid. By closing time Logan knew the man would be so hammered he'd be handing out free drinks like Halloween candy. It was a wonder he hadn't gone out of business, though with the Bucket being one of only two bars in town, it had a steady stream of customers all week long.

“Being pregnant will do that to a woman.” Logan chugged the drink and held back the shivers he felt creeping up his spine.

“Want another? It's on the house.” Sandy grinned and Logan watched a vein at the side of his nose pulse. How could such a nice guy be so damned ugly?

“Nah.” Logan put his hat back on and stood up. “I'm heading up to the ranch now.”

The older man nodded, lifted his chin, and said, “Rachel seems to be doing good.”

Logan couldn't tell if it was a question or a statement. “Glad to hear it.” It shouldn't matter either way. He again reminded himself he was only here to welcome his new nephew into the world, spend a bit of time with family, satisfy his curiosity, then head back to Seattle. He had been there when each of his brother's kids were born. It had been eight years since the last one. Though he cringed at the thought of running into Rachel while he was out here, he intended to make his visit short and sweet and avoid her as best as he could. He briefly wondered why that thought left him feeling so empty. “I'll see you later.” He tossed a ten on the counter and held his palm up when Sandy went to make change.
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