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Dedication
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For Tash Drake—a beautiful soul whom we lost too soon.

This one’s for you, darlin’.
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Chapter One
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Daisy-Mae

There are many benefits to working on one of the largest cattle ranches in northern Texas: the fresh air, the scenery, the people, the fact that every day brings something new, and—did I mention the scenery? No. I’m not talking about pastures, the animals or the fields of wildflowers under endless blue skies. The kind of view I like to take in while working at the Winchester Ranch Bed and Breakfast, just walked right by my office window in a tight pair of Wranglers.

West Winchester.

He gets his own line ... and italics, because that’s exactly how he appears in my head. In fact, maybe I should have thought his name in bold, capital letters too. The eldest son of the Winchester siblings, West, has been breaking hearts in Red River Canyon since we were all old enough to drool. And drool we did, anytime he so much as looked in our direction. Sure, he may be a little on the gruff side, he barely says, “boo” to anyone these days, and he’s often as ornery as the devil in a church parking lot, but he sure is pretty to look at. There’s just something about those cool, blue eyes and that scruffy, sandy-blond hair that makes me melt.

This may be the pregnancy dreams talking, but I have visions of him holding my little baby in his big arms, rocking him or her in the swing on my front porch while I sit beside them sipping sweet tea. And before you go feeling sorry for my husband—whose baby I’m carrying— don’t. Dreaming about West Winchester isn’t blasphemy. I’m not planning on stepping out of my marriage, because my husband already did that for me, with his eighteen-year-old secretary. That’s how I came to work at the ranch in the first place. After Eddie Buchannan made me the laughingstock of Red River Canyon, and left me barefoot and pregnant, Mrs. Winchester was kind enough to offer me a job at the Bed and Breakfast so I could keep paying the mortgage and not lose the roof over my head ... like I lost my husband.

Which brings me right back to West. With the exception of my remarkably short marriage, I’ve been looking at West Winchester practically my whole life. But, other than to hand me a paycheck once a week, he doesn’t know I exist. Probably for the best, since single and pregnant was not how I saw this chapter of my life. But when your husband’s a cheating dirtbag who’s been screwing his secretary for a year, dreaming of West Winchester with his pants down around his ankles as he rails me in one of those swing thingies seems kind of ... harmless. What? It’s not like I could control these damn pregnancy hormones, even if I wanted to.

“Daisy, are you even listening to me?” Lemon asks, looking up from her baby magazine. As the only Winchester sibling with a uterus, Lemon and I have bonded over baby names and breast pumps because we’re both expecting. Technically, I’m closer in age to her older brother Wade, but it’s nice to have someone around to talk babies with, even if she is just in the very early stages of her pregnancy while I’m further along and decidedly more ... blimp-like.

“Huh?”

“Oh my god, I’ve literally been prattling on about this stroller for the last ten minutes. What is so riveting outside?” Lemon climbs off her seat and waddles to the window. Yes, we’re both at waddling stages, even though I have a good five months on her. She peeks through the lace curtains and narrows her gaze. “Ew. There’s only West out there.”

My whole face turns pinker than my refrigerator. “I was just daydreaming. You know pregnancy brain and all.”

“Uh-huh.” Lemon’s gaze is shrewd as she looks me over. “Do you have a crush on my brother?”

“Lemon please, the entire town has a crush on your brother.” I shrug. “He’s nice to look at.”

“I’ll take your word for it, but that don’t mean I have to agree with you.” She screws up her delicate features. I remember when my features were delicate. When I had a flat stomach and a nice ass firmer than a Georgia peach. Now, everything is baby weight, stretchmarks and hemorrhoids. “Also,” she says nervously. “I’m just going to apologize now for what’s about to happen.”

It’s my turn to narrow my eyes. “What do you mean? What’s about to happen?” 

Before I can get an answer, West opens the door, wipes off his boots, and comes inside. He glances at me, and then at his younger sister, who’s still standing by the window looking horrified by her revelation. He tips his hat. “Daisy-Mae. Lemon.”

“West,” Lemon says, and there’s definitely an edge to the way she said his name. She’s being weird. I don’t do well with weird. I’m awkward enough for everyone.

“What are you doing here?” West asks Lemon.

“What are you doing here?” she asks him back, and I’m really not sure why she needed so much emphasis on the third word. As if he never ever comes into the Bed and Breakfast.

“Delivering Daisy’s paycheck.”

Lemon frowns. “Thought you’d be getting ready for that ... thing.”

“What thing?”

“The ...” Lemon clears her throat, darts her gaze toward me, and then quickly back to her brother. “Date. The date I set you up on.” 

Oh. Now I understand her earlier comment about this getting awkward. As if I didn’t already bring the awkward enough and fumble my words whenever West Winchester was in the room.

West rolls his eyes and inhales slowly through his nose, as if it’s taking all his patience to deal with his little sister right now. That makes two of us. She uses the distraction to her advantage and mouths, “I’m sorry.”

I shake my head infinitesimally and give her a wide-eyed look that’s universal for, “quit ratting me out”. Thankfully, like everything when it comes to me, West is blissfully ignorant.

“I don’t know why you feel the need to butt into my sex life all of a sudden,” West complains.

“Sex life?” Lemon’s voice is all high pitched and weirder than before. The poster child of covert, she is not. “That would imply that you’re actually having sex with ... you know, real live people.”

“Lemon,” West warns.

“I’m sorry, but it’s true.”

“You make it sound like I’m out here having sex with the cows ... cows that aren’t people,” he says, and then quickly turns to me, his eyes wide and horrified. That makes two of us. “I’m not ... having sex with cows, I mean. I only have sex with people. Just so we’re clear.”

I smile and try to act nonchalant, but Lemon is behaving even more like a crazy person than usual and it’s freaking me out. “Hey, I’m not judging. I’m seven months pregnant and all I think about is sex with people, with furniture, and with other inanimate objects.”

See? I can bring the awkward in a big way all by myself.

West’s brows shoot heavenward and then he frowns as if he’s not sure what to make of sex and me being used in the same damn sentence.

“You’re going on that date, West.” Lemon turns to me and mouths, “Sorry,” again, as if her brother’s not standing right in front of us.

“Oh, I know,” West continues. “Since you told mama about it, I’ve heard of nothing else. That was a real low blow, by the way.”

“Lainey is sweet, and she just moved to town. Besides, having sex with the slutty bartender once a year is weird and skeezy in and of itself.”

“It’s not once a year, and Alexis is not skeezy,” he protests, with another odd glance in my direction. I’m starting to feel like I should leave. Instead, I rest my chin on my palm and watch them volley blows back and forth. I know they get on one another’s nerves, but there’s so much love in this family that sometimes I just like to sit and watch their exchanges.

Of course, it stings a little to know I’ll never have that. Being dumped in a box by the firehouse before my mother left town kind of ruined any chance I might’ve had for a sibling ... or a stable home life. Thank god my grammy raised me up. She passed right after my eighteenth birthday, and she was the only family I’d ever known, before I took Eddie’s last name, that is.  

“Oh, please,” Lemon says bringing me back to their squabble. “She was slutty in high school and she’s still slutty now. Hitting on people’s husbands for tips.” 

“Colt would never,” I say.

They both turn to look at me, almost as if they forgot I was here. Not hard to do, I guess. I think most people forget my existence.

“Oh, I know.” Lemon smiles wickedly. “He’d have no damn balls left if he did.”

“I fail to see what this conversation has to do with me,” West says.

“You need to meet a nice girl, like Lainey.” Lemon’s lovely features twist into something a little more sinister as she says, “Or ... like Daisy-Mae.”

I bolt upright from my seat at the desk and feel my face turning pink again. “What now?”

“I mean, she’s gorgeous,” Lemon continues, clearly unaware of how uncomfortable I’ve just become. “She’s smart as a whip. A true southern sweetheart, and ... have you tried her buttercream frosting? It’s divine.”

“Er, Lemon.” My eyes are round as dinner plates right now, and I’m sure I look positively crazy. “What are you doing?”

West scoffs. “Daisy’s pregnant.”

I fold my arms and add, “Yeah.”

An awful bead of silence pushes in around us, and ... are they both feeling as awkward as me right now? Because even though I know West and I would never in a million years be a thing, well, that kind of stung. And now I don’t know how to act because I’m fidgety and nervous and sweating and ... see? Not great with the weird.  

I panic and shut off the computer, and then I grab my purse and throw my sweater over my arm. “Well, I think it’s time I clocked out.”

“Yeah, I gotta ...” West throws his thumb somewhere over his shoulder, but Lemon is still studying the two of us as if we’re hamsters on a wheel. I don’t think I like the look in her eyes.

“Nice chatting, you two,” I mumble, as I head for the door. “Always nice chatting to the Winchesters. Lemon, you can lock up, right?”

“Yeah, I got it, Daisy. You head on home.” Lemon’s smile is terrifying as I take one last glance at her and make a beeline for my car. Growing up around the Winchesters, I knew about their reputation for being a little wild—something they actually foster, rather than shy away from—but I’ve never really been on the receiving end of their attention before. 

Winchester wild? More like Winchester weirdness.

The early evening chill nips at my arms and face as I head across the empty parking lot. Autumn and Winter are the off season for the Bed and Breakfast, but this week is quieter than most. I wave to Cash who’s heading back to the cabin he occupies year ’round. “Night, Daisy-Mae. You get home safe.”

“You too.” That’s kind of a running joke between Cash and I, and Colton who used to live in the private cabin before he and Lemon finally found their happily ever after. There’s been many a night that these cowboy’s boots have been too wobbly to make it up the porch stairs.

“I will,” I reply, and refrain from crossing my fingers. Everyone here has been more than generous with helping me out of a bind since Eddie left, and I’m not a woman accustomed to help.

“Daisy, wait,” West calls to me.

I don’t think I’ll survive more Winchester weirdness today, so I pretend I haven’t heard him. I climb into my Fiat and set my purse and sweater on the passenger seat. West knocks on the window, and then just opens my door when I don’t respond.

“Hey.” He leans down, an arm slung over the roof, his muscular body taking up all the space in my doorway, and Lord help me, but he smells divine. Like man, sandalwood soap, and leather. “Are you trying to run away?”

“What? No. I just ... er ...” Have to stop imagining you rubbing your scent all over me. God, I need to get laid. Quite the predicament when I’m seven months pregnant. “I have dinner in the slow cooker, and I don’t want it to burn. Why?”

“You ran off before I could give you this.” He hands me the little yellow envelope with my paycheck—the same one he brings me every Friday afternoon. You idiot, Daisy.

“Right. Thank you.” I take it and place it in my purse.

“You’re not gonna check it?”

I shake my head. “No. I trust you. Plus, I know where you live.”

“Well damn, there goes any plans I had to cheat you out of your money and hide out in my farmhouse.” He chuckles. “Alright, well. You have a good night, Daisy-Mae.”

I have to force a smile because I really just want to run away right now. “You too.”

He closes the door and taps the roof of my car, stepping back so I won’t run over his boots. Cash crosses the lot toward us and Lemon has not only closed up shop, she’s standing on the porch watching the two of us be even weirder. Or maybe it’s just me who’s weird here.

With an audience watching, I turn the key in the ignition. It croaks and chokes, but doesn’t start. I try it a few more times and it sounds like it wants to do the right thing, it really does, but for the third time, the engine sputters and dies out. 

“Do not embarrass me,” I beg the vehicle quietly through my teeth and give the steering wheel a little love tap. West takes a step toward me, and in my peripheral, Cash is even making his way over to help. “Please, lord. Please let this damn car start. I promise I won’t complain that my radiator is shot, and my husband ran out on me, or that I’m stretched thin just covering the mortgage on my beautiful little house that needs more repairs than I can afford. Oh, and let’s not forget that I have a baby on the way and I have no clue how to take care of one, and I’m doing it all alone. If you’re not too busy, I could really use a little help here.”

I turn the key again, hoping I didn’t sound too pushy, and the engine sparks to life. “Oh, thank you, Jesus!”

I throw the car in reverse and peel out of the lot so fast that I almost back into West and the Bed and Breakfast. I wave as I head toward the gate and drop the cheesy smile as soon as they can no longer see my expression. I’m sure they’re all wondering why Mrs. Winchester hired a crazy lady.

“Just get me home in one piece,” I tell my Fiat. I have a date with a pound cake loaded with Italian meringue buttercream frosting and the latest season of Housewives. Reality TV and baked goods are my kryptonite. 

But five miles down the road, God decides he’s got better things to do than keep my car running, because a plume of smoke comes out of the hood, and my vehicle makes the kind of sound I expect from a civil war reenactment. I pull over to the shoulder and listen to the engine ticking over. Smoke fills the cab pretty fast, and I get out and look around the deserted road. So much for things finally looking up.
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Chapter Two
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West

Setting the razor down on the sink, I glance at myself in my bathroom mirror. I don’t wanna shave. Shaving means I’m actually putting effort into this date that Lemon set me up on. I don’t even really know why I’m going, except that I forgot all about it until I ran into Lemonade and Daisy, and it felt a little too late to cancel. I’m an asshole, but I’m not that much of an asshole.

I spray on some deodorant, leave my hair damp and dripping around my shoulders before walking into my bedroom. What I want is to change into a pair of boxers and my favorite Henley, and hang out with my pet steer. Instead, I spray on a little cologne, rummage through the closet, and find a clean pair of Wranglers, and a fresh shirt. The fresh part might be a bit of a stretch, since this one kind of smells like my closet, but a wrinkled, musty shirt is the least of my problems tonight. I’m already late, and if I don’t leave soon, I’ll never hear the end of it from my little sister.

I run my fingers through my hair, put on my hat, and step out my front door, almost tripping on the highland bull sitting on my porch. He shoves his oversized gym ball toward me with a gentle nudge of his nose.

“Sorry, Ham. I can’t play tonight.” I scratch his giant head. “Aunt Lemon’s making me go on a date.”

Hamburger moos. He’s been with me every night since his mother rejected him as a calf. I took him in, hand raised him, spoiled and well-fed. He was supposed to go to slaughter two years ago, and I never thought I’d own a fucking pet steer, but there was just something about his big eyes and those long lashes that did me in. Now he lives in the south pasture with me, and he makes the nights a little less lonely.  

“I know, buddy.” I rub his dewlap and narrowly avoid kisses, because that would mean another shower, and I don’t have time for that. “We’ll play tomorrow.” 

He bellows his protests and rolls his ball across my porch, barreling after it in a bull-sized tantrum. I’ll make it up to him later by sharing my snacks, but for now, I head to my truck and climb in. His big, brown eyes judge me as I peel out of the drive. 

Twenty minutes off the property and Lemonade’s call flashes up on my phone. I sigh and decide to answer it in case—by some miracle—she’s cancelling on behalf of my date. “What?”

“What? What?” Her shrill voice just about deafens me in the cab of my truck. “Is that really any way to answer your phone?”

“Well, lil’ sis. When it’s you calling to pester me, I’m going with yes.”

“Where are you? It doesn’t sound like you’re at the restaurant.”

I take a deep breath before answering, so I don’t snap at my pregnant, hormonal, and overbearing sister. “I’m on my way.”

“Where on your way? Are you just leaving the ranch, because you know you’ll be late, right?”

I roll my eyes. I love my sister, and I’m happy she’s finally home on the ranch where she belongs, but she needs a goddamn hobby. “Why is this so important to you?”

“I like this girl. There’s just three people in all of Red River Canyon that I actually like, and one of them is Mama.”

“Is the other me?”

“What? No. Don’t be dumb, West. She’s sweet and she’s a nanny, or maybe an au pair. I forget the difference. Oh, and she loves books. She said something about also being a BookToker. I’m not sure what that is, beyond someone who reads a lot and talks all about books, but she’s hot, West. And I like her.”

“If she’s so hot, why don’t you date her?”

My sister doesn’t miss a beat as she says, “I already asked Colt. He said he doesn’t share.”

I shudder at the mental image that brings up. Bad enough I have to know my best friend impregnated my sister, I don’t want to know what the hell else they get up to behind closed doors. “Please stop talking right now. And if you really like her so much, why the hell are you setting her up with me?”

“Aww, are you fragile about your grumpy ass not being liked?” Lemon adopts a patronizing tone as she busts my balls some more.

“No. I don’t care if I’m well liked ... and I ain’t lookin’ to make Miss Congeniality at the Miss Denim and Diamonds Pageant. I’m not you, Miss Big City Artist.”

She gasps in mock horror, “You take that back. You know I would never be Miss Congeniality. I’d be crowned Motherfucking Queen.”

I chuckle and turn onto the main road. “Where’d you meet her, anyway?”

“At the bookstore. That’s something you two have in common.”

“Uh-huh. ’Cause I have so much time to read.”

“Oh, please. Wyatt told me all about your obsession with Romantasy. You’re not fooling anyone, West.”

“I’m gonna kill Wyatt. I told him to take that shit to his grave. Besides, they were Wade’s books anyway.” Up ahead, a blue vehicle that looks like it’s only big enough for Lego people glimmers against the dusty afternoon sun. “Lemonade, I gotta go.”

“Please tell me you’re there already?”

“Nope, but soon.”

My sister groans. “West, my Life 360 app says you’ve barely even left the ranch.”

“Why the fuck are you tracking me?”

“I have everyone on it. That way, when someone goes missing, we know where to search for the body. This is a big ranch, we can’t be out here willy nilly looking for your corpse for days before we cash in on your life insurance.”

“Bye, Lemonade.”

“Be nice to her. She’s the only other friend I’ve made here except Zadie and Daisy-Mae. One more and I can start a team for trivia night at Earl’s.”

I hang up on my sister and focus on the car ahead. It’s parked haphazardly on the shoulder. I can’t see the driver on the other side of that raised bonnet, but I know exactly who this little tinker toy belongs to, because she was almost running me over with it an hour ago. I pull up alongside, and Daisy-Mae jumps. 

“West Winchester,” she presses her palm against her chest. “You scared the life outta me.”

“Sorry, darlin’. You need a little help?”

“I think my car just up and died.”

“Hold on a minute,” I say, resting my arm on the windowsill. “I’ll pull in.” 

Daisy nods and steps back off the road. I drive ahead, do a U-turn and line up our bonnets in case we have to jump start it, though from the way it’s smoking, I’d say it’s the radiator causing her all that grief.

“What happened?” I ask, jumping out of the truck and coming up beside her.

“I’m guessing she got jealous of my smokin’ hot bod,” she says, and I have no clue what the hell that means, but Daisy just shrugs. “You heard it when I left work earlier, she did not want to start. Come to think of it, this car didn’t want to start this morning or yesterday either. I just thought she was being temperamental.”

“When was the last time you put water in it?”

She just stares at me blank faced. “You’re supposed to do that?”

Daisy might’ve been the butt of plenty of blonde jokes back in high school, but I know this woman is sharp as a tack. She was in Wade’s year, but sat through math, science, and English a year above her grade. How the hell does she not know what it takes to run a car?

“I’m kidding, West. I know you have to put water in it. She’s always thirsty, but with this pregnancy brain, I can’t remember when I last did it.” Her face contorts with a frown.

“Sounds like a busted radiator.”

“Sounds like it’s expensive to fix.”

“You’re just lucky we know a guy.” I head back to my truck and pull out the walkies—we use them a lot on the ranch, since we don’t always get cell reception. I hold down the microphone. “Wade?”

The radio in my hand crackles with static. “What’s up, mother fucker?”

I grimace and look at Daisy. “I’m sorry. He really was born in a barn.”

She shrugs. “It’s not like I haven’t heard it before.”

“I’m with Daisy-Mae,” I say and then whisper, “so I’d appreciate it if you could keep it clean, asshole.”

“My asshole is always clean.” Static crackles. “Sorry, ma’am.”

“Listen, I’m out on Resolute Road, just past mile marker fifteen. Daisy’s car has broken down.”

“Well shit. What do you want me to do about it?” Wade asks.

“I want you to come and get it.”

There’s a long pause of static, and then Wade whines, “But it’s Friday night. I’m headed to Earl’s.”

“Hmm. You can head to Earl’s after you and Wyatt come tow this thing to the garage.”

“Alright, alright. Don’t get your panties in a wad. I’ll be there.”

I smile and turn back to Daisy-Mae. “We’ll leave the keys, but I’m gonna take her home.”

“Oh, you don’t have to do that,” Daisy says.

“Like hell I don’t. You’re a million years pregnant. I’m not having you wait out here on your own, Dais.”

“Okay, you don’t have to get so bossy,” she grins. Something tells me she likes bossy.

“Go get your belongings and get in the truck.”

“Yes, sir.”

I wait until she walks away before I say, “I’ll cover whatever needs doing, but we gotta take care of this for her ASAP.”

“Yeah, I hear ya. Wait, don’t you have a date to be on? You wanna tell Daisy to wait for me and I’ll run her home after we tow her car.”

Fuck no, I don’t want that. “She’s pregnant, you braindead asshole. I’m not leaving her by the side of the road. Lemon can yell at me for being late all she wants.”

“Alright. I was just asking. No need to get all territorial and shit. I’m not gonna make a move on Daisy-Mae.”

“You bet your ass you’re not,” I snap, and then wonder why the fuck I’m treating her like that’s my baby in her belly. Not that I’d be opposed. Okay, West. What the fuck has gotten into you? All that jacking off alone has done something to your fucking brain.

Daisy closes her car door, and I wonder how much of that conversation with Wade she just heard. She scoots around the truck to the passenger side and climbs in, though she looks a little like she’s having to work at it. “Just be here within the hour, before the coyotes decide to rip it up to make a new den.”

Wade makes a “pfft” sound through the walkie. “I doubt they’d want to live in a Fiat. Probably too damn small.”

“Just get here, asshole.”

“Yeah, I’m on it. I can tell you right now though, Lemonade is gonna be pissed you’re late for that date.”

“Uh-huh. Lemonade can bite me. It’s not like I asked for this shit,” I say climbing into the truck as I end the exchange. 

“I can’t tell you again how sorry I am.” Daisy gives me a tight smile from the passenger seat.

“I wasn’t talking about you, Dais. Just this date that Lemon set me up on.”

“Oh my god, you’re late. I feel even worse now, and your sister is gonna hate me for standing in the way of your happily ever after.”

I snort, I don’t even realize until the sound is outta my mouth, so I cough and clear my throat and start the engine. “I’m not worried about missing this date, Daisy-Mae. In fact, you breaking down on my road is about the best damn thing to happen to me.”

“Well, it’s the worst thing that could possibly happen to me. That or this little one deciding to come too early.”

“Shit. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

“It’s fine.”

“So, you have everything you need?”

“Yep. I’m ready when you are.”

I put my arm across the back of her headrest and glance behind me as I throw the truck in reverse. The next few minutes are filled with awkward silence, but then Daisy starts humming along to a Waylon Jennings song on the radio, and I can’t keep from laughing. She has a terrible singing voice. She’s off-key and singing all the wrong words, and I’m pretty sure her voice cracked a time or two.

She glowers at me and quickly shuts up. “It’s not nice to laugh at others less fortunate than you, West.”

I laugh again. I don’t even know why. It’s bad. My ears are still ringing. “Sorry, Dais. But I hope you’re not thinking about giving up the B&B for a career in music.”

“We can’t all be talented at everything.”

“What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”

“Oh, please. Like you don’t know. West Winchester, God’s gift to humanity.”

Now I really guffaw. My stomach hurts so bad, and my eyes are tearing up so much, I can barely see the long stretch of road in front of me. “Uh-huh. Yep, it’s true. I really am God’s favorite.”

“Oh, I know.”

“Well, now I gotta know what the hell you mean, Dais. Because the only thing I’ve ever been good at my whole life is chasing a ball around a field.”

“Okay, star quarterback with the voice of an angel who used to sing in church.”

“Yeah, accompanying Wyatt, who’s the real damn star of the family. That kid could be selling out stadiums.”

I dart my gaze from the road long enough to see her roll her eyes. “So could you.”

“’Fraid that ships sailed, darlin’. The only thing I’m slinging these days is a rope around cattle. Busted knee, remember?”

“Well, at least you can still hold a tune.”

I grin. “Unlike some of us.”

“Hey. I am seven months pregnant. It’s really not fair my ass has gotta grow four sizes and I have to be the butt of your jokes.”

“I’m sorry. I’ll go easy on you.” I don’t know why “going easy on her” is the last thing I want to do. I like that Daisy-Mae gives as good as she gets. She doesn’t take herself too seriously, she’s got a wicked sense of humor, and she’s just, well ... fun ... to be around.  

“Thank you.” She grins like she just won that round, and I guess she did. “So ... are you excited for your date tonight?”

I turn and glare at her. “Does this look like my excited face?”

She laughs. “No, sir. It does not.”

Why did I get a little thrill when she said “sir” just now? Like a shot straight to my balls. I shift in my seat and shake my head. I gotta get laid. Maybe this date won’t be so bad after all.

“Lemon’s heart is in the right place.”

Daisy smiles tightly. “I think she just wants you to be happy.”

“I think my sister is a busybody who likes sticking her nose where it don’t belong. I don’t need a woman. I’m barely home as it is.”

Twenty minutes later, I pull up to Daisy’s house. It’s a cute little single-story craftsman with pink shutters over the windows and colorful mums lining the front porch. Anyone can see Daisy-Mae takes a lot of pride in her modest home. Though it looks to me like the Maple in the front yard needs trimming and the gutters are overflowing. I stare at the offending branches barely hanging on to the trunk. I know that douche canoe left her high and dry, but surely, he’s paying for someone to take care of the property for his heavily pregnant wife.

“Who’s doing your landscaping these days?”

She raises her brow and gives another tight smile and opens her door, jumping out faster than I would have thought she’d be able to move. “You’re looking at her. Well, thanks for the ride.”

I frown. “Don’t mention it.”

“And I really am sorry about my car breaking down.”

“I told you, don’t worry ’bout it.”

“But I made you late for dinner.”

“I wasn’t prepared to leave a pregnant woman by the side of the road. I know sometimes it may not seem like it, but my mama raised me right.”

“Well, I appreciate it. Thanks again, West.”

I nod. Daisy closes the passenger door and stands on the curb by her house. I should have got out of the truck and helped her down, because hadn’t I just finished saying my mama raised me right? Mama would smack me upside the head if she knew I hadn’t opened the door for a lady.

I hesitate with my hands on the wheel. Just drive away, West. Turn on your indicator and leave. Spoiler alert: I don’t. “Daisy?”

“Yeah?”

“How are you getting to work in the morning?”

“Oh, shoot.” She briefly closes her eyes, as if she’s warding away tears. “I hadn’t even thought about that.”

“What time you start?”

“Eight a.m.” She screws up her pretty features. 

“I’ll be here at 7:20.”

Daisy shakes her head. “You don’t have to drive me. You’ve done more than enough.”

“I ain’t taking no for an answer, so you should just be ready at 7:20.”

“West—”

“I said I’ll be here, Dais.”

She bites her lip. I never noticed how full they were, or that they’re the color of the dusty roses lining the porch at the ranch house, even when all her lipstick has worn away. Her eyes shine with unshed tears, and I need to get the hell out of here because someone is waiting on me, but I don’t want to leave. Not when Daisy’s like this. My phone rings. The Imperial March plays through the tinny little speaker and I wince. Lemon’s calling again. Shit. I am in for it now.

“I’ll see you in the morning then.” I nod to Daisy.

“Thank you. I don’t know how I’ll make it up to you yet, but I will.”

“Got nothing to make up for. I can’t have the ranch’s best employee lookin’ for another job.”

“Are you kidding? I have no plans to go anywhere. Besides, who is going to hire a pregnant woman in her millionth trimester?”

“Well good. Because I just don’t think we can afford to lose you.”

“You’re sweet to say so, West Winchester, but anyone with half a brain could run that B&B. Hell, Lemon could replace me at a moment’s notice.”

“Are you sayin’ my sister has only half a brain?”

Her eyes grow wide. “Oh my gosh! No! That’s not what I meant.”

I chuckle. “Relax, Daisy-Mae. I’m just messin’ with you.”

One corner of her mouth lifts in a smile and I rev the engine. “You go on inside now. I’ll wait until I know you’re safe.”

She pauses, her brows pinching a little before a shy smile flits across her face. “Thanks again.”

I nod. She turns and heads up the walk, fumbling in her purse as she goes. Daisy produces her keys and slides them into the lock before waving me off. I peel away from the curb. As I drive through the streets of this town I grew up in, I wonder how I never really opened my eyes to half of the things in front of me. Like the small-town smoke show I just dropped home. The sweet scent of her perfume lingers in the cab of my truck, and it keeps me company the whole way to dinner.

***
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“So, what do you like to do for fun, West?” my date asks, fingering her straw as she looks up from under her lashes at me. Her lipstick is nude but so fucking shiny it looks like my lips would slide right off the second I pressed them to hers, or get caught like a bug in a web. Not that I’m entertaining the idea of kissing her. I mean, I’m a red-blooded male, I can see she’s attractive with her curvy body, her long dark waves, and her fluttery lashes, but honestly, it’s all just too ... obvious. This woman likes to be looked at, and there ain’t nothing wrong with that, but tonight that’s just not what I’m looking for.

“Around here, not a whole lot. We usually spend Fridays at Earl’s.”

“Oh, the local bar?”

“Yep,” I say and push my food around my plate.

She’s eating a damn Kale salad. I mean, we only feed that shit to the chickens. The woman is also a vegetarian. I didn’t know people ate like that willingly. Maybe that makes me a hypocritical asshole, because I’ve got a one-thousand-pound steer on my doorstep waiting for me to come home, but he’s just a big baby who’s not about to be lunch. 

“So, any hobbies out there on that ranch?”

“Yeah. Shooting things,” I say, and then wince because even I heard what a redneck asshole I sounded like. “I read too.”

“Really? I love to read. What’s your genre?”

“Er ... biographies, books on farming,” I lie. I don’t know why I said that. I don’t care what this woman makes of my reading habits, but I think we both know this isn’t going anywhere. “Listen, you’re real sweet, and all. I’m sure you’re gonna have tons of men lining up to date you once word gets around that there’s fresh meat in town, but I gotta say—”

“Fresh meat?” Her brows shoot into her hairline.

I wipe my face with my napkin. “You know what I mean.”

Her eyes narrow. “No. I don’t.”

“Don’t get me wrong, you’re real nice to look at, but I just don’t think I can be with a woman who doesn’t eat meat.”

“What?” she laughs as if I’m joking. “You have got to be kidding me.”

I just raise my brow and look her dead in the eye. Probably not my finest moment. It’s not even her fault, it’s my sister’s, Mama, Wade, and Wyatt’s for letting Lemon get carried away. Yeah, okay. Maybe it’s my fault for being a pushover where my little sister is concerned.

“You know, everyone talks about how sweet and respectful Texan men are, and so far, that’s been kind of true,” she says, her pretty cheeks turning pink with anger. Uh-oh. “And then ... there’s you.”

“Hey, I just call it like I see it.” I raise my hands in a placating gesture. “I don’t see us being a thing.”

“Well, that’s good. Because I don’t see the word ‘us’ even for one night. You’re the fucking worst. I can’t believe I put on cute panties for this. God. No matter where you go, men are all the damn same.”

“Now hang on a minute,” I protest. “I think you’re getting me all wrong here—”

“Oh no. I know your type all too well, West Winchester. Tell Lemon I hope she’s a better friend than her brother is a date.”

And then, as if the world is in slow motion, she stands up, leans over the table, giving me an eyeful of cleavage, and slaps me across the face. The resounding slap echoes through the restaurant and the whole place turns to look accusingly at me. My date storms out. Every pair of eyes watches me collect myself. Shit. Lemon is going to fucking skin me alive, especially with those pregnancy hormones turning her into something out of The Exorcist.

I throw a few bills on the table and stand. Grabbing my hat, I head out and put it on, and then I climb back in my truck and assess the damage to my cheek. Not bleeding, thank God, but there’s a red hand print complete with claw marks from her long fingernails. Jesus. How does she take care of kids like that?

I sit in the cab of my truck and watch people leave the restaurant hand in hand. What the hell is wrong with me? I won’t lie, when I walked in and saw Lainey sitting at that table by herself, I knew we’d both wasted our time. She was a knockout, just not the knockout for me. I didn’t feel a thing when she smiled, or when she leaned in to kiss my cheek in greeting and my hand naturally fell to the small of her back. There was no thrill, no excitement, just ... nothing. Perfunctory politeness that felt all wrong. So what the fuck is wrong with me? 

I take a deep breath and let it out slowly. All I can smell is Daisy-Mae’s perfume. And that’s the exact moment I realize her sweater is still sitting beside me. I pick up the deep rust wool that reminds me of Texas soil on the ranch, and I bring it to my nose. Damn, that smells good. Like strawberries, flowers, and woman all rolled into one. And suddenly I can think of nothing else. I should run this back to her. Just in case she needs it for the morning.

What the fuck is wrong with you, West? You can’t just drop by Daisy-Mae’s in the middle of the night. I’m sure she’s got more sweaters she can wear. I set the soft wool back on the passenger seat, adjust my fucking boner, and start the engine. I need to take care of this shit before I do something even dumber than upsetting a new friend of Lemon’s on the world’s most disastrous date.      
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Chapter Three

[image: ]




Daisy-Mae

After primping my hair for entirely too long—even though I knew it would just go flat anyway—I stand at my garden gate at twenty minutes past the hour waiting with a pastry box in my hand and a travel mug of coffee. West’s red Chevvy pulls up a beat later.

“Mornin’.” He tips his hat and climbs out of the truck to open my door, then he seems to take pity on me and helps me in by propping his hands under my ass. “Sorry. She’s a beast.”

I gasp in shock. “West Winchester! I know I might have put on a little baby weight, and sure, I may have just one giant ass now instead of two pert little cheeks, but didn’t your mama teach you not to insult a lady?”

West blinks as if I’ve just grown an extra head. “Oh hell, Daisy. I didn’t mean you! I meant my truck.”

I laugh and set my butt on the seat before thrusting the pastry box toward him.

He takes it with a confused look on his face. “What’s this?”

“Breakfast,” I say with a smile. “I’m just messing with you, West. I know you meant your truck.”

“But I already ate.”

I shrug. “Well, strap it to your horse and have it out in the field while you tag steer or something.”

“I’d need two hands for that but thank you. I appreciate the gesture.”

He closes my door and heads around the front of the truck to the driver’s side, setting the box on the bench seat.

“I appreciate you coming all this way to get me.”

“I told you not to mention it.”

“Well, I’ll just pay you in baked goods then.”

“I’ll get fat and the cows will have to move me around the pasture.”

“You? Fat? The great West Winchester with the arm of steel?”

“Naw, come on. You’ll embarrass me. I haven’t been the ‘great anything’ since high school, and even then, I’m pretty sure that name only stuck because the boys knew I hated it.”
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