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To Liz and Marissa,


You two have gotten me through all the ups and downs in life so I dedicate this series to you. 


I hope you find some laughter, a few characters like you, and a little revenge to some unfinished business. 


Thank you for being my friend even when we are states apart.










  
  
Blurb




Jenna 

Everyone thinks I’m the aimless lost little girl.

But the truth is I’m falling for my dad’s best friend.

He’s everything I never thought I wanted. 

I spend my days writing my novel or working in the diner – dreaming of a different life.

With Josh, my dreams aren’t about leaving Walker Lake anymore.

Every moment I’m near him, I crave his touch.

Small-town gossip and the man I shouldn’t want could ruin my life forever.



Josh

I know better than to want Jenna.

My best friend would lose his mind if he knew how much I dreamed about a life with his daughter.

When she’s with me, I feel at ease. 

She’s beautiful and kind. 

Watching her on my ranch makes me think we might have a chance.

But falling for Jenna could mean losing everything else.
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Would you like some free cowboy books?
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Chapter 1


Josh





"You're going to join us for the 4th of July festivities downtown, right, Josh?" my best friend Evan asks. 

I'm having dinner at his house like I do every week. Every Sunday is family dinner with his four kids and his wife, and they are gracious enough to include me since I am unmarried and have no children. 

"Of course. I really enjoyed it last year. There's just something about a small-town July 4th celebration that beats out any of the big town ones we've celebrated. Plus, the boys put on a hell of a show with sparklers last year. I think we need a repeat," I say. Though at the same time, I’m trying to pull my head out of the clouds and back into the conversation.

"I couldn't agree more," Evan says with a grin. 

"Hell yeah. That was so much fun," Finn says. He's the middle of the three boys and a daredevil. He rides in the rodeo to earn money for the ranch the boys plan on buying but also for the thrill of it. I'm sure the attention from the girls doesn't hurt, though it has earned him a playboy reputation. 

"Don't encourage them! They almost burned the deck down last year!" Evans's wife says.

"Mom, we weren't even close to burning it down. Plus, we are more experienced this year." Zach, the youngest brother, joins the conversation. 

Janet gives the boys the 'I'm your mother, don't start with me look,' and I can't help the chuckle that escapes. Though when Jenna looks up at me from across the table, she’s got a small smile on her face. She was nothing but my best friend's little girl, running around in pigtails and starting her first day of school. Then, somewhere after her sixteenth birthday, she had a pool party and walked out in this lacy black bikini, and suddenly, she was no longer a little girl in my eyes.

After that, I stopped coming around claiming some big projects at work, and even moved away for a few years. 

When their youngest child, Jenna, turned eighteen, they bought their place out here in the small town of Walker Lake, Texas. Once they moved here, I started to come for visits figuring enough time had passed. But the first time that I saw Jenna after all those years, I was about knocked off my feet.

I tried to keep my distance, but a few years ago, a ranch came up for sale in town, and Jenna was gushing over how much she loved the house on it and all the old details. Before I knew it, I was the proud owner of that ranch, and I moved here to Walker Lake. She was twenty-one.

Now, it's been two years of Sunday dinners, and I've managed to keep my distance. Not that she's really made it easy. Though I'm guessing she doesn't know what she does to me because there's no way she's interested in her father's best friend, who's fifteen years older than her.

"He'll take me on the rides again this year, won't you, Josh?" Jenna asks.

It's such an innocent question for everyone else at the table, but what she's asking is if I'll be going on the rides that will push us together, and many of them end up with her almost in my lap. But the way she laughs and smiles, there's no way I would tell her no.

"Of course, that is as long as no one else here wants to go with you," I say.

Since Jenna's brothers are currently looking to buy a ranch together to run, I’m sure they’ll be more interested in networking with other ranchers. There's always a big animal show on the 4th of July, so that's where they will be spending their time.

Jenna's parents like to walk around and look at all the booths and crafts and spend their time tasting food. They have no interest in the rides.

"We wouldn't dare break tradition this year. Besides, I heard the diner has a food booth this year, and they're trying out some new recipes to see what the town likes so they can add it to their menu. We can't miss that," Jenna's mom, Janet, says, reaching out to take Evan's hand in hers.

They've been sweethearts since middle school, and to see them still so head over heels in love gives me hope that maybe someday, I can still have that. But to find it, I have to get Jenna out of my system.

"Yes, Austin has been trying some new recipes. I even heard they will start offering more homemade pies. Her sister Natalie has been experimenting with some new recipes," Asher says.

I haven't known that boy to turn down anything sweet in my life. 

As the conversation continues, my mind keeps wandering back to Jenna. She's sitting across the table from me, wearing a simple sundress that's hugging her curves in all the right places. Even though I try to divert my gaze, my eyes keep returning to her. She's grown into such a beautiful woman, and it's hard for me not to let my mind wander to what it would be like to have her in my arms. But I can't let myself go there. She's too young for me, and besides, she is my best friend's daughter. 

"I almost forgot. I got a lead on a ranch. It needs a lot of work, from what I'm told. Though it hasn't been worked in a few years, and it's further out of town than we were looking at, but I'm going to try to set up a meeting to take a look," Asher says. 

He's always been more of the take-control one. Finn and Zach are working just as hard to earn money for the ranch, but Asher has been the lead on looking. Now that they are close to buying, they have an idea of what is out there. 

"Let us know, and I'm happy to go with you and take a look," Evan says. 

"Me too. A woman's touch on the house you will be living in, even for a short time, is always needed!" Janet says. 

"Of course, we want your opinions," Finn says. 

I know they have already looked at one ranch, but it was smaller than they wanted. Also, Evan caught quite a few things they had missed that would make it impossible for them to get up and go with in a year like they had planned. Things like how the fence had to be replaced, and half the pastures were unusable as they hadn't been taken care of properly. The deciding factor for them not buying the property was that alfalfa had started to grow in a few of the fields, which can be toxic to cattle. 

It's also a pain in the ass to get rid of and would prevent them from working the ranch for a good year. So, they reluctantly passed on that ranch. I know it was hard for them because ranches in this area don't go up for sale often, especially not at the lower price point they are looking at. 

After dinner, Evan and I go for a walk along the edge of the lake. They bought a beautiful house right on the lake when they moved here, and one of our favorite things to do is talk and enjoy the beauty. 

I'm drawn to the way the moonlight bounces off the water and the way the cool breeze feels on my skin. When I glance over at Evan, he appears content and relaxed. He's found his happiness, and I immediately squash my envy at his happiness. I want that, too.

"Are you okay, Josh?" Evan asks, breaking me out of my thoughts.

Shaking my head, I force a smile.

"Yeah, just a lot going on. I have a new horse being delivered tomorrow and was making sure I have everything in order." It's not a complete lie. I do have a horse being delivered. Only it is just the furthest thing from my mind. As always, Jenna was front and center. What would she look like in the moonlight? What would it be like to be walking with her along the lake instead of Evan? 

Pushing those thoughts aside, I focus on my friend. He deserves my full attention. 

"Janet and I have a favor to ask of you, and we know it's a big one," Evan says after we are away from the house.

"What's that?" I ask since he now has my attention, and my curiosity spiked.

"While you are talking to Jenna and going on the rides, will you see if you can encourage her to submit her books to publishers? We know she is done or almost finished with it. We've heard her talking about it with her friends. Why she seems so hesitant to submit it, we’re not aren't sure why."

Ever since she graduated from college, Jenna has been writing a book. It's been her dream, and her parents have supported it, which is why she's been living with them while she learns and writes. At the same time, she's been working at the diner to meet people and get ideas on character building. At least, that’s what she tells us.

Personally, I think she took the job because she wanted to get out of the house and earn some money herself. Not that she needs it. Evan was really good at what he did and investing in the stock market. They don't ever have to worry about money, and they've been taking care of Jenna.

I know they're really proud of their boys too, who are insistent on saving the money and buying the ranch without their parents' help. Of course, that means it's going to take them longer to get going and up on their feet.

"Yeah, I'll talk to her. My guess is there's something holding her back," I say.

I don't like the idea that fear could be stopping her from achieving something that she's been working so hard for. This is something she really wants, and I will do anything and move oceans to make it happen for her.

"I don't know if she's just scared to submit the book or if it's the fear of the unknown. But maybe she'll open up to you, as you two always seem to have a special bond," Evan says.

At his words, instantly guilt hits me. I was always Uncle Josh growing up, but as she hit those adult years, she stopped calling me Uncle Josh, and it became just Josh. Our relationship has definitely changed. What we discuss is much more adult, and I definitely don't see her as the little girl she used to be.

When we talk, the conversation flows better than any date I've ever been on in my life. Even though we have known each other for so long, there isn't ever a lack of things to discuss.

"I'll feel her out. It will come up anyway because we haven't talked in a while. I’ve been busy with the ranch, and we haven’t seen each other much this summer." Though in reality, I've just been avoiding her.

It's easier to spend time with her when it's cold out, and she's all bundled up. However, on the chance of running into her in another bikini, I stay away in the summer. With the exception of events like the July 4th festival and Sunday night dinners where I make it a point that we aren't alone together. 

"Well, I should head home and get ready for tomorrow," I say. In reality, if I go back inside, I'll be drawn to Jenna, and who knows where that could lead. 

We say goodbye, and I leave. My best friend was none the wiser about the completely inappropriate thoughts I'd been having of his daughter all night. 










  
  

Chapter 2


Jenna





I'm going to the July 4th festival from my friend Sky's house. She and her husband Dash are coming later to get a taste of some of the food offerings. We had breakfast together so we could catch up since it had been a few weeks. Summer is a busy time of year for any cowboy, and it's no different for their ranch. Any time we can fit it in, we get together. Today, it was brunch.  

I'm halfway into town when my mom calls.

"Hey, Mom, what's up?" I expect her to tell me that she's going to be delayed since I'm supposed to be meeting her, Dad, and Josh there in about thirty minutes.

"Remember that ranch Asher was telling us about the other night at dinner?" Mom asks.

"Yeah, the one that's kind of run-down?"

"Yes, well, he finally got them to agree to a ranch tour, but only if we go now. So, your dad and I are going to meet them out there, and we won't be back until later this evening. We want you to still go to the July 4th festival with Josh so that he gets out of the house. You know he doesn't get out much, and your dad worries about him," Mom says.

"Well, I hope that it's what they're looking for, and I’ll miss you guys. But there's no way I'm missing the festival. It’s one of my favorites throughout the year."

"Okay sweetie, will you let Josh know what's going on? We're about to hit a dead zone, so I don't have time to call him."

"I'll let him know. Be safe, Mom, and I love you."

"We love you too, sweetheart," Mom says before the line goes dead.

A flock of butterflies takes flight in my stomach as I think about spending the whole day with Josh. Just me and him. We don't get much alone time together anymore as he seems to avoid being alone with me as if his life depends on it. 

I have no idea what could be going on with him, but I know that I'll find out eventually.

Once I’m in town, I battle the traffic for a parking spot. Thankfully, Austin said I can park behind the diner. The diner itself is closed today. As I walk around the side of the building and into the chaos of the downtown square, I find Austin and Natalie with their both set up in front of the diner. They have enough food to feed our small army of hungry cowboys. This is also where I'm supposed to meet Josh. 

"Hey girl!" Austin greets me as I approached her booth. "What's going on?"

"Well, my parents bailed on me, so it's just me and Josh today." 

"Bummer," Natalie says. 

"Not really. Josh is the one who will ride the rides with me."

We don't get to chat much longer because I see Josh walking up and move to meet him. 

Simply watching Josh approach, I can feel my heart racing faster and my cheeks flushing red with excitement. It's been a while since we've hung out alone, and I'm looking forward to spending time with him.

He looks good, as always, in his tight jeans, cowboy hat, and boots. When our eyes meet, I can feel the butterflies dance in my stomach. After he gives me a small smile and a nod, he turns to Austin and Natalie to say hello.

He turns back to me, and I enjoy his eyes on me for a minute before he breaks the trance.

"Your mom and dad almost here?" he asks, looking behind me. 

"No, Mom called on my way here to tell me that the boys got a tour of the ranch Asher was talking about at dinner. So, they are heading out there."

"Ahh, I should go home then, too. Lots to do," he says. 

"Mom said that you would say that, and she told me to not let you hide away all day and to make sure that you stayed and enjoyed the festival. Don't get me in trouble with my mom because you ran home and hid." I try to apply a little guilt, but if it gets him to stay and spend the day with me, it's worth it.

He looks up over my head and seems to stare at something behind me, but I don't back down. When his eyes meet mine again, he smiles and nods his head.

"Alright, let's go get on some of the rides while everyone's getting lunch," he says.

When he says that, I have to stop myself from jumping for joy. 

I want him to see me as a grown adult, an equal, so maybe he can realize I am more than just the kid he used to know. Maybe one day he can even see me as someone he would date because I've had a crush on him since I was about sixteen and started to like boys. 

I was never interested in boys my own age. They all seemed so immature and awkward. Then I'd spend the weekend with Josh, and he was so calm and in control, so sure of himself. Though, I didn't really admit my feelings for him until he started to appear in all my late-night dreams. After that, I was done. 

In college, I tried dating and even had a serious boyfriend. But when I knew I was moving back home, I ended it because I was more excited about seeing Josh than spending any amount of time with my boyfriend. 

Bringing myself back to the present, I’m determined to enjoy every bit of this day with Josh and not waste any time.

We spend the next several hours on the rides. As we run from ride to ride, I can feel the adrenaline pumping through my veins. Every time we go on a new ride, I can't help but let out a scream of excitement. Josh seems to be enjoying himself, too, laughing and joking as we go up and down, around and around, at high speeds.

He shows just how well he knows me by picking all my favorite rides. We laugh and scream like little kids, lost in the thrill of the moment. It feels so good to let go and have fun with him like this. 

"Okay, let's get some food in you before you get too cranky." He tells me after we finish up our second round of bumper cars. 

I want to protest and ride some more, but he's right. I will get hangry if we wait much longer for me to eat. 

Not even asking me what I want, he takes me right to the street taco booth and orders my favorites down to no tomatoes. Of course, he has to also get us a funnel cake. 

"Come on, let's take our food and watch the kid’s rodeo." He nods toward the arena. 

Once again, he nails it. The kid’s rodeo is one of my favorite parts of the festival. I love watching the little kids try their best to stay on the backs of the sheep and calves as they buck and thrash around. It has all the thrills of the rodeos Finn rides in, but a lot less danger and injuries.

We find a good spot near the fence and settle in, our plates of food balanced on our laps. As we watch the kids, I’m hyper aware of Josh's muscles rippling through his shirtsleeves as he laughs and claps along with the crowd. I've always found his strength and confidence incredibly attractive. But his powerful physique is a marvel of tight muscles that catches the eye. So there’s no way I’m going to lose this opportunity to let my eyes wander over his body.

"Hey, you okay over there?" He asks, catching me watching him and snapping me out of my thoughts.

I quickly turn my gaze back to the rodeo, feeling a blush rise to my cheeks. "Yeah, I'm fine," I reply, trying to play it cool.

But Josh doesn't let it go. "Are you sure? You were staring pretty hard," he says, a playful glint in his eye.

I feel myself getting more flustered, but I can't deny the attraction I feel towards him any longer. "I'm sorry, I just can't help it. You're so... handsome," I blurt out, feeling a surge of bravery.

Josh's eyes widen, clearly surprised by my confession. But then he smiles, a slow, seductive grin that makes my heart race. "Is that so? You know, you're looking pretty damn good today, too."

His words catch me off guard, and heart starts to race. Is he flirting with me? Could it be possible that he feels the same way I do?

"Thanks, Josh," I say, trying to keep my voice steady. 

Just then, the crowd erupts in cheers and clapping, pulling us from the moment, and we both focus back on the rodeo. 

Things stay light as we watch the rest of the kids, and there isn't any awkwardness that you might expect.

"Want to walk some of the craft booths?" He asks after we finish up with the rodeo. 

"Yeah, I ate way too much. I need to walk it off anyway," I joke. 

We start walking around the square that is blocked off from traffic and lined with rows and rows of booths. 

"So, how's your book coming along?" he asks. While I knew this question was coming, inwardly, I cringe. Josh had always been supportive of my dream to become a writer, but I haven't made much progress on my book in the past few months. After hitting a major writer's block on how to end the book and wrap it all up, I can't seem to shake it off.

"Uh, it's... coming along," I say hesitantly, not wanting to disappoint him.

But Josh can see right through my answer. "That doesn't sound too convincing," he says with a knowing look.

I sigh, knowing I can't keep hiding from the truth. "Honestly, I've hit a wall. I just can't seem to find a way to end the book and wrap it all up into a pretty bow that I'm happy with."

Josh nods understandingly, and I can see the gears turning in his head. "Well... what if you take a break from the book and focused on something else? Maybe a change of scenery or activity will help clear your mind," he suggests. 

After considering his words for a moment, I nod in agreement. Maybe he's right. A change of pace could be just what I need to get my creative juices flowing again. Certainly sitting and staring at the screen every night isn’t working.

"It can't hurt to try," I say as we walk into a booth filled with home decor items. 

I pick up a few items for my room, and Josh is right there paying for them before I can even pull out my wallet. 

"Thank you for these," I tell him.

He spoils me even more with some baked goods, a few books, and a necklace. As we complete our round at the booths, I’m noticing how much this feels like a date. There is such an ease as we walk, talk, laugh and joke. Things are so effortless between us. 

I've always wondered what a date between us would be like, and I think it would be a lot like this. Just comfortable and fun enjoying spending time with each other. There wouldn't be any awkward first date because we already know each other so well. 

As the sun gets ready to set, and we’re walking back to the car, I say, "Thanks for hanging out with me today." 

"No problem. I had a great time," Josh responds, his voice deep and smooth.

I turn to look at him, and our eyes meet again. 

"Let's put your stuff in your car and go take a ride on the Ferris wheel and watch the sunset. You game?" he asks. 

"That sounds great and yes," I say. 

He walks with me, and I place the bags in the trunk of my car, and we head out to get in line at the Ferris wheel. Thankfully, there isn't much of a wait. 

The town always sets the Ferris wheel up in the same place every year. It's so they can take advantage of the lake views. On your descent, you have the most beautiful views, the kind that would make a great postcard. 

It's the style of Ferris wheel where only two people fit in a car. With Josh and me in the same car, there is no extra room. I'm pushed up to his side, so he places his arm on the back of the car behind me to give me extra room. Though I have to say, it does give it a romantic feel. 

As we slowly rise above the ground, my heart beats faster and faster. It's not just because of the height, but because of the tension between Josh and me. Our bodies are so close together, and I feel his warmth seeping into me. When I turn my head to look at him, he's staring out across the lake with a small smile on his face. He looks so handsome in the golden glow of the sun setting. How can I possibly resist taking a minute to appreciate him? I let my eyes linger on his beautiful blue eyes, his strong jawline and those broad shoulders.

As we get to the top of the Ferris wheel and the sun begins its descent, my eyes are riveted on the breathtaking view. The orange and pink hues of the sunset reflect on the lake below, making it visually stunning.

"Wow." Josh says, breaking the silence.

I can feel his eyes on me. When I turn to face him, my heart skips a beat. He's looking at me with such intensity that I feel my cheeks flush.

"You're beautiful," he whispers like he's scared someone will hear us up here.

The butterflies in my stomach flutter and then take flight.

When the Ferris wheel stops with us at the top, I look at him and my heart beats faster than ever before. The look in his eyes is one I can't describe, but it leaves me breathless. He reaches his hand out and brushes a strand of hair out of my face before lightly tracing my jawline, his touch sending shivers down my spine.

"I've wanted to do this for so long," he says, leaning in slowly. 

I know he's going to kiss me, and I can't wait to feel his lips on mine. I've waited so long for this kiss, so when the Ferris wheel jerks and starts moving, pulling us from the moment I want to scream. Josh sits back with a look of regret in his eyes. As the Ferris wheel starts going down, I’m awash with regret and disappointment. I wanted that kiss more than anything, but the moment has passed, and now we're back to being just friends. Or are we? I can't read Josh's expression, and it's driving me crazy. Does he regret almost kissing me? Or does he regret not kissing me?

When we step out of the car, the tension between us is thick. Even though I can feel his eyes on me, I can't bring myself to look at him just yet.

"Ready to go watch some fireworks?" he asks.

He's not trying to bolt. That's a good sign, right?
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