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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      It was only a matter of time until I wrote a cowboy romance.

      Mae and I are both small-town girls who left for the big city, but you know what they say: you can take the girl outta the country, but you can’t take the country outta the girl. Just like her, I’ve got an accent that comes out when I’m back home and a weakness for cowboys.

      For everything I got wrong about rodeo, I’m sorry, and I hope it’s not too distracting.

      Kettle, OK, Lawton, TX, Sawtooth, WY, and the Pioneer Days Rodeo are all made up. Las Vegas, NV and Brooklyn, NY, are real (but you knew that).

      Hope you like reading this as much as I liked writing it.

      Love,

      Roxie

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          MAE

        

      

    

    
      The toddler stares at me, his tiny face surly. I stare back, praying for the right moment.

      “Smile!” calls his mother, standing off to the side.

      She’s probably wearing a thousand dollars worth of clothing right now, her hair, makeup, and nails all done to perfection.

      He does not smile.

      To my right, my co-worker Edwin shakes a teddy bear that jingles, grinning like an idiot.

      “Hey, buddy!” he says in the high-pitched voice that he uses when he pretends he’s the stuffed animals. “Can you smile for me?”

      I’m watching through the viewfinder. No smile.

      Throughout this ordeal, Santa has remained perfectly neutral, his cheery, red-cheeked smile precisely in place, his hat and beard and uniform just so.

      “Xander, come on,” Xander’s mother says. “Can’t you smile for Santa?”

      I’d be cranky too, I think. If I were two years old and had to get dressed up, then got dragged to a fancy department store on the Upper East Side and was forced to sit on some stranger’s lap.

      Edwin shakes the bear again.

      “Come on, Xander,” he says, in his bear-voice.

      Xander stares at Edwin like Edwin just casually suggested genocide.

      Then, almost in slow motion, Xander’s face crumples. His forehead scrunches. His mouth opens wide.

      I know what’s coming, and I brace myself for about the twentieth time that day.

      There’s a moment of silence before he screams, but it’s a doozy. It takes everything I’ve got not to roll my eyes and cover my ears, but working in Santa’s Fun Factory for two weeks has pretty much given me nerves of steel, and I don’t even flinch.

      Xander takes a deep breath between screams, and in that split second, Santa takes action. He bends down, puts his kindly face next to Xander’s, and says something I can’t hear.

      He looks at Xander. Xander looks at him, like he’s suddenly uncertain, his enormous eyes taking in this red-hatted, white-bearded stranger.

      Santa says something else, and Xander closes his mouth. Now he’s staring at Santa in awe, like he can’t believe the amazing thing he just heard.

      Still talking just to Xander, Santa points at the camera, and Xander looks at me. He’s still not sure about this whole thing, but he seems at least willing to entertain the notion. His mom hands Santa a tissue, and Santa quickly wipes the tears from Xander’s face, then nods at Edwin.

      Santa smiles again, exactly the same way he did before.

      “Hey, Xander!” Edwin says in bear-voice.

      Xander grins. I hit the shutter several times in a row, just in case, and then Xander is bounding off of Santa’s lap, Melissa hands him a candy cane, and he and his mom are off.

      “Thank God for Gary,” Edwin whispers to me, as Gary — Santa — opens his arms and welcomes the next child in his perfectly jolly voice.

      “He’s magic,” I whisper back.

      “Of course he’s magic. He’s Santa,” says Edwin as a small dark-haired child climbs onto Santa’s lap.

      “I’m a believer again,” I say. “Maybe I should go ask for a real job for Christmas.”

      Edwin snorts, and then it’s time for the kid to get her picture taken.

      This happens roughly a hundred times a day, and it’s only November third.

      It’s about to be a very long holiday season.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, I open a locker and throw my hat in. The jingle bell on it sounds a single tinny, echoing ring as it hits the metal. I feel like everything hurts: my feet, from standing all day; my neck, from bending over a camera; even my eyes, from looking at that tiny screen for eight hours.

      Edwin walks in again as I’m grabbing my street clothes out of the locker, a black t-shirt and jeans.

      “If I hear ‘Jingle Bells’ one more time, I might commit homicide,” he says.

      “Have you heard the version with all barking dogs?” I ask. “It’s even worse.”

      “That’s not real,” he says. “Is that real?”

      “It’s really real,” I say.

      He shakes his head, making his own jingle bell hat tinkle softly.

      “Me and Melissa are gonna get a drink somewhere in a few,” he says. “You want to join? You look like you could use one.”

      I sigh and lean against the lockers. Even though I don’t really drink, I could go and hang out with them for a bit.

      On the other hand, I’ve got a lot of work I need to do retouching the stills I took last week out on Coney Island, especially if I’m putting them in my portfolio. If I stay out too late, I won’t get any of that done tonight.

      If I never get that done, I’ll be photographing kids on Santa’s lap for the rest of my natural life.

      “No thanks,” I say. “I gotta do some work.”

      “You do too much work,” he says, seriously. “Have some fun once in a while, Mae.”

      “I’ll have fun when I’m dead,” I say, laughing as I walk past him toward the bathroom.

      “The phrase is I’ll sleep when I’m dead, weirdo,” he calls after me, teasing.

      “That too,” I say, and the bathroom door shuts behind me.

      I get out of my red-and-green ensemble quickly, heaving a sigh of relief when I pull on my jeans, t-shirt, and comfy shoes. My hair goes back in a ponytail, and I finally feel normal again.

      “Next,” I say to Edwin when I step out of the bathroom, and he steps in.

      I give my elf outfit a good, hard sniff, and decide I can wait one more day to wash it, stuffing it back into the locker. I put on my coat, grab my purse, and head out the break room door and back into Kensington’s.

      I pull out my phone as I walk past the makeup counters, nodding at the girls standing behind them, like we’ve all been to war together or something.

      Then I frown, because I’ve got about a million notifications: voicemails, emails, texts. Usually I’ve got one or two, maybe, at the end of a day.

      Before I can even look through them, my phone starts buzzing again.

      JANICE PENN, the caller ID says, and my heart leaps.

      Janice is my agent.

      I clear my throat, hit the button, and answer.

      “Hello?”

      “You’re from Texas, right?” she asks, skipping a greeting.

      I blink at a rack of thousand-dollar designer coats.

      “Yeah,” I say.

      “Perfect,” she says. “I got you a gig. Shooting a rodeo for Sports Weekly. You fly out of La Guardia tomorrow morning at six.”

      I stop short, my brain swirling.

      Sports Weekly?

      “Did you say Sports Weekly?” I ask. I’m staring at a mannequin wearing a very sparkly dress, pretty certain that I misheard what she said, because Sports Weekly is a very, very big deal, and they’re not about to hire me.

      “I did,” she says. “They’re doing a big story about some hot young rodeo star who they think might turn the corner and be a real celebrity. Jackson Cody.”

      The name nudges at something in my brain, but I can’t quite put my finger on it.

      Did I go to high school with him?

      I did go to high school with more than one guy who wound up on the rodeo circuit, though I’m sure if someone local had hit it big, I’d have heard about it from my parents.

      Did my brothers know him somehow? Was he a friend of a friend or something?

      I can tell it’s going to drive me crazy.

      “They hired someone else, but the poor bastard’s appendix burst and they need someone tomorrow,” Janice goes on. “I sent them your photos of Texas high school football, and voila. They’re offering nine hundred a day.”

      “I’ll do it,” I say quickly. “Yes. Definitely. I’ll definitely do it. Absolutely.”

      I press my lips together, forcing myself to stop telling her yes.

      “Great,” she says. “I’ll email you the plane ticket and everything. Glad you could take the job.”

      “Me too,” I say, but she’s already hung up on her end.

      New Yorkers, I think. Even after two years here, sometimes I still feel like an alien in this city.

      Still standing in front of the sparkly mannequin, I look up Jackson Cody on my phone. Most of the pictures are of a guy on a bull, standard plaid-jeans-and-cowboy-hat ensemble, and I scroll through his Wikipedia page, wait for anything that might trigger my memory.

      Born in Wyoming on a cattle ranch, graduated high school, started winning rodeos. Seems to party a lot and sleep around more, which isn’t exactly a surprise.

      I flick my thumb over my screen one more time, annoyed that I can’t figure out why this guy’s name sounds so familiar, and I finally get to a closeup.

      I freeze like a deer in the headlights, my stomach twisting, Jackson Cody’s ruggedly handsome face grinning at me from my phone.

      You have to be kidding me, I think. There’s no way that’s him.

      I look up at the mannequin, but she’s no help at all. I close my eyes, like maybe if I give them a break I’ll look back and there will be someone else’s picture there.

      I open them. Still the same guy.

      Unbelievable.

      I put my phone in my pocket, straighten my spine, and walk for the exit of Kensington’s.

      It’s fine, I tell myself. I’m sure he doesn’t remember, and even if he does, it doesn’t matter.

      You were kids. Now you’re adults, and you can both act like it.

      I swallow and head for the subway, but I’m feeling strangely unconvinced. Maybe because the last time I saw Jackson Cody, I acted like anything but an adult.

      He’s a big rodeo star who’s notorious for drinking and sleeping around, I think. He won’t even remember you.

      I sure do remember him, though.

      Jackson Cody is the reason I pretty much don’t drink any more.
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        * * *

      

      La Guardia at four in the morning isn’t any more pleasant than La Guardia any other time of day, though it’s at least a little quieter, since everyone is half asleep and too tired to kick up much of a fuss.

      I check in, my heart lurching as the lady behind the desk heaves my camera equipment onto a conveyor belt. The huge, orange FRAGILE tag doesn’t do a lot to ease my mind, but it’s out of my hands.

      You can’t control everything, Mae, I remind myself.

      The security line is short, and I hand my ID and boarding pass over to the officer at the podium.

      He looks at my ID. He looks at my boarding pass.

      He looks at my ID again. He looks at me, his brow knitting, just a little.

      My stomach sinks, because I suddenly know exactly what happened.

      “Can you step over here?” the officer asks, nodding his head to one side.

      Crap.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “Just wait right there,” he says.

      I haven’t slept. I’m hungry. I haven’t even had coffee yet, because I’m at this stupid airport at an ungodly hour.

      I feel like a toddler on Santa’s lap, and I wish I could just scream.

      Instead, I wait politely, because momma didn’t raise a fool.

      After a while, another guy comes over and confers quietly with the first officer for a few moments, then looks at me.

      “Your ID and boarding pass don’t match, Miss Guthrie,” he says.

      “It was an oversight,” I say, taking a deep breath. “I go by Mae Guthrie professionally, and the ticket was booked by a client who wasn’t aware of my full legal name.”

      “What kind of client?” he asks.

      “I’m heading to a job shooting for Sports Weekly,” I say.

      Did you seriously just say ‘shooting’ at a TSA checkpoint?

      “Shooting photographs,” I say quickly, the words practically tripping over themselves. “I’m a photographer, and I’m going to an assignment for some rodeo in Oklahoma. The whole thing was really last minute, I didn’t sleep last night, and I just plain forgot to tell them to book me as Lula-Mae, not just Mae.”

      He’s still just looking at me.

      “I’ll ask them to change it for the ticket back, but please let me get on this plane,” I say.

      I can feel myself starting to unravel, and for a moment, I’m afraid that I’m going to cry in this stupid security line, in front of all these people, all because my parents couldn’t give me a normal name.

      “You’re fine,” he finally says. “We just gotta double check all this stuff. Go ahead.”

      My face flushes with relief.

      “Thanks,” I say.

      I get through the rest of security without a problem. By some miracle, the person checking the X-Ray machine has seen a camera before, so they don’t have to dismantle my whole carefully packed case to make sure it’s not a bomb.

      Even though I get coffee, I’m asleep before the plane even takes off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          JACKSON

        

      

    

    
      Out of nowhere, someone knocks so hard on my door that it just about falls off its hinges, and I jump about a foot out of bed.

      “Hold your horses!” I shout.

      I’m already awake. It’s almost nine and I’ve been waking up with the sun since I was old enough to put on my own boots, so I sit up and toss the book I was reading onto the peeling nightstand of this cheap motel.

      I guess I don’t move fast enough, because the banging starts again, and this time the redhead in the bed next to me finally wakes up and squints at me.

      “Lord have mercy,” she whispers.

      “I’m coming,” I shout. I stand and look around for a towel or something, because I’m buck-ass naked and I don’t open doors buck-ass naked.

      Finally I spot the girl’s cowboy hat on her nightstand and grab it. I grin at the quick memory: her, hat on, giving me a good hard ride after half a bottle of Jack last night.

      The thought gives me a half-chub, but I clap the hat over it and crack the door open.

      “Are you tryin’ to knock this whole place down?” I ask.

      Raylan gives me a quick once-over, thumbs tucked in his belt, and then grins.

      “Cock-a-doodle-doo, sunshine,” he says, a shit-eating grin on his face.

      “I been up since six,” I say, leaning against the door frame, hat still firmly over my dick. “I got nowhere to be until noon. My itinerary says so.”

      “Well, your itinerary is wrong, because you got a meeting with a reporter in thirty minutes,” Raylan says.

      “What reporter?”

      “Sports Weekly,” he says. “Wayne’s all worked up about it and sent me to come find you and clear the bunnies outta your room.”

      Practically on cue, I can hear the girl roll over in bed and sigh.

      “Tell Wayne I’ll be out in two shakes,” I say.

      “Ten-four,” Raylan says, and I close the door.

      I toss the girl’s hat onto the bed and head for the bathroom.

      “You gonna be in Sports Weekly?” she asks.

      “Guess so,” I say, and close the door behind me.

      I take a quick shower, hoping she’ll just leave while I’m in here. We had a good enough time, but now I can’t remember her name.

      Did it start with an N? I wonder, soaping up quickly.

      Nancy? Nicole?

      I’ve got no idea. None of those sound even vaguely familiar, but I’ve always been bad with names.

      They ought to just stick name tags to their tits, I think, and laugh to myself in the shower. Maybe then I’d get some of them right.

      Show someone walking away and I can tell you exactly who they are by their gait, the way they walk and move. That’s what I’m good at.

      Not names.

      Nadine, maybe?

      I rinse off, cut the water off, and wrap a towel around myself before stepping back into the room, hoping she’s gone.

      She’s not. She’s still naked except the hat, and now she’s kneeling on the bed, hands on her knees, eyes a little bloodshot and ringed with last night’s makeup.

      “Hey cowboy,” she says. “How about one more round?”

      Then she bites her lip and looks at the bulge in the towel.

      I shouldn’t. I can’t remember her name and I’m meeting a reporter in fifteen minutes, but I look down at her on the bed, a little worn-out looking but hot, naked, and ready.

      My dick’s never listened to my brain and it’s not about to start now.

      “I gotta go soon,” I warn her.

      She crawls forward on the bed toward me, eyes on my erection straining at the towel.

      “I can be quick,” she says, and yanks my towel off, her eyes on my quickly-hardening dick.

      I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of the way women look at this thing.

      Before we can do anything, there’s another knock at my door.

      “Shit,” I mutter. She looks up at me uncertainly, and I hold one finger up to my lips.

      Maybe if we’re quiet, whoever it is will think we’ve left already.

      The knock sounds again.

      “Jackson, I know you’re in there,” a man’s voice booms.

      It’s Wayne, the guy who organizes Oklahoma Pioneer Days. He’s ex-military, and while I’d never call him high-strung to his face, he wants things run a certain way.

      Having a quickie with a buckle bunny fifteen minutes before you meet a reporter for a major magazine is exactly what Wayne doesn’t want.

      “Jackson,” he booms again.

      “You gotta get,” I whisper to the girl, who makes a pouty face as I pull on my boxers and jeans.

      “Comin’!” I shout, walking toward the door, still shirtless, hoping my pants hide my erection well enough.

      I pull the door open to Wayne’s unhappy face. He gives me a slow once-over, arms crossed in front of his chest.

      “What in tarnation are you doing in there?” he asks.

      “Gettin’ ready to meet a reporter,” I say. “I thought you’d want me wearing pants.”

      His eyes travel past me and land on something in the room, and his frown deepens. I resist for a moment, but then I turn and look.

      It’s an open, half-empty bottle of Jack Daniels.

      “Don’t you ruin this for us,” he says, pointing a finger at me. “Oklahoma Pioneer Days is a family event, you hear me?”

      “Absolutely, sir,” I say.

      It’s times like this I’m glad I was raised right. I can at least act respectful when I need to.

      “That don’t mean start a family while you’re here,” he adds.

      “No, sir,” I say.

      “Sookie’s in five,” he says, and holds up five fingers just in case I’m unclear on how many that is.

      Then he walks away, hands balled in fists at his sides, his spine straight. Still moves like he’s in the military.

      The girl peeks her head out of the bathroom and looks at me, then winks.

      “I can do five minutes,” she says.

      “He’ll have my hide,” I say, reaching into my suitcase for a shirt.

      She pouts again.

      “Sorry, darlin’,” I say. “I had a real good time last night.”

      Natalie? Naomi?

      “Me too,” she says. “Don’t worry, I’ll be around.”

      She gets dressed fast in her denim miniskirt and fringed shirt, and I shoo her out of my room. Then I screw the cap back on the liquor, pull on my boots, and get on down to Sookie’s Diner with one minute to spare.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sookie’s Diner looks exactly like a place called Sookie’s Diner should look. Red-checked tablecloths, thrift store knickknacks on the walls, and tons of those kinda-ugly wooden plaques with funny little sayings on them, like Cowgirl up! and Save a horse, ride a Cowboy!

      I can get behind that last one.

      Wayne and his wife Darlene are sitting at the table already, and Wayne looks meaningfully at the clock on the wall when I come in.

      “You’re two minutes late,” he says.

      “That clock’s fast, and I’m earlier than they are,” I say.

      Darlene hasn’t said anything yet, but she’s giving me a good once-over, like she’s making sure that I don’t have a condom wrapper stuck on me anywhere and I don’t reek of whiskey.

      I don’t think I do. No guarantees.

      “Sports Weekly is doing a big feature on the Oklahoma Pioneer Days rodeo,” she finally says, lacing her fingers together in front of her.

      She’s got a perfect manicure, fancy earrings, and a face full of makeup. It would be easy to mistake Darlene for a glammed-up rodeo wife, but I’ve been riding at Pioneer Days for a couple years now. I know Darlene, and the woman can rope a steer in her own right, no matter how prim and proper she looks.

      “Okay,” I say. The waitress stops by with a cup of coffee for me, and I thank her.

      Then I watch her walk away. She moves a little stiffly, but I’d be willing to loosen her up.

      Darlene clears her throat, and I stop watching the waitress walk away.

      “We could be at the center of a perfect storm that makes rodeo mainstream,” Darlene goes on. “Play everything right, and bull riders could be as famous as basketball players.”

      I raise my eyebrows.

      “And I’m the Michael Jordan of rodeo,” I say.

      “Not yet,” Wayne says. “You still got a couple to win before you get there.”

      “Think I could have my very own line of cowboy boots?” I ask.

      “Don’t count your chickens before they’re hatched,” Darlene says. “You got a ways to go.”

      Wayne leans across the table, making his most serious face.

      “You ought to take this seriously, Jackson,” he rumbles. “We’re talking rodeo championships being as big as the Super Bowl. We’re talking sponsorships, contracts, gigs doing commentary on ESPN once you retire. Play this thing right, and you’d be the biggest rodeo star of all time, because you’d be the first.”

      I take another sip of my coffee. My name in lights sounds nice, but I don’t even know what I’d do with a million dollars. Buy a ranch out in the country, I guess, and then what? Retire?

      The concept feels totally foreign to me.

      All I’ve ever wanted to do is ride, because there’s nothing in the world like the rush of staying on a bull for those eight seconds.

      A couple years ago, I got hurt pretty bad. When I woke up, I realized: this is what’s gonna kill me, and that’s if I’m lucky. I don’t know a single rider over fifty who doesn’t walk with a limp, and there’s plenty worse off than that.

      Commentating on ESPN? Doing cowboy boot commercials? That’s for someone else. Someone who thinks he’ll make it past thirty-five.

      Wayne leans forward over the table.

      “Just act with the slightest hint of decorum for five day,” he says, his voice low.

      I glance out the window, trying not to smile.

      “That’s not what they’re here for,” I say. “We both know they wouldn’t be interested if I was straight-laced and squeaky clean.”

      “Jackson, just be discreet,” Darlene says. Her eyes are like iron. “No loud intercourse in bar bathrooms. No showing your johnson to anyone who asks. No disappearing to Mexico for a day and showing up an hour before you’re supposed to ride, like you did in San Antonio.”

      “I won San Antonio,” I point out.

      “See if you can win without nearly causing a catastrophe for once,” Darlene says. “There’s a difference between a good story and a scandal.”

      “Jackson, all we’re saying is take it down a notch for once,” Wayne says. “Take a girl back to your motel room instead of the alley behind the bar.”

      I look from him to Darlene and back. I’ve known them for a couple years, and they’re nice people, if firm. They just want Pioneer Days to hit the big time, and I know they’ve worked hard for it.

      I don’t really give a shit what people think about me, but for the two of them, I’ll give it a shot.

      No Mexico. Girls in the motel room only. Maybe in bar bathrooms if they can be quiet.

      “Okay,” I finally agree. “I’ll try it.”

      They both nod and then look at the door of the diner, their expressions suddenly turning professional. I turn to look at the two people heading toward us.

      In front is an older man, gray-haired and gray-bearded, wearing a button-down work shirt. He doesn’t look like he’s from around here, but he doesn’t stick out.

      Then he steps aside and I get an eyeful of the other person.

      Lord above.

      It’s a girl carrying a camera over one shoulder, her blonde hair side swept, her eyes raking in the knickknacks on the wall. She walks toward us and I forget to breathe for a just a second, because all I can watch is the straight line of her shoulders over the way her hips roll as she moves.

      I’m mesmerized. It’s like watching the ebb and swell of the ocean, except the ocean’s never gotten my dick hard.

      I stare. She looks around the diner, completely casual, totally seemingly unaware that even in jeans and a black t-shirt, every movement she makes screams sex, at least to me. Her face has the barest hint of freckles, and even though her eyes have circles under them, they’re a perfect sky blue.

      She walks closer with those languid, sultry movements, and I realize something.

      I know her.

      I can’t place her right away, but I’m total certain that I do. I start flipping back through the memories of all the women I’ve been with.

      It’s a lot, but this girl is memorable. I ought to be able to place her.

      I can already tell it’s gonna vex me.

      “You’re Wayne and Darlene Nelson?” the bearded man asks.

      “We sure are,” Wayne says, getting out of the booth and shaking his hand.

      Not a rodeo type, I think, looking at her again.

      Where have I even been that I’d meet a girl like her?

      Then Wayne clears his throat, and I realize they’re all staring at me.

      I rise from the booth and Bruce shakes my hand.

      “Jackson Cody,” I say. I force myself to look at him and not the girl.

      “Bruce McMurtry,” he says. “I’m a reporter for Sports Weekly. This is our photographer.”

      “Mae Guthrie,” the girl says. She holds out her hand and keeps her spine perfectly straight, like she’s trying to look taller than she is.

      The second I hear her voice, I know exactly who she is.

      I can’t help but grin.

      “Miss Guthrie,” I say, taking her hand in mine. “Welcome to the Pioneer Days Rodeo. I’m Jackson.”

      She’s got a firm handshake and a steely, don’t-take-no-shit look in her eyes.

      “Thank you,” she says, her voice stiff and a little formal. “But it’s just Mae.”

      “Sure thing,” I say. I hold onto her hand for another moment before I let it go.

      I’d bet fifty bucks she remembers me. She’s got her hackles up the way women do when they unexpectedly run into someone they’re embarrassed about, like she’s praying that I don’t tell our entire breakfast table the story of our little tryst.

      It’s been years. That’s why it took me a minute to remember who she was, but as soon as she spoke up I remembered that voice saying Come on, Jackson right into my ear in the bed of my pickup truck.

      Hell, I still think about that night sometimes, and I’ve got plenty of other nights to choose from.

      “Take a load off and sit down,” Wayne says, and the three of us scoot in around the big circular booth.

      Mae flicks her eyes nervously at the seat next to Wayne, but Bruce is already lowering himself into it with a sigh, like he’s got bad knees, so I pat the cushion next to me.

      “Come on, I don’t bite,” I say. “Not unless you ask real nice.”

      Darlene shoots me a glare before turning up the wattage on her smile.

      “Sookie’s has got the best flapjacks this side of Oklahoma City,” she says brightly. “You two must be hungry after that long flight. How far is it from New York City?”

      “It’s about four hours,” Bruce says. “We managed to get a direct flight, so it wasn’t too bad.”

      They keep chatting, so I turn my head and look at Mae, who’s studying the menu like there’s gonna be a quiz.

      “Where you from, Miss Guthrie?” I ask.

      “Mae,” she says, not taking her eyes off the menu.

      “Well then, where you from, Mae?” I ask.

      “I live in Brooklyn,” she says, not exactly answering my question.

      “You like New York City?” I ask, leaning back in the booth and letting my eyes run down her body for just a moment.

      “I do sometimes,” she says, her eyes still on the menu. “Other times it’s cold, crowded, and the people are rude.”

      “Sounds like it’s the second time right now,” I say.

      “You’re not wrong,” she says, and then sighs, leaning her head on her hand on the table. “Do you know the difference between a flapjack and a pancake?”

      “I don’t think there is one, and I’m nearly an expert on diners,” I say.

      “Nearly,” she says, and her blue eyes get a glimmer to them. “What, are you one credit shy of your degree?”

      “I never was much for school,” I say.

      “Not even if the class is on bacon?” she asks.

      I laugh.

      “I damn near failed out of kindergarten,” I say. “That’s nothing but ABC’s and 1-2-3’s. You know how hard that is to fail?”

      “You seem like you’ve learned them now,” she says, and the sentence has the slightest hint of a lilt to it, like she’s keeping the lid tight on an accent that’s clamoring to get out.

      “By the skin of my teeth,” I say, taking another sip of coffee. “I got myself a reputation for making teachers cry by the time I was eight years old.”

      “You made a grown woman cry when you were eight years old?” she asks.

      Now she’s leaning back in the booth, her blue eyes smiling at me, and I’d almost swear to God she’s flirting.

      “That was just the first time,” I say, grinning at her. “Ain’t you done your research? I’m a heartbreaker.”

      Just then, the waitress steps up to our table and sets down coffee in front of Mae and Bruce.

      But for just a moment Mae keeps on looking at me, those sky-blue eyes unreadable, before she turns and orders flapjacks.

      Somewhere, deep down inside me, I feel a twinge.
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      I don’t think he remembers.

      I can’t quite tell, but I don’t think so. He’s not acting like someone who remembers... well, that. He’s definitely flirting with me, but from what I’ve read, that’s Jackson Cody’s default setting.

      But there’s no hint of recognition, no don’t I know you from somewhere look in his eyes, and even though I’m definitely relieved, I’m also the tiniest bit disappointed.

      After all, I remembered him for years. I spent the drive from the airport to here psyching myself up for seeing him again.

      Even so, the moment I saw him my heart hitched in my chest.

      Jackson Cody looks almost exactly the same as he did when he was nineteen and I was eighteen. Same tall frame, same wide shoulders, muscles hard from a life of farm work.

      Same dark brown hair that never quite lies down, same cocky grin, same square jawline, like he’s a movie cowboy.

      Same hazel eyes, somewhere between green and brown, the color of forested mountains on a rainy day.

      Good thing I know better than to fall for it again.

      As soon as the waitress walks away, the older man at the table — Dwayne? Wayne? I think it was Wayne — puts his beefy hands on top of the table and looks around at us.

      “Well, y’all, I’m pleased as punch that Sports Weekly is covering our little rodeo,” he says, his accent getting a little more folksy.

      I raise my eyebrows a millimeter. Oklahoma Pioneer Days isn’t little, but I recognize that characteristic down-home humbleness, that way that country people sometimes have of waving away their accomplishments.

      “Darlene, have you got the schedules?” he asks.

      Darlene pulls a file folder out of a bag and passes out glossy pamphlets to Bruce and me.

      “Now, you can’t attend everything,” Wayne says. “But I thought you might like to go over this and we’ll work out what you two ought to prioritize.”

      “Besides bull riding,” Jackson says. “That’s a given.”

      I want to roll my eyes at his cocky grin, but he’s right. We are here because he’s poised to become the greatest rodeo champion of all time, at least if he wins this and competes in the finals this December.

      “Right,” Wayne says, and then starts going over the whole schedule in excruciating detail with Bruce, who has a million questions.

      I try to pay attention, but my brain feels like it keeps slipping out of gear. I’ve been up for thirty-six hours straight.

      This job is huge. Sports Weekly is huge. If I do it well, I’ll never be taking pictures of a mall Santa again — but first, I have to not screw this up.

      The problem is Jackson Cody. Even though I promised myself we’d be strictly professional, it’s been five minutes and we’re already flirting.

      It’s five days, I tell myself. Just keep it together for five days.

      How hard can it be?
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        Six Years Earlier

      

      

      “You sure nobody’s gonna find us up here?” I ask, stumbling out of Christy’s truck.

      “It’s Derrick’s brother’s boss’s land, and he don’t care if we use it,” she answers, hopping out of the driver’s side. “Come on, Lula-Mae. Be bad for once in your life.”

      I look at the near-empty bottle of peach-flavored Boone’s Farm wine in my hand.

      How did that get almost-gone?

      My brain feels blurry, like there’s a time delay between what’s happening and when I figure it out.

      “Lula, come on,” Christy says, laughing and coming back toward me. “You ain’t gonna get in trouble.”

      “Am I drunk?” I ask her, still standing there.

      We’re both wearing tank tops and cut-off shorts, and there’s a raging bonfire in the clearing ahead of us, pickup trucks and thirty-packs of beer circled around it. It seems like half my high school graduating class is here, too, and for a moment, I wonder how long they’ve been congregating up here to get drunk.

      I’ve definitely never been invited before.

      Christy just laughs at me.

      “If you’ve gotta ask, you’re not drunk enough,” she says. “Come on, I thought you liked that stuff.”

      “It’s like alcohol candy,” I say. “I love it.”

      I take another long swig, then follow her toward the bonfire.

      It’s a couple weeks after high school graduation, and suddenly, nothing I do has the same consequences that it used to. There’s no more tests to fail, no more papers to write, no more teachers to please.

      I’ve got a full ride to the University of Texas at Austin in the fall, but until then?

      I’m free.

      I take another drink of the peach wine. It tastes like sugar, alcohol, and freedom.

      Christy’s got a beer in her hand now and the two of us are walking around, me still clutching this wine bottle. I can hear people whispering it’s Lula-Mae, but I’m way too drunk to care.

      “Christy!” a man’s voice shouts, and we turn toward him. Christy looks him up and down.

      “Buck, I didn’t know you were back in town,” she says.

      Even drunk in the firelight, I can tell Christy is blushing.

      “Sure am,” he says. “There’s a rodeo over in Odessa this weekend so I figured I’d come by and see my folks.”

      Buck’s a year older than us, and he quit school in the middle of his senior year to ride rodeo full-time. I thought he was a total idiot, but Christy disagreed.

      He was never my type, but I’ve heard her sing his praises endlessly, like he was Jesus Christ himself come down to earth.

      “It’s great that you’re still ridin’,” she says, taking a long pull of her beer.

      “I’ll keep ridin’ for as long as I can get on a bull,” he says, and grins his cocky, swaggering grin at her.

      Christy looks like she goes weak in the knees, and I roll my eyes, too drunk to be subtle.

      Then someone else is behind him. The new guy claps Buck on the shoulder, leaning over the other man toward us.

      “You ladies know Buck?” he asks, a grin on his face.

      It’s a really handsome face.

      I clutch my wine bottle harder. I feel myself turn ten colors. My mouth goes dry and my guts pretty much turn themselves inside out, and for a second I have the crazy urge to just run away.

      There aren’t a lot of new people in Lawton, Texas. When there are, they’re never hot men my age.

      This guy is.

      Not only is he hot, he’s looking at me in a way that boys don’t look at me. He’s got this intense expression on his face, like he doesn’t know that I’m Lula-Mae Guthrie, valedictorian, National Honor Society Member, captain of the debate team, and card-carrying Good Girl.

      I feel weird. I feel like there’s a spotlight on me.

      Suddenly, I realize what feels like when someone undresses you with their eyes.

      I look down at the ground and heat floods through me, pooling between my legs.

      Oh gosh, I think. Is this because I’m drunk?

      This has gotta be because I’m drunk.

      “I’m Jackson,” he says, holding out one hand, still staring me straight in the eyes.

      My insides feel like spaghetti, but if spaghetti was alive and angry.

      “I’m Lula-Mae,” I say, my voice coming out breathless. “I’m here.”

      I meant to say something like I go to the high school where Buck went, but it didn’t work. I snap my mouth shut.

      Jackson just laughs.

      “I’m here too,” he says, his hazel eyes twinkling.

      “Jackson’s been traveling the circuit with me,” Buck says. “I dragged him here for the weekend so my mom could feed him her biscuits and gravy.”

      “Ain’t they good?” Christy asks.

      I take the opportunity to drink more peach wine, trying to drown the angry spaghetti in my stomach. Christy talks to them for a minute, but mostly she talks to Buck, and then before I know it her hand’s on his arm and she’s giggling and then they’re walking away, leaving me standing here with Buck’s super-hot friend.

      Jackson just whistles as they walk away.

      “Never seen Buck be a ladies’ man before,” he says to me.

      I roll my eyes, and everything swims.

      “She’s got it bad for him,” I say. “Christy’s my best friend but sometimes I think if I have to hear Buck’s name one more time I might just smack her upside the head.”

      He just laughs.

      “I’ve never heard him so much as say her name,” he says, looking after them again.

      Then he shrugs.

      “Maybe don’t tell her that,” he says.

      “My mouth is... locked?” I say, the wine preventing me from getting the saying right.

      He laughs and lifts a beer to his mouth, taking a couple long swallows as I try to think of what to say next. I’ve probably got a couple seconds before he heads off to find someone else.

      Guys like him don’t talk to dorks like me. They want fun girls like Christy.

      “So, you ride rodeo with Buck?” I finally say.

      “Sure do,” he says. “Little bit of everything, but bull riding is my main event.”

      I gasp involuntarily, like an old lady or a little kid.

      “That’s dangerous,” I say. “Aren’t you afraid you’ll fall off or get gored or something?”

      Any other time, I’d be less impressed, but this bottle of wine is almost gone and so is my better judgement.

      Jackson grins and tucks his thumb into his belt.

      “The danger’s what makes it fun,” he says.

      I get a little warmer between the legs.

      “Really?” I ask.

      “Of course,” he says. “Every second up there, it’s just you versus this raw force of nature, you knowin’ that at any second it could toss you off and crush you like a bug, and all you’ve got to do is make sure that don’t happen.”

      He winks at me.

      “It’s a hell of a rush, Lula-Mae. Come by the rodeo this weekend and I’ll give you a lesson.”

      I laugh.

      “It’ll be a cold day in hell first,” I say.

      Suddenly I realize two things: one, my wine bottle is empty, and two, he’s gotten closer.

      “I bet you’d make a pretty good rider,” he says, grinning down at me.

      I drop the wine bottle, and it makes a dull thunk on the ground.

      “What makes you say that?” I ask.

      “You move right,” he says, and puts one hand on my hips.

      Part of me wants to step away and resist what’s happening. That’s the part of me that’s an honor student, the part that color-codes homework assignments in her planner.

      A much bigger part of me wants me to stay right there, and that part is drunk for the first time and thinks that once, just once, maybe I should have some fun with a hot cowboy whose last name I don’t even know.

      “How do I move?” I ask. “Like I’m hard to shake off?”

      “You walk real fluid,” he says, and puts his other hand on my hips, then wiggles them a little bit.

      Now I’m aching and looking up at him. I’ve had a boyfriend before and we did stuff, but it never made me feel like this.

      “You gotta move easy and go with the flow to be a good rider,” Jackson says, his hazel eyes smiling down at me. “Stay loose and keep your balance but be in control. It’s all in the hips,” he says.

      He winks at me.

      “How do you know what I walk like,” I say. “I ain’t moved since I came over here.”

      “I watched you walk in,” he says. “I watched you and I thought to myself, that girl oughta ride.”

      I narrow my eyes. I can practically hear my mother saying Lula-Mae, you know boys only want one thing, so keep your legs shut.

      Momma never covered what to do if I want the exact same thing.

      “Do girls even ride bulls?” I ask.

      “Not most girls,” he says. “But I got the feeling you ain’t most girls.”

      He bends down and kisses me, right there in front of the fire. My head swirls with the alcohol and for a moment I nearly lose my balance and fall over but then he’s got his arm around me, keeping me upright, and my hands are on his chest.

      Underneath his t-shirt he’s pure muscle, and I run my hands down it as he opens his mouth against mine, the ache inside me deepening. He tastes like beer, but I couldn’t care less.

      When I finally surface, I glance around, but no one’s looking at me. Half of them are making out and the other half are dead drunk.

      “I got my pickup here,” he says. “You wanna go sit down?”

      I nod breathlessly and follow him. We stop by a twenty-four pack and he cracks a beer and hands it to me. I can feel my classmates watching as I follow him back to his truck.

      They’re probably wondering what on earth he is doing with Lula-Mae, of all people.

      Let them wonder.

      He’s got a blanket and a few cushions in the bed of his truck, and we climb in and lean against the cab, the glass cool against my back in the hot night.

      “You just graduated, right?” he asks.

      His hand is on my bare leg.

      “Right,” I say. “Don’t worry, I’m eighteen.”

      He laughs.

      “That ain’t what I was asking, but thanks,” he says.

      “What were you asking, then?” I say, taking a sip of beer.

      I don’t even like beer, but I’m so drunk I can barely taste it.

      “Just making polite conversation,” he says, a chuckle in his voice. “What’s next?”

      “UT Austin,” I say.

      “College girl,” he says. “Fancy.”

      I snort and take another sip.

      “My front yard’s as full of busted cars as everyone else’s,” I say. “I got a full ride because I want to get the hell out of Lawton.”

      “Well, I’m glad you’re slumming it with us this summer,” he teases. “Remember the little people when you’re on top.”

      I take another long gulp of beer, my eyes flicking up to the skies. Then I put the near-empty can down.

      Now I’m sure I’m drunk, so drunk my face is nearly numb and talking is a little hard.

      “Jackson,” I say, his hand still on my thigh. “Did you bring me here to the back of your pickup to talk about my future, or did you bring me here for some other reason?”

      He opens his mouth, eyes dancing, but instead of listening I get on my knees and then swing one leg over him until I’m straddling him and we’re face to face.

      I have no idea what’s gotten into me.

      Wait, yes I do.

      An entire bottle of cheap wine and a shitty beer.

      Jackson puts both his hands on my butt and squeezes. I giggle, biting my lip, suddenly not quite sure where to go from here.

      “Told you you’d be a good rider,” he says, moving my ass up and down in his hands.

      “You ain’t quite as dangerous as a bull,” I say, and kiss him hard before he can answer me.

      I’m sloppy drunk, but I shove my tongue into his mouth and he pushes back with his own. He grabs my hips and grinds me against the thick, hard rod in his pants.

      I frown.

      “The hell is in your pocket,” I mutter.

      He laughs and grinds me against it again, and it feels good rubbing up against me like that, whatever it is.

      “You like it?” he asks.

      “Kinda,” I say, breathless. I’m moving my hips against it on my own now.

      “Ain’t got nothing in my pockets,” he says. “That is one hundred percent All-American cock.”

      I gasp and cover my mouth, and he grins like he’s won the lottery.

      “Come on, you liked it before,” he says. “Just give it a chance.”

      I do. I think I’ve lost control now, because as shocked as I am that someone said that to me, I still like this.

      Jackson kisses me again as he moves his hands under my tank top, me still writhing against him, his fingers pinching my nipples through my bra.

      “You like that?” he whispers.

      I reach behind myself and unhook my bra, then take it off through the arm hole of my tank top and toss it behind me.

      Jackson pushes my top to just above my nipples and then bends his head down, biting and licking at one and then the other, and it feels amazing, like my insides are turning to boiling liquid. I want him to do this forever, it feels so good.

      Almost on their own, my hands find the buckle of his belt, and before I know it I’m unzipping his jeans and he’s pushing my tank top back down over my breasts.

      Then I stare at his boxers in slight confusion, frowning. I was expecting a dick, and I’m not quite sure how to get it out now.

      Technically, I’ve never done this before, but Jackson finds the opening in his boxers and suddenly it’s there, thick and long and straight and very, very hard. After another moment of uncertainty I grab it by the base and squeeze, and Jackson makes a noise like I’m doing it right.

      Then he’s unbuttoning my shorts and reaching in and it feels strange to have someone else’s hand there, but it feels good.

      Once he finds my clit it feels really good as his rough fingers circle it, making me gasp, my own hand still awkwardly on his erection, not quite sure what to do with it because I’ve only ever touched a penis through clothing before.

      His hand moves deeper and then I can feel it on my lips, his fingers gently nudging between them.

      “Damn, Lula-Mae, you ain’t faking,” he says.

      “Faking what?” I ask, trying to move my hips against his hand.

      I desperately want something from him, and to be honest, I barely even know what.

      I want this, but more. A bunch more.

      He puts his hand over mine on his cock and slides it up and down, from the root to the tip and back, and he leans his head against the cab of his truck and groans.

      Oh, I think. I guess that’s what I’m supposed to do.

      I do it again, then again, and he slowly slides one finger inside me, the feeling strange and wonderful, his palm still pressing against my clit.

      “Jackson,” I whisper.

      “Yes, Lula-Mae?” he murmurs.

      “Let’s do it,” I say.

      I’ve totally forgotten that there are other people around, or that the back of this truck in the middle of a field isn’t exactly private.

      I just want to do sex stuff with him.

      “I didn’t bring a rubber,” he says.

      For a moment I have no idea what he’s talking about or why it’s relevant, and then it dawns on me.

      But every cell in my body is pounding with drunken desire, and I don’t give a shit about a condom.

      “It’s fine,” I say. “Don’t you want to?”

      “Hell yes,” he growls, his eyes sliding down my body, right in front of him, but there’s still something hesitant about the way he says it.

      I squeeze his dick again and slide my hand up and down and he looks up at me, in a way no one’s ever looked at me before.

      I have no idea what I’m doing, but I lean forward, steadying myself against his chest with my other hand as everything wobbles in front of me, and put my lips practically against his ear.

      “Come on, Jackson,” I whisper.

      He chuckles.

      “You get what you want, don’t you, Lula-Mae?” he asks, grinning, his fingers circling my clit again.

      Then: sirens. I look over my shoulder and there are blue lights flashing across the field.

      My heart seizes in my chest and everything spins.

      I yelp, try to stand and fall sideways, the metal of his truck bed booming beneath me.

      “You all right?” I hear Jackson ask, but I’m panicking.

      I’ve never had a run-in with the police before, and I’m positive it’s going to ruin my life. First I’ll get arrested, then the university won’t let me in any more, then I’ll be stuck in Lawton forever. I’ll be working at the McDonald’s for the rest of my life.

      “Lula-Mae, calm down,” Jackson says, his hand on my shoulder. “It’s gonna be fine, but you gotta button your pants.”

      I zip and button quickly, my hands shaking, and Jackson tucks his dick back in.

      “Everyone please remain calm,” a voice crackles through a megaphone.

      I can feel the tears rising in my eyes, my hands shaking.

      Jackson actually grins at me.

      “You never been at a party that got busted up before?” he asks.

      I shake my head no. I feel like I can barely breathe, my chest tight with panic as everything just spins and spins.

      He jumps over the side of his truck, then offers me his hand. It’s slightly sticky and I blush, but I take it.

      “They’re just gonna tell us not to be here,” he says. “It’s fine.”

      I jump over the side of the truck and we walk a few steps before there’s a spotlight on us.

      It pauses and I squint, trying to see who’s behind it.

      Then a voice says, “Lula-Mae Guthrie?”

      Everything lurches. My chest tightens.

      I’m going to be flipping burgers forever.

      “I’m sorry!” I say, bordering on hysterical.

      “God almighty, what are you doing here?” the voice asks, and I recognize Phil Warren, a family friend.

      I’m trembling like a leaf, and this is where I break. I cover my face with my hands and start sobbing.

      “I’m sorry!” I get out between sobs, gasping for air. “Please don’t tell my parents. Please, god, don’t tell my parents.”

      “Lula-Mae, are you all right?”

      He sounds worried, not mad, but my face is hot and covered in tears and snot and I just sniffle and nod, an absolute mess.

      “You been drinking?” he asks, but it’s obvious he knows the answer.

      “A little,” I whisper.

      Phil sighs.

      “All right, come on,” he says.

      I walk toward him, leaving Jackson standing there in the field. I’m too embarrassed to even look back at him.

      Phil lets me sober up at the station for a while and then takes me home. By some miracle, he promises never to tell my parents as long as he doesn’t catch me partying like that again.

      He doesn’t, because that’s the last time it happens. In August I leave for college and only ever visit Lawton again, and I never go to another bonfire party.

      I major in photography and have a 3.9 GPA, almost perfect. I lose my virginity to a nice guy from Louisiana. Whenever I’m not studying I’m working, and by the end of four years, I’ve got enough saved to move to New York City and leave Texas behind forever.

      I get an apartment in Brooklyn and I hustle my tail off, stringing together enough freelance jobs to pay the rent.

      Through it all, I almost manage to forget the time I got wasted and almost had unprotected sex with Jackson Cody.
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