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      For everyone who has lost someone.
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      I loved writing The Lowells of Honeywell, Texas series, because I’m a horse girl at heart. This book isn’t too directly tied into the Lowells, so you can read it as a standalone, but if you’re interested, the series is a good ride.
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      The familiar, faded red and gray Chevy caught Luke’s eye as it passed the feed mill, headed out of town, and his heart skipped a beat. Juniper had said she needed some things from the store. Hopefully, she took a few minutes to stop and eat something, too. The bruised-looking circles under her silver eyes were getting out of hand and her jeans were hanging on her.

      He glanced at the grumpy gray sky and wondered how long before the flakes started to fall. Impatience tugged at him as he turned his attention back to the line. Old Man Barclay was arguing about his bill and the more frustrated he got, the louder he got.

      Dwayne, the owner of the feed mill, had heard Barclay’s arguments before and wasn’t budging. They both shook their heads, unwilling to give.

      He debated coming back another day, but he needed that roll of fence. He cleared his throat in the hopes it would remind the two men that people were waiting. Brenda Lee, standing a couple of people behind, stomped her booted foot on the old wooden plank floor. “You old men need to break it up and let Dwayne deal with his customers. Luke wants to follow Juniper home.”

      Swiveling on his heel, he narrowed his eyes at Brenda Lee. She grinned at him and held her hands up. “What? You know you want to.”

      He did, but he didn’t enjoy knowing he was so transparent that everybody could see.

      Barclay stepped aside, but continued to harangue Dwayne as he started to check people out.

      “All those two do is bicker. You’d think they were related or somethin’.”

      Luke grinned at Brenda Lee. “Or somethin’, huh?”

      The two men were brothers, but thirty years ago their father had left them each a business. Dwayne got the ranch and Old Man Barclay got the feed store. They’d been fighting ever since.

      She sidled up beside him. “I didn’t mean anything about Juniper. It’s just, everybody knows you and she got a thing, you know. I wasn’t picking.”

      “I know, Brenda.” He shrugged. “It doesn’t bother me. I’ve always watched out for Juniper, and now that her mama’s gone and her daddy’s lickin’ his wounds somewhere, I kind of feel like I need to be there for her more. She’s running that place out there by herself, and I don’t think she’s had a chance to take a breath.”

      Brenda smiled her trademark big, toothy grin. “You’re a gentleman, Luke Upton, helpin’ her out the way you are. And if I didn’t know you were so hung up on her, I’d have snatched you up myself a long time ago.”

      Luke felt the blood rush to the tips of his ears. “Thanks, Brenda. If I didn’t think Chance Whitacre would kick my butt for looking at you sideways, I’d have maybe taken you up on that offer.”

      She snorted and tossed her rich blond hair over her shoulder, bright blue eyes flashing. “Chance Whitacre. Like he’d care about you going out with me.”

      Grinning, he took the better part of valor and tipped his hat to her without arguing, moving forward for Dwayne to ring him up.

      By the time he filled up on fuel and ordered a sandwich to go at Sophia’s, it was almost a half hour later, and the sky had just opened up with big, wet flakes of snow. He turned for home and tried to tamp down the excitement the thought of seeing Juniper caused.
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        * * *

      

      The wipers struggled to keep up with the snow. It wasn’t actually more than a flurry. The wipers themselves were just bad, like everything else on the god-forsaken ranch. Juniper had been gone for five years and nothing at home had changed at all, not the peeling white paint on the farmhouse, the creaking boards on the front steps, or the rusty windmill that turned lazily outside the kitchen window when the wind blew.

      Well, one thing had changed now.

      Mama wouldn’t be coming out on that creaking porch anymore, dishtowel in hand, to welcome her home.

      Taking a deep breath, Juniper held a hand against her nauseous stomach. It twisted every time she thought about Mama being gone. After two weeks, a person would think that the reaction would begin to lessen, but it hadn’t. The shock and disbelief were just as sharp today as fourteen days ago, when she heard Luke Upton utter those world destroying words across the telephone line.

      “Juniper, honey, I’m sorry to tell you, but your Mama passed last night.”

      Over and over they played in her mind, like a scratched 45 skipping on her old Fisher-Price player. And each time it clicked and started over, her guilt increased just a fraction more. Why hadn’t she come home when Daddy called? It didn’t matter that he had called ten times before, telling her Mama had a cold, or flu, or some other issue. Or that ten other times, she had gotten better, like she always did. This time, this time, she should have listened. She should have come home.

      But she hadn’t.

      The engine hesitated and sputtered, and Juniper gave the accelerator a little gas. The heater pumped out heat and the windows had fogged over long ago. How long had she been sitting here, waiting on somebody to pass she could flag down? A half hour maybe? The watch on her wrist was no help. The damn thing had quit working at some point today. Probably when she smacked her hand on the jammed together shopping carts at the store.

      Today had just been one of those days from hell.

      Things had gone downhill from the shopping cart fight. One of the plastic bags had ripped open as she hoisted it over the tailgate, shattering a jar of pasta sauce all over the parking lot, and five miles from town the old truck had started a lopsided thumping. Then, of course, the sky had darkened with a snow squall. It didn’t matter that this was Texas, and they were struggling with a drought. Suddenly there was a little black cloud directly above her head, dumping cold, wet flakes.

      Frustrated, she dug behind the seat to find the tire iron to stick through the hole in the rear bumper to wind down the spare. If the spare had been there. She hadn’t actually gotten on the ground to make sure it was mounted under the bed before she started cranking; she had just assumed it would be there. For several long minutes, she sat on her ass on the muddy ground, with the cold snow blanketing her, trying to figure out how on Earth her life had crashed and burned so beautifully.

      Had it started five years ago when she left to go to college? She didn’t think so. The intervening time, overall, had been great. She’d met a lot of interesting people, seen a lot of sights, learned a lot of important things. She’d earned a degree in advertising and marketing. Her life had been fulfilling. If none of the men she met made her heart pound, so what? There would always be more men. And if sometimes she felt very alone looking at those interesting sights, wishing there were somebody special there with her, she would just shrug her shoulders and go on to the next thing. Mama always told her to live life to the fullest, and to have no regrets, but Juniper was finding that concept very difficult. All she’d felt since she’d been home had been guilt and sorrow. And endless recriminations. Shock.

      For a moment, she’d stared up into the flakes falling gracefully to the earth. Closing her eyes, she felt the touch on her skin. Mama used to call them angel kisses. She’d loved the snow.

      Juniper blinked her eyes open, memories rolling over her. Once she’d graduated with her degree, she’d gotten a challenging job in Austin at a busy firm that catered to high-end clients. It had been a shock to her ranch girl upbringing, but she’d grown so much at Blitz Media. It was stimulating and taxing, and she’d gained so much insight into advertising. It had been hard to get time off, though, even during the holidays.

      As she’d wandered through the aisles of the grocery store, Juniper had felt the gazes of her parents’ neighbors following her, condemning her. How could they not? Everybody except Mama had blamed her for leaving. Time after time, Mama had told her not to worry, that it was just a little cough, and not to break her plans just to come home to see her. And Juniper had believed her. In the five years she had been gone, she had been home about four times. Usually at Christmas. Usually staying no longer than a week or so at a time.

      Mama had been ecstatic to see her every time she came for a visit, and always seemed fairly healthy and energetic. June’s stories of living in Austin had been fascinating to her mother, who had only ever known ranch life. Juniper now knew it had all been a show, because Daddy told her the lung cancer came on about two years after she’d left for school. Mama had not wanted her daughter to know and had forbidden any mention of it. She was afraid that Juniper would leave university if she knew how very sick she was.

      Lung cancer. Her mother hadn’t smoked a day in her life. Juniper still didn’t understand why it had targeted her mother, and she was sure she never would. Yes, Mama had had lung issues, usually attributed to having pneumonia as a child. Juniper could remember her mother getting bronchitis and nasty sinus infections every year, but she’d used her inhalers and gotten on with her work. It had never interfered with her daily routine.

      Resting her damp head on the back of the seat, Juniper closed her tired eyes.

      “Oh, Mama. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      The truck decided at that moment to sputter one last time, then die. Cranking the key with one hand, Juniper checked the gauges. Empty. Of course. And she hadn’t noticed because she’d been too lost in her pain.

      Clamping her eyes tightly shut, she refused to let a single tear fall. For two weeks she had maintained her composure in the face of bawling neighbors, endless decisions and her father’s burning silence. One damn truck was not going to beat her. Her throat ached with the force of keeping her emotions back, and her fingernails dug into her palms.

      Luckily, the silence of the truck let her hear another vehicle coming down the road. Taking a calming breath, she slid down to the ground by her open door. The snow had stopped, and the struggling March sun was trying to come out, but it wasn’t succeeding. Juniper looked up the grade just as Luke Upton’s big shiny black dually rounded the bend.

      Of course. It had to be Luke that would rescue her.

      Trying to be positive, she waved weakly as Luke pulled alongside. The passenger window glided down as soon as he stopped.

      “Juniper,” he greeted. “You ok?”

      She cleared her throat. “Yeah, Luke, I’m fine. Can you give me a ride home?”

      He was unlocking the doors before she even finished speaking, and Juniper gathered up the sodden groceries from the back of her truck and transferred them to his. Fencing supplies littered the bed, and three new mineral blocks. Juniper recognized their old roto-tiller in the back. He’d probably taken the thing to do a tune-up, like he did every year before spring planting. Good old Luke.

      There probably wouldn’t be a garden this year, with Mama gone.

      She glanced at Luke. It was cold, so today he wore a shearling lined denim jacket over his plaid shirt and jeans. He wore his cream-colored hat and it had darker, damp spots along the rim from the weather. It shadowed his deep-set blue eyes. Those eyes had so much understanding in them right now.

      Luke was the only one who had encouraged Juniper to leave town. Kind of. He had said he would support whatever she did. And he had given her his word.

      Five years later, though, Juniper could still remember the bereft expression on his handsome face. They had talked occasionally on the phone after she left for school, but it had never been the same. The close friendship they’d had all through childhood struggled until her sporadic visits home were all that maintained it. Mama had kept her up to date on Luke, hoping one day she would come home and pick up the relationship, but it had never happened. At least, not the way she wanted. She and Luke had… an understanding. They were friends with benefits, she supposed. And if secretly she was hurt when Mama told her he had a new girlfriend, it was her business, nobody else’s.

      Luke had been her first crush, her first kiss, and her first lover. He would always hold a special place in her heart, she told herself.

      Looking at him now, Juniper struggled once again against the tears. His angular face had matured over the years, broadening his jaw and giving experience to his dancing blue eyes. The creases had deepened at the corners from squinting in the sun. His dark hair was so thick, and the curls always followed the shape of the hat. She used to love running her hands through it. And she used to love running her hands over his tall, muscular body, hardened by years on the Yellowbird Ranch.

      Had she been wrong about leaving Luke? And Mama and Daddy?

      Yes, she was thinking she had really screwed up. She’d wanted to be better than a stay-at-home wife, and make a difference in the world. But maybe being a ranch wife was making a difference in the world.

      Luke didn’t say a word to her, just left her to her own thoughts. He had always been insightful that way. She’d missed having his calming presence around. Even now, she wanted to open her mouth and spew out all the ugly things that were boiling inside her, because she knew Luke would make it better. But she didn’t have any right.

      None.

      Luke’s beefy truck ate up the last few miles to the Graham spread within just a couple of minutes, and when the skies opened up again, his wipers beat away the snow like they were supposed to. It was still coming down as they pulled into her driveway. Luke told her to run on in the house and get warm, he would get the groceries. Juniper slipped out of the truck and ran around the side to the kitchen door, where she waited for him inside. Daddy’s truck wasn’t in the drive, and she could tell by the silence that he wasn’t home.

      Still.

      When Luke rounded the corner and ran up the porch steps, Juniper shoved the screen door open, before stepping back to make room. Luke towered over her, taking up a lot of room in their large kitchen.

      Now he stood on the entryway rug, shaking off snow, holding the plastic bags out to her. Grabbing a clean dishtowel from the drawer, she tossed it over his shoulder to dry off as she took the bags from him. She turned to put them on the kitchen table and caught one on the corner of the table. The fragile plastic gave way, and her groceries went rolling. A half-gallon of milk crashed to the floor and, of course, busted, splattering everywhere. Two cans of soup rolled into the shadows, and a tub of butter cracked up the side of the bowl. For several long seconds, Juniper could not believe her day would end this way. She didn’t know what she had done to earn this vicious string of calamity.

      Unable to stem the tide, the tears finally welled up and rolled unchecked down her face. Two weeks of not giving into the grief, being strong, sorting details and dealing with the silence from her father collapsed onto her. Only strong, loving arms kept her from collapsing into the milk. They eased her away from the mess and to the floor gently, then wrapped around her as the staggering waves of grief rolled over her. Clinging to Luke as she had to no other, she tried to rein in the wild emotions, but it was absolutely impossible. Locking them back for so long had only made them grow, and now they needed to vent, whether she wanted them to or not.

      Over the noise of her sadness, Juniper could hear Luke murmuring to her, calm and steady. She could feel the rumbling of his deep voice through her hands, which were clenched in his shirt. His warm, strong legs were wrapped around hers, and Juniper realized she had not felt more cared for or secure in five years. Slowly, her emotions steadied, and her hysterical sobs turned into quiet tears. Luke was now soothing her damp hair away from her face with long, sure strokes, as if wiping away the bad energy.

      “It’s ok, honey. You’re fine. You’re just fine.”

      The weight of her sorrow slipped away from her shoulders. It was still there, but the oppressiveness was less now. She could breathe and think.

      With a last deep breath, Juniper wiped her eyes with the dishtowel he’d shoved into her hands and pulled back. Luke let her pull away. She cleared her throat. “Thank you, Luke. I’m so sorry I melted all over you. All I can say is, it’s been a terrible couple of weeks.”

      Kind blue eyes smiled down at her. “Juniper, honey, you can melt on me all you want.”

      Bending down, he captured her lips in a remarkably sweet, stirring kiss. Juniper was slightly amazed she could feel anything at the moment other than grief, and she was relieved as well. There would be an end to the torment, she now knew. The escapist in her wanted to prolong the moment, and she leaned into the kiss. Luke seemed surprised and pulled back to look down at her questioningly. “Juniper?”

      Closing her eyes, she leaned forward expectantly, and Luke met her partway. Five years ago, their kisses had been more enthusiasm than finesse, but in the intervening time, they had both gained experience. Desire washed over her in a slow, hot wave, and Juniper gasped at the strength of it. Perhaps it was more debilitating because of the heightened emotions of the week, or perhaps it was the time they had been apart. Whatever the reason, they consumed Juniper. Luke seemed to be dealing with his own overwhelming emotions as well, because his hands quivered slightly as he nudged her back.

      “Juniper,” he growled, “You have to tell me to stop. And you have to tell me now. It’s been too long.”

      Shaking her head, her long, damp hair fell over one eye. She swiped it away sharply. “No, I can’t, won’t, tell you to stop. Make me forget, Luke, just for a little while. Please.”
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