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CHAPTER 1
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A LUXURY CAR OF THAT caliber didn’t belong in Central Texas, its glossy black sides and shiny chrome more suited for the upper end of Dallas than a gravel road in the midst of a cow field. 

Leonard Swan curved a hand over his side and contemplated the oddity, even more startled when an attractive young woman peered out. If the car didn’t fit, then the woman was like wearing a silk blouse with overalls.

Dex, another of the Double R’s ranch hands, whistled low in his ear. “Stick that straw in my drink.”

Leonard laughed beneath his breath.

“Can one of you help me?” she asked.

Leonard detached himself from the group of gawking cowboys, five, all told, and crossed the distance. The woman removed a pair of mirrored sunglasses, an expensive diamond on her forefinger catching the afternoon sunlight. Silky blonde hair tucked in a perfect coil on the nape of her neck. Pink rouge highlighted her lips.

“I’m looking for the Double R,” she said, her volume lowering as he approached. She glanced past him at the mess in the road. “My name’s Brigid O’Neale. I’m doing an article on the modern cowboy.” Her gaze returned to his. “Looks like I found one.”

He leaned his weight on one hip. “Leonard Swan, modern cowboy,” he said. He patted his shirt pocket. “I’m sorry, but I forgot my business card.”

She smiled, her nose wrinkling in the process. “I’ll give you mine, and you can call me. We’ll do lunch.” Her gaze shifted to the driveway again. “Why is there a bull in the road?”

He swallowed another laugh and glanced back the way he’d come. “That’s complicated and personal.” He returned his eyes to her face. “For the bull.”

“The bull keeps secrets?”

“Well ...” Leonard sidled closer, until he could smell her floral perfume. “It’s like us.”

Her eyebrows arched. “There’s an ‘us’ now?”

One hand rose to tip his cowboy hat back. “There’s only one way to get to the house right now if you want to go, but you’ll have to leave your fancy wheels behind. One of the guys will bring it once the lane’s free ... and no lookin’ through your things. I promise.” 

She puckered her lips. Drawn in by the motion, Leonard leaned toward the window. Her eyes were a silver-gray, her lashes curled to brush her cheeks.

“I don’t see what that has to do with ‘us’,” she replied, as if he wasn’t so close, “and you can’t mean we’re going to set off across the pasture.”

Once more, he didn’t answer her directly. “They say the closest a man will ever get to a woman, short of doin’ what comes naturally, is on the back of a horse.” He nodded across the drive at the gelding standing placid beside the fence. “That one’s mine. Be glad to give you a lift. As to the bull, he’s thinkin’ the same thing ‘bout them cows over there.”

Her quiet laugh seemed to tangle around his chest, tendrils tickling his mind. He soaked it in, the hum in his ears silenced by the arrival of a large pickup. Jared Flint, the ranch foreman, exited the driver’s side, and Tyson Pyke, officially known as the local hog man, the passenger’s.

The woman turned, and her eyes spread. “Cowboys or calendar models?” she asked.

He didn’t answer. It was funny. Then again, it wasn’t. He was younger, less experienced, and not near their caliber, though neither one rubbed that in. In fact, Tyson was as close to a best friend as he’d ever had.

“Taken,” he replied.

She looked at him, thoughts written in her eyes, but she didn’t get a chance to voice them because of Jared’s approach. 

“You’re the news lady,” he said. Gravel kicked up from his boots. “The Porters said you were coming today. I’m Jared Flint, foreman. I’m afraid you’re stuck here for a while ... at least until we can wrangle the bull.”

“I can take her to the house,” Leonard said. “If she doesn’t mind riding.”

Jared looked at him then at her.

“I’ve always wanted to learn to ride,” she said, “and I trust Mr. Swan completely. He’s already shown me his credentials.”

Jared didn’t laugh, but Leonard saw it in him. 

He swallowed hard and spoke in an oddly controlled voice. “My apologies for plunging you into the pool to teach you to swim, but his offer’s a good one. It’s either walk, or ride, or wait an hour. That might be entertaining or, more likely, boring. I leave the choice up to you.”

She retreated inside the car and turned off the engine. Claiming her purse, she hung it crosswise around her neck and reached for the door handle. She stepped out. One arm extended, she dangled the keys over Jared’s palm. He grasped hold, and she faced Leonard, once again. “Okay, Cowboy. I’m all yours.”

“You will be by the time we get there.”

Her laughter kissed his ears, and it felt like his heart doubled its pace.
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“DOES SOMEONE RIDE A horse in heels?” Brigid asked, staring, semi-nervous, at the animal. She wasn’t afraid per se, but respectful. She also didn’t know what she was doing. 

She wasn’t stupid. They’d sent her to do this pokey article to get her out of the way. They’d like to see her gone, permanently, and some days it was tempting to give in. In their minds, no high dollar socialite had any business writing Texas news. She ought to go home to her castle and have her nails done.

She’d dealt with resentment over her family’s money many times over the years, but never quite as bad as when she’d taken this position. The only person who continued to support her in any measure was her boss, and she questioned his motives.

“As long as the horse doesn’t mind.”

Leonard Swan was cute. Younger than her, if she were to guess, but not by much. He was also funny and a flirt. She wasn’t sure of his motive either, but she’d decided to enjoy herself while she was here. Riding a horse on day one seemed like a jumpstart. 

He offered his hand. “Put your right foot in the stirrup and swing your left leg over. I’ll haul you up.”

“This isn’t awkward,” she said, following his directions. Landing behind him, she wrapped her arms around his waist, her cheek flat to his back. Her breaths rushed in and out.

“You good?” he asked.

“Enlightened,” she replied. “Short of doing what comes naturally, I feel like you and I are an ‘us’.”

He chuckled, the sound loud in her ears, then clicking his tongue, he tapped the horse’s sides and set off for an open gate. The sun fell warm on her shoulders. The heat of the horse and being so close to Leonard added in, she broke into a sweat. He was well-made, a fact she knew intimately, and they’d only just set out.

“So, explain about the bull in layman’s terms.”

His seat casual, the reins resting on his leg, he rode like he’d been born that way. “Like I said, he wants at the cows in the other field. He’s thinking like a lonely man.”

She laughed softly.

“He broke the fence,” Leonard continued, “and it might seem easy to shift him back the way he came, but it isn’t. So, we called in Tyson ... he’s the big fellow you saw.”

“Ah calendar model, number two.”

Leonard didn’t respond to that. Why? Resentment? He didn’t seem like the type. He did appear to want to prove himself. He’d taken the initiative to speak to her, not allowing any of the others to do so. She noticed, also, they hadn’t tried to interrupt. That showed he had some seniority.

“Don’t worry. I like my cowboys with adorable dimples and a way of looking at me that makes me want to hop on.”

“How’s the ride?” he asked.

She smiled to herself, and they fell silent.

There wasn’t much to see, but acres of grass and the occasional copse of trees. In the distance, they passed the cows the bull must’ve been desperate to talk to. Individually, each was perhaps unremarkable, but mixed together they painted a piece of the portrait she wanted to make.

“Tell me, Leonard. Since we’re so close now, I don’t suppose I can twist your arm to be a sort of guide?”

“A guide to what?”

“Well, not so much ‘to what’ as ‘of what’. I need to understand the workings of the farm, but more than that, the mind of the cowboy. What’s it like to dedicate your days and nights to someone else’s prosperity? Do you dream of independence, or are cows all there is?”

“Used to dream about bein’ more than Leonard Swan.”

She adjusted her grip of his waist. “Explain that to me. You didn’t like who you were?”

“If you looked at me, you saw every other sixteen-year-old. Two loving parents with, in my mind, too many rules. We lived in the standard one-story ranch on a street in the suburbs. Dad sold used cars and grilled too much on the weekends. Mom was a homemaker, attending the occasional ladies group where they talked about romance novels and brands of tea.”

“An only child?”

“I have a sister. She studied architecture in college, then decided to move to Australia with her boyfriend. Closest ‘sibling’ I have in Texas is a cousin named Willie.”

“Is he a cowboy?”

Leonard gave a low-volume laugh. When he didn’t answer, she prodded him. “Well? I’m a reporter, you know. Full of insatiable curiosity.”

“Is that all? I’m going to bet you are rarely satisfied over a lot of things.”

“I’m not done riding yet.”

He laughed again. The sound rumbled in her ears, dying off to the rush of his breath.

“Willie’s a stereotype,” Leonard replied, later. “He’s the bowlegged kid in the high-school Ag-club jacket with an accent longer than the grocery store line at the end of the month.”

“Older? Younger?”

“Why? I’m not enough for you?”

Her giggles emerged muffled, her mouth against his spine. Brigid groaned at the end. “I haven’t laughed this much in ages. Tell me you’ll agree to help me out or I might curl up and cry into my pillow tonight.”

He didn’t reply right away, and she grew nervous. As fun as he was, part of Leonard Swan seemed tough, almost impenetrable. Like the history of the state, which she’d studied over late nights, knowing she was coming here. Tenacious people carving their lives out of unforgiving soil. Hard to get to give you their trust, but unflinching once you’d received it.

She spotted the house and outbuildings in the distance, tiny dots that gradually grew in size. 

Leonard didn’t say anything, but rode up to the front, coming to a halt a few feet off from the steps. “Hold the saddle,” he said. “I’ll dismount first.”

She obeyed, and his feet on solid ground, he reached up for her and lifted her easily. Once face-to-face, he didn’t let go. “You need to cry, I’ll provide a shoulder. No need to waste tears on the pillow. It has a better use.”

He was teasing, then again, he wasn’t, and heat spread from the center of her, outward in a wave. 

He released her at last. “You need me, best time is early. We saddle up at 5 a.m.”

“That’s during my beauty sleep,” she replied.

His lips turned up on one side. “You must get a lot of that.”
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AS ATTRACTIVE AS THE reporter, Brigid, was, as well as she’d fed off his teasing remarks, Leonard felt as plain, as boring, as they come. Jared Flint and Tyson Pyke had stories. Granted, he wouldn’t wish anyone’s life to be troubled the way theirs had been, but open his mouth, and what came out was a kid from the suburbs, not a cowboy.

He’d gone through a half-dozen phases growing up. At age fifteen, he’d been into the whole emo scene, walking around with his head at an angle to keep his bangs in place. Then he’d tried being a hipster, wearing skinny jeans and a knit cap everywhere he went. His appearance hadn’t fooled anyone. He was still Leonard Swan, the boy on Walker Avenue.

Which brought him back around to any interest in Brigid. She wanted to know about cowboys, but he’d only pretended to be one for the last couple years. Tyson was a real cowboy, born in the saddle, his dad one of the rodeo greats. Jared had become one through hard work and determination. Whereas, take his wide-brimmed hat away and have him put on sneakers, he’d only need a bike to be right back where he’d started.

He remounted his horse, waiting in the saddle until one of the housemaids let Brigid in. He then rode back the way he’d come. He arrived at the site of the broken fence to find the bull safely returned to the field, the others at work mending it. He rode past them, up to where Tyson leaned.

“Hey, little brother.”

Despite his mood, Leonard grinned. Tyson had taken to calling him that.

“Heard you attracted a princess.”

“You could say that.” Leonard looked toward her car. “Someone driving it up to the house?”

Tyson followed his gaze. “We’ll handle it, but while I’ve got you here ...” He refocused on him. “Aletta’s fixing supper tonight. Why don’t you come?”

“I wouldn’t want to be in the way.”

He liked Aletta, Tyson’s girlfriend and, soon to be, the mother of his child. She included him in a lot of their meals, he figured, at Tyson’s request. He appreciated the attention. He missed home, regardless of how it’d shaped him.

“You’re not. I’ve told you that. I need an opinion on something anyhow, so if you’re willing. I’ll have Jared drop me off at the bunkhouse and drive back with you.”

“Sounds good.”

It was over an hour before he was ready. He returned the horse to its stall, then showered and changed. His keys in his hand, he waved Tyson from the nearby corral toward his banged-up Jeep. Buckled in, he took off down the long drive, spinning onto the main road.

“Dale’s place or Aletta’s?”

“Aletta’s.”

Leonard nodded and aimed toward town. Tyson lived with Dale Greene, whose job he’d taken over, catching the feral hogs that roamed the ranch. His girlfriend, Aletta, lived in the upper story of an apartment house on Canyon Drive. It was small, too small really for a mom and a baby. He hadn’t heard either of them mention marriage, though.

“Oh, you’re here.” Aletta smiled at them from the kitchen, one hand resting atop the mound of her rounded waist.

Tyson pocketed his keys to her place. “Brought us a guest.”

“Leonard, what a nice surprise. I will, of course, feed you out of his portion of the meal. Junior and I are not sharing.”

Leonard laughed beneath his breath. He crossed the tiny living room into the kitchen and kissed her cheek. She raised one hand and patted his.

“Is it ‘junior’?” he asked. “I thought you weren’t going to find out.”

“I’m not, but Tyson insists it’s a boy.”

“It’s a boy,” Tyson said from behind them.

Leonard’s laughter doubled. “You’d better pick out a name for either gender, like Jordan or Alex, in case you’re wrong.”

Aletta snorted. “We will not get into an argument over names. That has proven to be a sore point. Now ...” She straightened. “I’m going to finish getting our supper together if you two can give me space.”

Ousted from the kitchen, Leonard took a seat on Aletta’s couch across from Tyson. He leaned back, his gaze on the ceiling. “What’s this you wanted to discuss? Or does it have to wait until after we eat?”

“It doesn’t have to wait. It will extend beyond tonight, though.”

Leonard lifted his head, curiosity forming on his brow.

“Aletta doesn’t have room here for the baby, but she doesn’t want to move out. And we’re not ready to say vows.”

That was a long speech for Tyson to make. He was characteristically short on words.

“She and Wendy are going to switch places.”

Wendy lived downstairs. He knew her from the Barn, the local dance-hall-slash-restaurant where Aletta had once worked, as well as running into her here. She was nice, pretty, but considerably older than him.

“The landlord says we can make a second bedroom out of the storage closet downstairs. He’s going to put up the funds, but I have to find someone to do the work.” Tyson leaned forward, rubbing his hands together in his lap. 

“You’re hiring me?”

“You know building.”

That was the one thing he could say about himself. He might be achingly normal on everything else, but he could put wood and nails together to create whatever structure was needed. Jared had used him for repairs at the Double R more than once.

“You’re short on time.”

Tyson dipped his chin. 

“I suppose you’ll clear this with Mr. Flint.” At Tyson’s nod of acceptance, he waved outward. “Then I’ll do it. You want me to look at the place while I’m here?”

“Supper’s ready,” Aletta said.

Leonard glanced in her direction. The table was small, so the table setting filled it, but in so many respects, that was like his mom. She’d always served more food than was needed. He and his sister used to joke it was like a jigsaw puzzle to know where to put everything. But that camaraderie was one thing he missed. Being here gave him a taste of it. Plus, it gave him a glimpse of the identity he wanted to have. That was really at the heart of it, not that he hated being Leonard Swan, but he wanted Leonard Swan to be more than the kid from outside Houston.

He stood and trailed after her and Tyson to the table. Seated, their knees bumping each other, he bowed his head. “I’ll say grace.”

Silence settled in the room.

“Lord, thank you for this meal,” he said, “for Aletta, who prepared it, and for love and kindness amongst friends. Amen.”

“Amen,” Aletta replied. She reached for a serving spoon. “I’m going first, gentleman, Charlie’s hungry.”

Tyson cleared his throat. “Not Charlie.”

Leonard snickered. It’d probably be the baby’s birthdate before those two could agree.
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CHAPTER 2
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SHE WAS SHOWN TO HER room by one of the housemaids, who said Mrs. Porter was on the phone and would be up to greet her shortly. The space was enormous, far larger than she’d expected, and nicely decorated, though not in a style she would have chosen. White distressed furniture, reminiscent of French influence, was offset by robust earth tones in a pattern that looked more Southwest. Odd, yet somehow it worked. 

Standing alone in the center of the room, the confidence that’d brought her this far, that’d put her on the horse with Leonard, shrunk to the size of a pea. She sank onto the end of the bed. She could flirt with him, but not face the fact her life had become shallow. She spent her days caught up in other people’s news without having substance of her own.

Her generally hands-off upbringing was partially to blame. Her parents loved her, but their advanced age and large bank accounts had left her adrift. Unable to connect with them as she’d gotten older, she’d tried to find security elsewhere – social functions, college studies, and eventually her chosen career. She’d become good at ignoring the emptiness and holding friendships at an arm’s length. 

Why did it bother her now? Because of one ride and a few laughs with a young, handsome cowboy? She’d put out a pretty strong plea to see him again, and that was unlike her. Heck, she was already wondering if she could get up at five a.m.

“Miss O’Neale.”

Brigid stood, a plastic smile fastened on her face. “Thank you so much for allowing me to come.”

Mrs. Porter approached, her hand extended. They shook hands and reversed.

“Glad to have you. Damon Rivero is a good friend, so when he asked, we extended the invitation.”

Damon’s name left her feeling mixed. He’d sent her here, not strictly in a friendly manner. No reason to blacken his name to the Porters, though. Her issues at work were just that – hers.

“I appreciate it ... and I apologize in advance for getting underfoot. Unfortunately, this article will require my being in the way.”

“Of course.” Mrs. Porter inclined her head. “Whatever you need, I’ve left word with our foreman, Jared Flint to expect you.”

Remembering Jared Flint, a fine sweat broke out on her skin. He and the other cowboy, Tyson, defied description. “We met on the way in.”

Mrs. Porter’s brow rose, quizzical.

“He was overseeing a rogue bull,” Brigid explained. “I had my first horseback ride ever to get around it.”

“Ah, I hope it was enjoyable.”

“The ride and the company,” she said. “I believe the cowboy’s name was Leonard Swan.”

Mrs. Porter’s lips curved. “Leonard is a sweet fellow, very dedicated.”

“I gathered that, and I may have tried to influence him to be my guide. I don’t want to be in the way, but knowing I will be, it’ll go smoother to have someone show me around.”

“Then, I will mention it to Mr. Flint.” Mrs. Porter cast a look around the room. “I take it your things are elsewhere?”

Brigid nodded. “In my car, which I was told someone would drive to the house when possible.”
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