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      A smokin’ hot firefighter. A handsome, lonely rancher. Can these frenemies turn a cosmic misunderstanding into undying love?

      

      Dex

      It was supposed to be my typical peaceful morning horse ride followed by a clandestine cruller, cup of Joe at the Flying Saucer, and the day-in-day-out routine of ranching. Instead, my world explodes like an alien abduction gone wrong when my high school crush has the nerve to cross my path. Too bad he’s even hotter than he was when he broke my heart ten years ago.

      

      Meyer

      I dropped everything in Chicago to start over as assistant fire chief in my hometown of Charming Butte. Of all the people to run into when my old Chevy breaks down is the one guy who inexplicably hates me. Now, I get to make my triumphant return to town on the back of his horse. But with my arms wrapped around his solid frame, I wonder if I can make him forget our past in favor of a future together.

      

      Note: Flirting With Fire is the first book in the sweet and spicy romance series set in the quirky small town of Charming Butte, where swoony men in uniform discover their forever after. One click now and find your next book boyfriends in this funny and heartwarming romance!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          Meyer

        

      

    

    
      Riding into Charming Butte on the back of a chestnut horse with my arms around a hot guy wasn’t the entrance I’d planned, but there were worse ways to return to my childhood home.

      The Impala had started sputtering a mile outside of the town limits right by what used to be old man McKay’s farm. I pulled off the road as the dang car died.

      “Daisy, just a few more miles,” I begged, but she stubbornly refused to start again.

      I slammed the steering wheel with my right hand, cursing loudly at the pain that shot through my wrist. It had to be the one I fractured playing basketball last year. I needed to remember to treat my wrist with more respect, otherwise my new job as Assistant Chief of Charming Butte Firehouse was going to be a bust before I’d even started.

      I popped the hood and got out of the car, rolling my shoulders and easing tired muscles after a long drive. Here’s hoping I could find the source of the problem, or I’d be walking the rest of the way into Charming Butte. My knowledge of car mechanics was limited. Give me a fire, and I was your man, but modern cars defeated me. I raised the black hood and studied it, surmising any quick fix on my part was impossible.

      So much for surprising my mom. I’d planned to greet her with a smile, lunch from the Bobcat Stump coffee shop, and a, “Hey, Mom, guess what, I’m gonna be living here now.”

      It was going to be a late lunch unless I started walking. It wasn’t far, five miles at the most, and thankfully, the temperature was only in the low eighties. Anything more, and I’d melt before I ever got to surprise my mom.

      First job, no, second after surprising Mom, was getting Daisy towed into town. I couldn’t remember the name of the only auto shop in Charming, but Mom would know. She knew everyone. I slammed the hood down and reached into the Impala to get my pack, then locked the car. Good luck to anyone who attempted to steal it. My girl wasn’t going anywhere.

      The road into Charming Butte was empty. I’d not seen anyone since I turned off the highway. The desert magic was working its charm again. I sucked in a lungful of the clean desert air, feeling the wind off the Butte whip through my hair, better than a shot of any caffeine.

      Each time I returned to visit with my mom, I wondered why I ever left Charming Butte. From the deep colors of the desert to the quirky town and its inhabitants, I remembered how much I loved the place, and how desperate I’d been to leave it at eighteen. Then I would return to the hustle and bustle of city life, and the joy of small-town living would fade until the next time. But not this time. This time I was here to stay…I hoped.

      I was almost grateful for the walk. It gave me time to clear my head and stretch my legs after the long journey.

      “You mean work out a cover story so Mom doesn’t get annoyed with you,” I muttered.

      She was either going to be annoyed or overwhelmingly sympathetic depending on which story I gave her. I wasn’t that keen on either option.

      I heard a noise some distance behind me. It didn’t sound like a car. I looked over my shoulder to see a horse gently plodding toward me. The driver wasn’t pushing the horse, and I kept walking, waiting for it to catch up.

      I saluted as the horse reached my side. “Mornin’,” I said cheerfully.

      “Good morning.” The rider smiled in return, slowing his horse so they walked at the same pace as me. He looked to be about my age, which put him about thirty, with huge blue eyes and honey hair from the bangs that had escaped under the brim of his hat. He was handsome with the kind of stubble I loved on a man, especially grazing over my skin.

      “Good looking horse,” I offered, tearing my eyes away and admiring the chestnut coat and the white blaze and socks.

      He patted the horse’s neck. “Juniper is a beauty,” he agreed. “That your Impala a mile back?”

      I nodded, telling myself to cool down before I freaked out the locals. “Yup. It died on me. Gonna find a tow truck when I reach town.”

      “There’s only one. Smith’s on Orchard Lane.”

      I frowned, searching my memory. “Wasn’t that Timsons?”

      “You’ve been here before?”

      “I grew up in Charming,” I said. “It’s been a while since I was back home.”

      The rider furrowed his brow as he studied me. “I don’t remember you.”

      “As I said, it’s been a while. Name’s Meyer Jones.”

      The rider’s big baby blues opened comically wide. “Jones? Lindy Jones’ boy?”

      Being called a boy always made me grit my teeth. I was taller than everyone for Chrissakes. And he was my age. “Well, not so much of the boy, but yes. Who are you?”

      “What are you doing here?” the rider snapped, ignoring my question.

      “Don’t know that’s any of your business, but as you asked so nicely, I’m visiting my mom.” I took satisfaction in seeing the guy pink at being called out.

      “She never said you were coming.” He sounded almost accusatory.

      “You know my mom? She discusses her business with you?”

      The rider huffed, and the horse shifted restlessly as if sensing his tension. He soothed the horse absently and turned his attention back to me, who was wondering what I’d done to upset the pretty man.

      “I know Lindy.”

      “How?” I demanded. “How do you know my mother?”

      Was this man taking advantage of her? She’d never mentioned being friends with a man half her age. It was a good thing I was back here to take care of her.

      The guy caught the edge in my tone because his eyes widened. “Not like that. No! Never!”

      I folded my arms across my chest and regarded him coolly. “Then I ask again. How do you know my mom?”

      “I’ve done a few jobs for her around the house. Seeing as her son isn’t here to do them for her.”

      The guy obviously recovered his composure from his biting tone. I was starting to regret I’d ever wished him good morning. Where was a car when I needed it?

      We walked on for a few moments in strained silence, the horse quietly ambling beside me, its hooves clip-clopping on the road.

      “Why didn’t you call your mom for a ride?” the man said suddenly.

      I shrugged, my pack bouncing on my back. “It was meant to be a surprise. I didn’t tell her I was coming back to town.”

      “For a visit?”

      “For good. At least for now,” I amended. “I’ve gotten a job at Charming’s firehouse.”

      I figured if the guy knew my mom, he’d know I was a fire officer. It’s not like she kept that secret. Photos of me in my uniform were all over the house. It was kind of embarrassing.

      “You’ve got the assistant chief’s job?”

      Did the guy know everything? I bit back a sigh. It was a small town, of course he did. “Yeah. I start Monday.”

      “A bit of a comedown, isn’t it? Big city hero to small town firefighter?”

      I stopped. The horse carried on a few more paces before the rider realized and reined him in.

      I glared at the man. “I don’t know what your problem is or even who you are, but let’s get one thing straight. I’m damn proud of being a fire officer, and I don’t care where I work if I do my duty. Capiche?”

      The man stared at me for a long time. He’d reddened, but I noticed he didn’t look away. Whoever he was he had balls to face me. With my height and demeanor, I knew I could be intimidating when I was angry. Finally, the man nodded.

      “Do you want a ride?”

      I blinked. “What?”

      The man indicated behind me. “Do you want a ride to your mom’s? You’ve still got a few miles to go.”

      I eyed the horse doubtfully. “That’s a kind offer, but I’m a big guy. Your horse doesn’t deserve the pain.”

      The man laughed. “Juniper will be fine. Give me your pack.”

      From the horse’s side eye, I wasn’t so sure, but whatever. I handed him my pack, swung up behind him, then wondered what to do with my hands.

      “Wrap your arms around me,” the man suggested.

      I sucked in a breath. I really didn’t want to lean up against a man who pushed all my buttons, even if he was an angry douchebag. But I had to hang on somewhere, so I wrapped my arms around his waist, and the horse moved off. Once I figured out the horse’s rolling rhythm, I found the movement quite hypnotic.

      “You know horses?” he asked.

      “Not since I left here,” I said. “Not much call for horses in Chicago.” I could smell the lemon-scented shampoo and leather, which was a weird combination and strangely alluring. I told my dick to pipe down. I didn’t need the other guy getting the wrong idea.

      He chuckled. “I guess not.”

      “Do you always ride?”

      “I’ve got a truck for work and a mountain bike. I can’t stick a ladder on the horse.”

      It was my turn to cackle, imagining the horse carrying a ladder.

      “Not one car has passed us,” I said after a moment of comfortable silence between us. “I always forget just how quiet the town is. It amazes me every time I return. Then I go back to the city, and all the traffic seems normal.”

      “I love it,” the guy murmured. “I feel like I can breathe here.”

      I knew just how he felt, but I still loved the city. “Have you lived anywhere else?”

      “No. But my sister lives in Denver. I visit her occasionally.”

      He didn’t seem to need directions to my mom’s house, and neither did he want to talk, so I focused on looking around me, anything to distract my dick that was very happy pressed up against this stranger.

      “My Uncle Mark lives in Denver, too. He’s a cop,” I said.

      “I know.”

      Of course he did. My mom loved her brother. I thought he was a bit of a dick, but we both loved Lindy Jones and respected each other for that.

      As we ambled down the main street, I felt a sudden lump in my throat. I was back in Charming. I’d lived in Chicago for years but never lost my love for my hometown.

      The guy waved at a couple of women gossiping on the sidewalk. They waved back, then blinked as they noticed me behind him.

      “Meyer? Is that you?”

      I groaned. I really didn’t want them to call Mom before I got home.

      The guy answered before I could. “It is, Mrs. White. I picked him up outside of town, but it’s a surprise for Lindy.”

      She chuckled. “Mum’s the word. Good to see you. Meyer.”

      “Good to see you too, Mrs. White,” I called, waving at her.

      “Do you remember her?” the guy murmured.

      “Nope, not a clue,” I confessed. “Thanks for giving me her name. Who is she?”

      “Mrs. White. Skip’s mom.”

      “Skip?” I furrowed my brow. “Skip White? I don’t remember…. Oh wait, yes I do. He was the kid who got Ginny Isles pregnant. Small, weasely guy.”

      I was rewarded with a chuckle. “Skip was nearly six feet tall when we were teenagers. Small and weasely is not how I’d describe him.”

      “He was always smaller than me,” I said. “Is he still in town?”

      “Yeah, he and Ginny married after they finished high school.”

      “Shotgun wedding?”

      “Yeah, but it seemed to work. They’re happy, you know? They have five kids now, two sets of twins. I think he’s going for a football team.”

      I was glad for Skip and Ginny, although I couldn’t contemplate the idea of five kids. I wanted children in an abstract way, but if it didn’t happen, it wouldn’t be the end of my life. Mom had never pushed me on the fact, for which I was grateful. Some of my friends hadn’t been so lucky, their moms asking them all the time when they were going to make them grandparents.

      “Have you got any kids?” I asked.

      I couldn’t avoid feeling the tension flood through him. “I’m sorry, have I said something wrong?”

      “No, it’s okay. I just forgot…you didn’t….” He took a deep breath. “You’ve just returned to town.”

      It was a jumble of words, and I was still no clearer. But now we’d turned into my mom’s street, and my attention was distracted.

      “It never changes,” I murmured.

      “No,” the man agreed.

      If I closed my eyes, I could be nine years old, racing home from soccer practice for dinner. Even the aromas wafting from the houses seemed to be the same.

      I’d grown up on this street, in and out of the crazy mixture of houses, from one-story to two-story, brick built to adobe. Next month the houses would be decorated with pumpkins in between the pots of plants decorating the stoops and long strands of fake spider webs in anticipation of Halloween. Fast forward another month and every houses would be festooned in fairy lights and fake snow for Christmas. My dad used to warn all the neighbors about fire hazards, but he was just as crazy for decorations as every other dad in the street.

      “It’s Halloween next month,” I said.

      “What made you think of that?”

      “Memories,” I admitted. “I don’t get trick-or-treaters where I live. It’s all converted lofts.”

      “Not really a place for families.”

      “Some families live there, but most are owned by single people who work downtown. I think families like a backyard when they have kids.”

      Dex nodded. “Your mom will be ready. She always buys candy early.”

      I grinned because Mom was notorious for purchasing candy weeks before kids stood on her doorstep giving her gummy grins and lisping, “Trick or treat!”

      “You know her well.”

      “I do.”

      Before I could demand to know his name, Mom rushed out of the one-story, brick-built home that I grew up in, crying “Meyer. You didn’t tell me you were coming home.”

      The horse stopped, not spooked by Lindy’s excited yelling, and I slid off its back to sweep her into my arms. “Hey, Mom!”

      She was a tall, imposing woman, dressed in a pale blue blouse and gray pants with a wrap-around cardigan, nearly six feet tall in the furry slippers I’d given her two Christmas’ previously. Under no circumstances could Lindy Jones be called delicate, and I could give her a firm hug, burying my face in her pale brown hair, smelling her lemon-scented shampoo. The citrus scent reminded me of my rescuer, and I looked over her head to where he waited patiently, his face creased into a fond smile as he gazed at my mom.

      She was focused on me, her hands fluttering before hugging me just as tightly. “Oh, baby, why didn’t you tell me you were coming?”

      “It was a surprise,” I said. “I only found out last week.”

      She raised her head. “Found out what?”

      Before I could spring my news, my ride joined us on the sidewalk, holding my pack. He was about Mom’s height, maybe an inch taller, but substantially leaner than me. “Meet the new assistant chief of Charming Butte Firehouse.”

      Her eyes popped out. “What?”

      I glared at him. That had been my news to give, and I’d been planning to break the news gently over a cup of coffee, not standing on the sidewalk before I’d taken one foot over the threshold.

      “Whoops, sorry.”

      He didn’t sound apologetic. In fact, from his twinkling blue eyes and wide grin, the asshat was very amused.

      Mom shook her head. “What’s going on here, boys? I’m got so many questions. Why are you here? Where’s your car? Why are you on the back of Dex’s horse?”

      “My car broke down near the McKay farm. Dex was riding by and offered me a ride.”

      I stopped as his name sunk into my brain. “Dex?” He smirked at me. “You’re Dex Chase?”

      “Well, of course he is,” Mom said. “Didn’t you recognize him? Goodness, you lived in the same town for long enough.”

      “No, no, I didn’t.”

      I scowled at Dex, whose smirk grew broader.

      “It was so kind of you to give Meyer a ride, Dex,” Mom gushed, seeming not to notice the tension between us.

      “It was my pleasure,” Dex said, leaning forward to give her a kiss on the cheek. “I could hardly leave him stranded on his first day back in town.”

      I gritted my teeth as they talked about me. They were clearly friends. For a moment, I felt like the outsider looking in. Except I was the outsider. I hadn’t been back more than a week or two at a time in ten years.

      I studied Dex. Where was the scrawny kid I remembered, all lanky limbs and huge eyes? I hadn’t seen Dex since high school when he was a freshman and I was a senior, and the hat that covered half his face hadn’t helped. And the solid muscled body. He was all man now. My dick pricked up at the memory of being pressed against him.

      “I’d better get Junie back to the stable,” Dex said. “I hadn’t planned to be out for so long.” He held out my pack. “This is yours.”

      I’d almost forgotten about my bag. I blinked and then yanked it out of Dex’s hands. “Thanks,” I muttered, knowing from the scowl Mom was aiming my way that she was going to scold me for being ungracious.

      From the grin Dex shot my way, he knew it too. He swung up on Junie’s back—the horse had been waiting patiently—and waved a lazy hand as he ambled off.

      “Good to see you again, Meyer. Good luck with the new job,” he yelled over his shoulder.

      “He’s such a nice boy,” Lindy sighed.

      “Sure,” I grumbled.

      Mom gave me her patented death stare that had cowed me every time as a child. “What’s gotten into you, Meyer Race Jones? Dex did you a favor. The least you could do is be grateful.”

      I was being scolded by my mom with the glare and my full name, and I hadn’t been here five minutes. I needed to retrieve the situation. I slung an arm around her shoulder and guided her toward the front door.

      “I am grateful, Mom. It’s just been a long drive, and breaking down was kinda like the final straw. Let’s go inside, and I’ll tell you all about it.”

      From her expression she wasn’t convinced, but her curiosity won out as I knew it would.

      She chatted away as we climbed the stoop, pointing out new flowers she’d planted during the summer. I smiled and admired them, and all the while my brain was still whirling.

      Dex Chase. I’d just ridden into Charming with my arms wrapped around Dex Chase. My first crush.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          Dex

        

      

    

    
      “Mornin’, Abe.”

      I tipped my hat at the new stable hand as I led Juniper to the grooming station for her post-ride washdown and brushing. He was in the middle of hoof-picking our gentle giant, Magnum, a stallion I’d recently acquired. But Junie was my girl and the only of our now six horses that I ever rode. I’d convinced myself that she’d get jealous otherwise.

      “I’m almost finished up with Magnum, sir. You can leave her attached to the rail, and I’ll take care of her in a few minutes.”

      “That’s all right, Abe. I’ve got it.”

      He gave me a smile and nod, clicked his tongue, and Magnum raised his back hoof. As he continued working on the black stallion, I turned my attention to the beautiful chestnut mare I’d owned since middle school. Junie had a stripe down her face, white socks, and a patch of white on her left ear that was shaped like a heart. When my dad and I went looking, the white patch was what sold me.

      As I brushed Junie down, my mind raced. Since running into Meyer, I hadn’t been able to keep my thoughts straight. Meyer Jones. I thought he’d put Charming in his rearview forever. Yet, there he was on my road, intruding on my morning peace by daring to return, his sexy swagger and tight ass scorching my brain cells as if it were yesterday.

      I pressed my lips together, my fingers gripping the brush a bit too tightly. I was being ridiculous. Why should I care what Meyer did or didn’t do? If he was in Charming or China? Ten years had passed since the incident during our final hometown game, the one that finally crushed…well, my crush.

      But that was a silly, high school moment. Everyone experiences at least one tragic, teenage event that haunts their memories, right? Sometimes, a multitude of incidents forever cloud our childhood recollections into colors of gray. Maybe Meyer peaked in high school, and his big-city aspirations were a bust. Perhaps he was using the excuse that Charming needed a new assistant fire chief to return home without his tail between his legs.

      Back then, I was a gangly freshman and hadn’t quite grown into myself. Meyer was the hot senior jock I couldn’t quit staring at or control my pervy little fantasies whenever I thought about him—which was often. Who could blame me? Over one brief summer, Meyer had not only grown into himself, he’d blossomed like a stallion put out to stud.

      I must’ve been radiating pent-up frustration—or, more likely—seething rage because Abe kept giving me the side eye as he finished up with Magnum. His furrowed brow didn’t convey suspicion, more that he was concerned that I didn’t have my wits about me. That was something my grandpa always loved to say. Whenever he couldn’t fathom what someone was doing, that meant they must’ve lost all their wits.

      I finished up with Junie, rubbing my nose against her velvety soft muzzle as I brushed my knuckles on either side of her nostrils. I moved my face out of the way right before she gave an excited nod. She was a gentle girl and the only one of my horses I dared to nuzzle like that. We had a special connection that reached back to when I lost my folks to a terrible collision on the highway. Taking solitary trail rides with her saved my sanity during that awful time.

      “There you go, sweetheart.” I closed her stall. “I’ll grab you some oats. Then you can cool down in here for a bit. You can have some pasture time later.” I scritched the spot behind her ear that was her favorite. “Sound good?”

      She gave me another enthusiastic nod as if she understood. While I finished up with her, I wondered if my sister might be around. She worked from home, but I hated to bug her during the day. Her graphic design work was a creative endeavor, and I was never sure if I would destroy a burst of inspiration with a pointless interruption.

      If I kept telling myself that this thing with Meyer was silly, maybe I’d start to believe it too.

      I ambled up the dirt path that led back to the house, waving to the guys replacing a couple of rusty rails on the paddock. Once inside, I headed straight for the roomy, square-shaped kitchen, which had always been a festive gathering place growing up, a place where everything good, loving, and perfect happened.

      The white tile with the cobalt blue edging was old and chipped in a few places, but all original from when my grandparents first built the house in the fifties. My folks had renovated several parts of the place when they got married and took over, but the sink hadn’t been touched. The porcelain on one side had a hairline crack that seemed to get a bit longer every year, yet it never bothered me.

      The lemon-yellow curtains with tiny bluebell flowers that hung over the windows above the sink weren’t so lemony anymore. I stared at the fabric, realizing that the yellow of my memory was now more of a dull beige. Small snags were next to several of the flowers, and at the bottom of one panel was a hole, no bigger than a pea, but one I’d never noticed. I guess everything changes when we aren’t paying attention.

      I heaved a sigh, then turned the spigot, using both hands to splash cool water over my face before shutting it off again. I was getting goofy. Hearing my sister’s voice needed to happen now rather than later. Maybe speaking to her would ground me again. If Mom were still around, she’d say I needed the sense knocked back into me. Kayla was the only close family member I still had available to do the job.

      After grabbing a glass of iced tea, I snatched my phone off the round pine kitchen table and made my way through the sliding glass doors that opened onto the patio. A canopy extended from above the doors, offering much-needed protection during the beastly hot summers.

      Unfortunately, the shade did nothing to protect against the desert winds, bits of fine dirt whipping through the air, gusts hurling the debris against exposed skin. Not great for barbecuing or picnics, but when I rode hard, and Junie’s hooves kicked up even more dust, I didn’t mind. I kept my face covered with a bandana, had my sunglasses and hat. I loved the freedom of charging together across the desert plains.

      The back patio looked out onto the empty desert on the backside of town, the panorama extending for miles. The famous butte of our town was visible in the distance. From where I sat in the outdoor chair with the faded denim cushions, it wasn’t nearly as magnificent. However, the tourists sure loved taking a drive to the national park surrounding the rocky formation for photo ops.

      I took a sip of the tea as I waited for what I was sure would be Kayla’s voicemail. When she answered immediately, I set my drink down a little too hard, and tea splashed on my wrist. I let out a grrr as I shook my hand and heard a chuckle coming from the phone.

      “Are you growling at me?” Kayla laughed. “That’s the thanks I get for not letting it go to voicemail.”

      “Funny. I’m just making a mess over here.”

      I finally let out a chuckle of my own, more from letting go of the tension I’d been holding all morning. Hearing her voice was definitely a needed remedy.

      “So,” Kayla said. “What’s up? You caught me on a break. This logo I’m working on is giving me a headache. The client keeps changing their mind about what they want.”

      I couldn’t begin to imagine what sort of creativity was involved in coming up with something new out of vague descriptions and disjointed ideas. She’d shared the process with me one time, and all I’d been able to do was stare at her with slack-jawed awe.

      “That sounds annoying.” I wasn’t sure what else to say.

      “Eh.” She said it like a verbal shrug. “Part of the job. But enough about me. You never call in the middle of the day, so you’re kinda stressing me out.”

      “Oh.” I hadn’t considered how the impromptu call might come across. “Sorry about that. No big emergency, I promise.”

      After a pause, a loud sigh sounded. “Dex. I’m on a break, not a sabbatical. Something has to be eating at you. Otherwise, you would’ve waited until our usual Sunday night gabfest.”

      I frowned. “Gabfest?” We usually spent around thirty minutes catching up at the end of each week, but most of the conversation came from her. I loved hearing about her busy life in Denver and enjoyed my role as the person she could vent to without judgment. But I rarely had much to say. Every day in the Butte was pretty standard.

      I frowned again. Except for this one.

      “I was being sarcastic, dork. Your strong and silent type persona is very cool, but less so when there’s something you’re not sharing.”

      “Fair enough.” Okay, so maybe I didn’t pour out my feelings at the drop of a hat, but whenever I did, she was the one I allowed myself to be vulnerable with. “Well, something unexpected happened this morning. I was riding Junie on Big Butte Road, and I spotted Meyer Jones strolling along. His car had broken down.”

      “Uh-huh.” Chewing and lip-smacking sounds filled my ears. “And then what happened?”

      Crunch, crunch, crunch.

      “I…Uh…” I scratched behind my ear. “Turns out he’s come back.”

      “Sorry, that apple wasn’t going to eat itself. What do you mean, Meyer’s come back? To visit Lindy? Geez. It’s about damn time.”

      “Not visit. Stay. He’s Charming’s new assistant fire chief.”

      “Shut the front door! Why? I thought he was living the high life in Chicago.”

      “I think it’s mainly because of Lindy. I’m guessing he wants to be here for her because of what happened.”

      “Wow.” I gave her a moment to process what I’d told her. “And how are we feeling about that?”

      “It’s not that big of a deal. It’s fine.”

      “Riiiiight. Because you’re always calling me in the middle of the day when you have a busy ranch to run just so we can shoot the shit about nothing.”

      I rolled my eyes at myself. I’d called my big sister for a reason. I needed to let it out so I could move on with my life, which didn’t need to be taken up anymore with what Meyer was or wasn’t doing.

      “Yup. You're right.” I rubbed my forehead, a headache definitely forming. “I dunno. Tell me I’m being ridiculous, that some homophobic jock from high school telling the coach to bench me all the time is a stupid reason to hold a grudge. We were kids. Shit happens, then we grow up and know better.”

      “And does he? Know better?”

      I barked out a laugh. “Yeah, that’s the first thing I asked him. Hey, are you still a homophobic asshole?” I grunted. “Didn’t stop him from climbing on Junie and getting a free ride into town. But anyway, we certainly didn’t discuss anything like that.”

      “Maybe living in the city all these years has taught him that there’s more to the world than what he was viewing through a narrow lens.”

      “Not so sure about that. He was as hostile and standoffish as ever. I don’t know what his beef with me is, though. I mean, other than the fact that he obviously can’t stand me because I’m gay.”

      “You don’t know that, Dex. What if he’s just uncomfortable around you because of how he treated you back then?”

      “I dunno. Maybe. Still doesn’t explain his hostility.”

      “Um…” She cleared her throat. “Don’t take this the wrong way, hon. But there’s some seriously hostile vibes pouring off of you right now. He might be thinking the same thing, asking Lindy why you’re so pissed off at him.”

      “Oh! And that’s another thing.” Now that the cork on my feelings about Meyer had been popped, I was off and running. “He seemed pretty pissed that Lindy and I have kept in touch and that I spend time with her.”

      “Are you afraid that because he’s back, you somehow won’t be welcome at Lindy’s anymore?”

      I huffed. “Of course not.” But my throat tightened up, and I reminded myself to quit bullshitting my sister. “Maybe.”

      “Oh, Dex. She’s not going to just kick you to the curb. She didn’t do that when she started dating Chief Brannigan; why would she do it now?”

      “Yeah…”

      “Hon, give everything a chance to fit back into place, to get to a new normal. Things will sort themselves out. I know for a fact that Lindy has been very grateful for your help and companionship over the years.”

      “How do you know that?” I hoped she hadn’t said anything too embarrassing to Lindy.

      “Last year at the fiesta. She mentioned it to me when she stopped by our booth.”

      “Oh.” I wasn’t sure what to think of that.

      The heat was sucking the life out of me, sweat pouring down my neck and dampening my collar. Kayla was right. I needed to give everything time to settle. Maybe Meyer would quit being such a jerk. As far as Lindy went, she was dating the fire chief. In the back of my mind, I’d always prepared myself that if they got married, I wouldn’t be going there every week like I did now.

      “Thanks, Kayla. Needed to get out of my head.” I checked the time on my watch. There was still plenty to do before the day was over, and I was way behind schedule after the Meyer incident. “But I should let you go.”

      “Actually, speaking of the fiesta…” She laughed shakily. “I was saving this for our Sunday night call, but I might as well tell you now.”

      My stomach tightened. “Is there something wrong?”

      “Not wrong so much as you’re not going to be too thrilled.” If she were in front of me, I imagined she’d have her nose scrunched up, and lips pursed the way they always were when she had something uncomfortable to say. “I can’t make it to the Dancing Chiles Food Fiesta this year.”

      “But…” My shoulders dropped. It must be Disrupt Dexter’s Ordered Existence Day. Okay, so maybe I fear change. But there are much worse phobias to have. “I already have almost fifty orders. The townspeople count on getting their prickly pear salsa at the fiesta every year. It’s our family tradition.”

      I was only one more whine away from sounding like a toddler.

      “I know, I know. I feel really bad. But that’s the only week Todd can get off work for our vacation.”

      “That’s perfect.” Already, hope had bloomed. “You guys can come here. I bet he’d love to help you make the salsa.”

      She snorted loud enough to impress my bulls. “Yeah. I don’t think so. But good try.” She sighed. “I’m sorry, Dex. He’s the new guy at the firm, and he only gets one week off this year. Somehow, I don’t think scraping needles off cactus pads so they can be consumed without digestive injury compares with a cruise to the Bahamas.”

      “Reservations have been made?”

      “Yup. And deposits taken.”

      “Is he paying for this?” I asked.

      “Signing bonus.”

      I nodded in defeat. “He sounds like a keeper.”

      This time, her sigh was wistful. “I sure hope so. I’m so tired of the dating scene.”

      I winced at the jab in my chest. I’d probably be tired of the scene too, except that there wasn’t one in Charming. At least not for me.

      “It sounds great, Kayla. I hope you have a wonderful time.”

      I truly did. I loved her and wanted her to have the best of everything.

      “I feel bad about canceling; I really do. It’ll be the first time since Mom and Dad died that I haven’t been to the fiesta.”

      I rubbed my chest and decided this conversation with my sister was veering toward making me feel worse instead of better.

      “Yeah. Same.”

      “Wait a minute.” She huffed. “You’re not going?”

      “Well…” I pinched my eyebrows together. “We always go together—I’m not saying that to guilt trip you, I swear. But if I’m not helping you load the salsa jars into the truck and setting up the tent and display, I’m not sure what else to do with myself.”

      “Help me lord…” She muttered. “First off, why wouldn’t you go and hang out? You know everyone, they know you, and I doubt you’ll get run out of town because you didn’t provide them with their yearly salsa fix.”

      “I know that.” I traced a finger through the condensation on the glass of my rapidly warming tea. I was truly feeling sorry for myself. “I’m sure I’ll end up going. The Cow Patty Kickers will probably play, and I wouldn’t mind grabbing a bag or two of Alma’s pecan brittle.”

      “Gee, try to tamp down your excitement before you hurt yourself. Let me ask you something. Why not take the salsa like usual and fill those orders? It’ll give you a chance to, I don’t know, get out and socialize. Even when you go with me every year, you stand to the side and don’t say much. I always end up doing all the talking.”

      “Well, yeah. It’s impossible to get a word in edgewise.”

      “Oh, aren’t we hilarious?”

      We both laughed, and I focused on keeping my tone light so I didn’t bum her out. It wasn’t her fault that I was the cowboy wallflower to her social butterfly.

      “I get what you mean,” I said. “You’ve been cool about not hassling me to get out more, and I know doing nothing but working on the ranch constantly isn’t healthy. I rarely do anything, and now that Lindy…”

      I pressed my lips together. I didn’t need to bring that up again. Maybe Meyer’s sudden appearance was exactly the change I needed.

      “Dex, you’re a year younger than me, and it still feels like you’re my much older brother. You’ve taken on such a huge responsibility with the ranch. If you ever decide to sell⁠—”

      “No!” I plucked a bandana from my pocket and wiped the sweat off the back of my neck. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to yell. It’s just… This is my life, Kayla. It’s what I’ve always wanted from the moment Dad made me his little sidekick. I love this ranch—and not only because it’s where we grew up. Sure, that’s part of it, but this land, Junie and the other horses, the herd, the trails I ride—this is where I belong. If I sold the ranch, what would I do? Where would I go?”

      “You remind me so much of Dad sometimes,” she said softly. “So, this is my advice. If you love the ranch with all your heart and want to keep it forever and ever, then be a part of Charming. Don’t simply keep your head down and push forward. Look around. Be a part of things. Get to know your town again. You’ve made a decision, Dex. You’ve gone past born and raised. You’re choosing to be a resident of Charming Butte. So do something to show everyone you’re one of the fine, upstanding citizens.”

      “Make the salsa?”

      “Yes, Dex. Make the damn salsa.”
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