
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
            [image: ]

         

      

   


   
      
         
            This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

            Copyright © 2018 by Carolyn Brown

Preview of Cowboy Honor copyright © 2018 by Carolyn Brown

            Cover design by Elizabeth Stokes

Cover copyright © 2018 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

            The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

            Forever

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104
forever-romance.com
twitter.com/foreverromance

            First Edition: May 2018

            Forever is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing. The Forever name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.

            ISBNs: 978-1-5387-4486-4 (mass market), 978-1-5387-4487-1 (ebook)

            E3-20180424-DA-NF

         

      

   


    Table of Contents

  


	Cover

   	Title

   	Copyright

   	Dedication

   	Author’s Note

   	Chapter One

   	Chapter Two

   	Chapter Three

   	Chapter Four

   	Chapter Five

   	Chapter Six

   	Chapter Seven

   	Chapter Eight

   	Chapter Nine

   	Chapter Ten

   	Chapter Eleven

   	Chapter Twelve

   	Chapter Thirteen

   	Chapter Fourteen

   	Chapter Fifteen

   	Chapter Sixteen

   	Chapter Seventeen

   	Chapter Eighteen

   	Chapter Nineteen

   	Chapter Twenty

   	Chapter Twenty-One

   	Chapter Twenty-Two

   	Chapter Twenty-Three

   	Chapter Twenty-Four

   	Chapter Twenty-Five

   	Chapter Twenty-Six

   	Chapter Twenty-Seven

   	Chapter Twenty-Eight

   	Chapter Twenty-Nine

   	Discover More Carolyn Brown

   	About the Author

   	Also by Carolyn Brown

   	High Praise for Carolyn Brown

   	Fall in Love with Forever Romance




    
    Navigation
   

   


	
     
      Begin Reading
     
    

   	
     
      Table of Contents
     
    




  
   
      
         
            To my granddaughter,

            Makela Robinson.

            With appreciation for all the love and support that you shower upon me.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Dear Reader,

            I’m asked pretty often where I get ideas for stories. Sometimes they come from nothing more than stopping at a burger shop on a research trip.

            Mr. B and I were sitting in a fast-food place waiting for my number to be called when this couple came in with a dozen children, both boys and girls, who sat down in a long booth not far from us. It was evident that they weren’t brothers and sisters and that the couple was not their parents. Several of them were talking about the day they’d had—evidently they’d been to a park—but one little guy kept his eyes in a book and didn’t talk to anyone unless they asked him a question.

            When we left, a cowboy popped into my mind. He told me that he’d been bringing children from the big city to his ranch for a couple of years and was planning to do so again that year. But he was in desperate need of a bunkhouse counselor for the girls, since his previous one couldn’t do it that year.

            That became the little mustard seed that grew into the Longhorn Canyon Ranch series. And that little boy with a book in his hands became a character in the story. I already had visited with Retta Palmer earlier, and she needed a job, so I simply sent her to visit with Cade Maguire, and Cowboy Bold was under way.

            I have so many people to thank for helping me take that idea to the book you hold in your hands today. Huge thanks to my editor, Leah Hultenschmidt. I gave her a manuscript and she helped me bring out every emotion and detail, and I love her for that! Also to my whole Forever team—Beth, Amy, Raylan, Bob, Gina, Mary, Barbara, Estelle, Lexi, Elizabeth, Melanie, Monisha, Jodi, and everyone else who makes my books happen. I’m grateful for each and every one of you!

            My agent, Erin, and I’ve had a working relationship so long that we feel like family. We’ve been together for close to twenty years and that’s longer than most Hollywood marriages. So big hugs to Erin and the whole Folio Literary Management team.

            And my undying love to Mr. B. I couldn’t make it through my hectic schedule without his support. He’s a keeper for sure.

            Don’t put your boots and hats away when you finish Cade and Retta’s story. Levi is about to meet a sassy lady named Claire in Cowboy Honor, which will be arriving this fall.

            Happy Reading to all y’all.

            Until next time,

            Carolyn Brown

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Retta felt as if she was entering forbidden territory when she rapped on the door frame and glanced up at a carved wooden sign above the door that said BOYS.

         “Come on in.” It was the same deep voice she’d heard when she called to ask about the job and then again when she Skyped with Cade Maguire.

         She took a deep breath and opened the door. He was sitting on the sofa staring at a laptop on the coffee table in front of him. Without looking up, he raised his hand and motioned to her.

         She quickly crossed the room and held out her hand. “I’m Retta Palmer. I’m a few minutes early for our appointment.”

         He stood up, towering above her five feet eight inches, and flashed a smile as he shook her hand. “Cade Maguire.”

         She’d figured that he’d be a cowboy—after all he owned a ranch—and from his picture, that he’d be close to her age. She had seen that he had dark hair, a sexy little cleft in his chin, but seeing the whole package in person was a totally different thing. There was no way that flat image had done justice to those mesmerizing blue eyes. Dammit! She’d always been a sucker for blue eyes.

         He led the way from the middle of the floor to a small seating area. His wide back and biceps stretched the knit of his blue shirt. Her gaze drifted down the taper toward his waist and on farther to his butt. Those worn jeans looked made for him. He turned around and nodded toward a comfortable chair on the other side of the coffee table in front of the sofa.

         She sat down and crossed one leg over the other. She should have dressed more professionally, but all of her business clothes were at least two sizes too big these days, leaving her with casual outfits.

         But I could have at least worn a skirt instead of boots and jeans, she fussed at herself silently. I’m probably making a horrible impression.

         “It’s goin’ to be a hot day. The weatherman is calling for high nineties,” he said.

         “That’s summer in Texas.” Always make a little small talk to put the person being interviewed at ease before the real questions start. She’d used that tactic before, so she wasn’t surprised.

         “So you drove down from Oklahoma?” He checked the laptop on the coffee table between them. “Waurika, right?”

         “Yes, sir, Mr. Maguire.”

         “Cade.” He chuckled. “No one even calls my father Mr. Maguire.”

         “Then Cade it is,” she said with a smile, trying not to be distracted by his gorgeous blue eyes.

         “Okay, Retta, I told you when we spoke previously about our summer program, what the job entails and a little about the ranch, so now I’d like to know more about you.”

         “Sure. Fire away.”

         His eyes went back to the laptop. “You’ve got a degree in business and worked for a bank until three years ago and then there’s nothing listed.”

         “My father took sick, so I went home to help out.” This wasn’t her first rodeo at being interviewed or the one asking the questions either.

         Don’t talk too much. Answer his questions completely and honestly, but don’t give away your whole life story. He’s only interested in the job he’s hiring you for, not anything personal. That’s the motivational speech she gave when the company sent her out to talk to college graduates looking for jobs in the banking business.

         “Did he recover?” Cade asked.

         “No, he lost the battle with cancer three months ago.”

         Again, his eyes locked with hers and there was that flutter again. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

         “Thank you. It took a while for me to get things settled. The ranch auction was held last week and the new owners are eager to get into the house.” She focused on that little tuft of dark chest hair showing at the top of his pearl snap shirt.

         “And why do you want this job?” he asked.

         “I’d love to have the opportunity to help children and I’m impressed with what you do here on the ranch for them. I’m not new to the idea of teaching leadership, since I’ve worked with people in that capacity in my previous jobs. The timing is perfect, since I only need something until midsummer.”

         “You’ve worked with adults. Ever had a bit of experience actually working with kids? Liking them and working with them are two different things. These are ten- to twelve-year-old girls from the inner city who are tough as nails. What makes you think you can control them?” He kept his eyes on the computer.

         “I like kids, and a little love goes a long way with tough kids. I was a Sunday school teacher for girls in that same age range in the church my dad and I attended. Not all of those girls came from perfect homes or had sweet little temperaments. I helped with the Bible school programs all three summers while I was there. I’ve served as counselor, supervisor, and sponsor for two trips to summer church camp, and twice my girls and I went to southeastern Oklahoma for short missionary trips,” she answered. “So I’d say I’ve worked with kids a few times.”

         “So what did you do on those trips?” He looked up and their eyes caught in the middle of the distance separating them.

         “On the first one we painted an elderly couple’s house for them. Second time we worked on a small farm, picking vegetables and fruit and selling them in a roadside fruit stand. It taught my girls to work and to help others,” she answered, amazed that her voice sounded completely normal with those blue eyes boring into hers.

         “Tell me about this ranch you sold?” he asked.

         “It was small, only about two hundred acres. I was born in Waurika and lived on the place until I went to college and then came back to it to help when my dad was diagnosed. We couldn’t afford to hire help so I did it all with Dad until he couldn’t do it anymore, and then I did it by myself,” she answered.

         “Why didn’t you stay there?” He blinked and looked down at the computer.

         “The medical bills had to be paid,” she answered honestly.

         “Again, I’m sorry. Will you miss living there?”

         “At times, I’m sure I will, but what I’ll miss most is the memories.” She shrugged and took a deep breath. “How many little girls will I be in charge of if you hire me?”

         “Four.”

         She waited a full thirty seconds to see if he’d ask another question before she responded. “I’m sure there will be lots of giggling and whining, and I can expect it to lean more toward whining. Like I said, I’ve dealt with girls that age so I know what I’m signing up for, Mr. Maguire. Any more questions?”

         “No, but I will be honest. I ran the references you listed,” he said. “And your previous employers said that you’d be excellent in this position.”

         “So am I hired?” She shot another smile his way but avoided his eyes. If she got the job she had to remember to look at the cleft in his chin, or his ears or even his mouth but to never fall into those cool blue eyes again. On second thought, though, his mouth would be dangerous too. His lips were meant for kissing.

         “Let me show you the bunkhouse and if you’re still interested we’ll talk salary.” He stood, crossed the floor in a few long swaggering strides, and held the door open for her. “It’s only a few yards from here so we’ll walk.”

         “I saw it as I drove down here from the ranch house. Stopped to ask exactly where to go and met a sweet lady named Mavis.” She passed close enough to him to get a whiff of the remnants of his shaving lotion. Without thinking, she drew a long breath and let it out slowly. Yep, the scent was woodsy and clean, reminding her of the fresh smell of morning when the dew was still on the ground.

         It’s been way too long since you went out with a guy, her best friend Tina’s voice popped into her head.

         “Amen,” she muttered.

         “I’m sorry, did you say something?” Cade nodded toward the next building down from the boys’ bunkhouse. He shortened his step to keep up with her but it still only took two minutes to go from one building to the next.

         “Just muttering to myself,” she said. “One of my failings.”

         “Mine too.”

         He stepped up on the porch and opened the door for her. She scanned the large room. No television but there was a bookcase full of age-appropriate books.

         “We have television in the ranch house and they can watch movies there, but we encourage them to spend time outside in the fresh air or reading books. We want this to be a learning experience.”

         “Teach them to like the smell of dirt and hard work. Sittin’ in front of a television all day doesn’t do anything but waste time,” she said softly. “That’s something that my daddy said all the time.”

         “Sounds like he was a very smart man. This is the living room and the little kitchen will be for you and the girls to prepare snacks.”

         “Does that mean I’m hired?” she asked.

         “The job is yours if you want it. The kids arrive in three days. The quicker you can move in, the better, so you can get acquainted with the place and all of us before the children get here,” he answered.

         “I can be back by midafternoon.” It might seem a little eager but she really wanted this job. It offered room and board and was tailor made for her for the next few weeks when interviews for her old job at Arlington Bank started. And besides that, the timing was perfect. She’d been vice president of the Arlington Bank and the next step on the ladder would have been president of a branch bank, but then her father took sick and she’d had to resign. If she was rehired, she’d step right back into the job without having to start at the bottom and work her way up again.

         “Great!” He stuck out his hand.

         She shook with him and attributed the sparks to her excitement about landing the job.

         “Let’s do a quick walk-through of the rest of the place,” he said.

         “I can understand the Longhorn of Longhorn Canyon Ranch, but I don’t see a canyon anywhere,” Retta said as she followed him across the space to the first bedroom.

         “My great-grandparents built this place from scratch and we’ve always had Longhorn cattle on it that we use for rodeo stock, but we raise Angus cattle. My great-grandmother lived on the edge of Canyon Creek, so they combined the two when they needed a brand. I’m a diehard Texas Longhorn fan so I love the ranch’s name.”

         “I won’t hold that against you,” she said seriously.

         “OU?” He almost groaned.

         “Boomer Sooner!” she answered with a smile. “And this year we’ll whip your butts.”

         “Want to make a bet on it?”

         “Bettin’ with the boss isn’t a good idea. Besides, I’ll be long gone by the second week in October.”

         “Hey, now! I don’t want you to feel like I’m the boss. We work as a team when the kids arrive.”

         “Well, then if I were here, I’d gladly take your money.”

         “Dream on. Texas is goin’ to whip Oklahoma’s butt this year.” He motioned into the room. “Each girl has her own room. All exactly alike so no one is special.”

         “That’s a smart idea,” she said, taking in the space. “Did you go to UT at Austin?” she asked as she followed him to the fifth door.

         “Played for them. Helped bring home the Gold Hat in ’09.”

         “And helped them give it back to Oklahoma in ’10,” she said.

         “Ouch!” He grinned. “You know your football. Why would you live in Texas if you are an OU fan?”

         “I went where the job took me,” she said. “But evidently, I’m as diehard Sooner as you are Longhorn.”

         “I doubt it.” He chuckled. “Don’t tell me you’re against the Dallas Cowboys too?”

         “No, sir. I love them, but I’ll always be a Sooners fan.”

         “Live in Texas long enough and you might change your mind,” he told her.

         “Honey, you’ll be old and gray before there’s even a possibility of that happening.”

         The slight cleft in his chin deepened when he smiled. “Kind of sassy, aren’t you?”

         “Been accused of it a few times,” she answered.

         “It’ll take all of what you got to control these kids. Here’s your quarters.” He threw open the final door and stood to the side.

         She expected him to show her a room like the other four but she was wrong—again. A queen-size bed took up a very small portion of the big room. Nightstands on either side, a big ten-drawer dresser, sofa and wooden rocking chair, walk-in closet, and a private bathroom with an oversize tub.

         “Wow!” she whispered.

         “This is the original bunkhouse. When it was built, the foreman at that time was about six and a half feet tall. He asked for a tub big enough for him to soak away the aches of the day. When we threw up walls and made this into a retreat type of bunkhouse, we left the tub. The boys’ place doesn’t have a tub, but it does have two shower stalls. It was built when the ranch outgrew this one. Nowadays the hired hands live in the surrounding towns and commute into work every day.”

         If he’d shown her the tub first thing, she would have already been in her old truck and driving back across the Red River to get her things. She envisioned bubbles and bath salts and reading a thick book every single evening that she was there.

         “You haven’t asked about a salary.” He leaned a shoulder against the doorjamb and quoted a figure higher than she’d expected. “And in addition to that, you get room and board, which includes three meals in the big house.”

         The money was excellent. Benefits fabulous. And she got to work as a team. There were no cons—only pros.

         “That sounds more than fair,” she said.

         “Contract is on the computer. I’ll make a couple of adjustments and if you’ve seen enough we’ll go back down to the boys’ place and get it signed.” He crossed the floor and held the door open for her.

         If something sounded too good, then there had to be something wrong somewhere, right? Thinking about it overnight wouldn’t hurt, but if she didn’t take it now, then he might change his mind about her commitment and bring in one of the other candidates. “Why did you wait so late to hire someone?” She fell into step with him going from one bunkhouse to the next.

         “The same lady who’s always taken care of the girls had to back out last week. Her daughter had triplets and she had to go to Virginia to help out,” he said.

         Once inside, he went straight to the computer, hit a few keys, and then whipped the screen around to her. She read through the one-page contract. Payment upon completion of the program and would be forfeited if she left before the last day. Any accidents happening during the program would be covered by the ranch insurance. Pretty basic stuff really. She hit the sign here key and it was done.

         “That does it. I’ll print out a copy for you and give it to you when you return. Call me when you get back and I’ll send some hired hands to help you unload.” He rattled off a phone number and she plugged it into her phone.

         
              

         

         He walked out with her and frowned at her truck. It had probably been bright red at one time, but it definitely showed signs of being left out in the weather instead of in a garage.

         Her dark brows drew down over brown eyes. “What? Are you regretting hiring me already?”

         “Why would you ask that?”

         “Your expression said you were having second thoughts,” she answered. “I would love to have this job but if you’ve changed your mind…” She didn’t finish the sentence.

         “You are pretty good at reading people. I’m surely not having second thoughts. I wasn’t expecting you to be driving a truck. With a résumé like yours I expected something different.”

         “I told you that I’ve been a rancher for three years,” she said as she slung open the door and crawled inside the old truck. “What did you think I’d be driving?”

         “Maybe a sports car,” he answered.

         “My cute little yellow Camaro went the same way as the farm—to pay off my father’s medical bills, but I’m debt free and this old girl has a lot of miles left in her.” Retta patted the steering wheel.

         Cade held up his palms. “Hey, I like trucks. I drive one, and if you’ll look up toward the house, you’ll see three parked out front.”

         “Saw them when I drove in. They’re nice.” She fastened the seat belt and started the engine.

         “Sounds like a new vehicle,” he said.

         “I keep her in good runnin’ order. See you in a few hours,” she said as she drove away.

         With his long strides it only took a few minutes to get to the big house located about a hundred yards away. He circled around and went in through the back door, kicked off his good boots, and shoved his feet down into a pair of scuffed-up work boots and then headed to the refrigerator for a quart jar of sweet tea to take to the field for his brother, Justin.

         “Did you hire her?” Mavis took a blackberry cobbler from the stove.

         A short woman with kinky curly hair that went from brown to blond, depending on how long it had been since her last visit to the beauty parlor, Mavis had bright green eyes and loved gossip.

         “I did,” Cade answered. “And she’ll be joining us for supper tonight.”

         Mavis lowered her chin and narrowed her eyes. “Not that I’m one to meddle, but—you better be careful, Cade Maguire. Those big brown eyes get you every time.”

         Mavis had been the cook at the ranch since before Cade and Justin were born and even though she was near seventy, she swore they’d take her out of the kitchen feet first. Her husband, Skip, had already retired as ranch foreman, but Mavis said there was no way she was staying home with him twenty-four/seven.

         “Don’t be fussin’ at him, woman.” Skip came through the kitchen. “He’s a grown man and knows not to mix business and pleasure. If he’s hired her, then he ain’t goin’ to get all involved with her.”

         Skip was talk and lanky and favored bibbed overalls. His gray hair had been nothing but a rim around his bald head ever since Cade had known him. He might look like a gentle breeze could blow him away, but he was as strong as an ox and could do the work of three men on the ranch.

         “He’s a man and she’s a woman. Business ain’t got a thing to do with what happens between two people when they…” She stopped.

         “What happens? Tell me,” Cade teased.

         Skip chuckled. “I’m listenin’ and since we’re both just men and don’t understand anything, we’d like some details.”

         Mavis pushed a strand of hair behind her ear and narrowed her eyes. “Y’all ain’t crazy. You both know what I’m talkin’ about. Now, Cade, you take that tea to Justin and y’all get yourselves on back here by noon. And Skip Roberts, you get on back down to the boys’ bunkhouse and fix that water leak.”

         “Better listen to her. She’s the one doin’ the cookin’.” Skip bent to kiss her on the forehead.

         “Yes, ma’am.” Cade grinned.

         “And if you can’t be careful, then be sure you got some protection in your hip pocket.” Skip chuckled again.

         “I swear to God, you embarrass me every time you turn around,” Mavis snapped at her husband and then turned back to Cade. “Boy, you watch that heart of yours. It’s got a thing for brown eyes.”

         “Not a single thing for you to worry about, Miz Mavis.” He stopped and bent down to hug her.

         “Okay then, I’ll set another plate for supper. I hope she likes pot roast,” Mavis said.

         “Me too, but she’s a devout OU fan, so one never knows,” Cade said in mock seriousness.

         “Sweet Jesus.” Skip crossed himself. “An Oklahoma fan in this house. God might shoot lightning right through the roof and zap us all.”

         Mavis shoved a finger up under his nose and started to say something, but Cade grabbed it and twirled her around in a swing dance movement. “You don’t worry about me. I would never get involved with someone who’s a Sooner fan.”

         “You rascal, you’ve messed up my hair.” She patted at her short hair.

         “You still got spring in your step. You and Skip should go with me and the boys out dancing some Saturday night,” he said.

         “Did that woman’s brown eyes make you crazy? I’m too old for shenanigans like that. Lord have mercy! I’ll be seventy in the fall.”

         “Don’t you lie to me. You’re not a day over fifty, and Skip can still two-step. I saw y’all at the last weddin’ we went to. Put us young folks plumb to shame.” He gave her another quick hug and headed out the back door.

         “You are full of horse crap and you’re forgetting your tea,” Mavis yelled.

         He came back, picked up the jar, and blew a kiss toward them on his way out that time.

         But his step slowed as he thought about Mavis’s warning. She wouldn’t say Julie’s name, but that’s clearly who she meant. On the night before their wedding, he’d blown Julie a kiss when he walked off her porch at ten minutes until midnight. And the next morning she’d sent the engagement ring back with a note saying that she couldn’t go through with it. Folks said that time would heal his shattered heart, but it had already been two years and he still felt the ache.

         He got into the old work truck that didn’t look a bit better than Retta’s. He set the tea on the floor in front of the passenger’s seat and shifted into low gear. He turned on the radio to take his mind somewhere else but that didn’t help when “Deja Vu” started playing. Like Lauren Duski sang about, there were weeks when he didn’t even think of Julie—and then it would all come back in a flash, especially when he saw a woman with beautiful brown eyes—like Retta’s.

         He parked the truck and picked up the quart of tea. A trail of dust floated out behind the green tractor coming toward him. The smell of freshly plowed dirt and hot sun rays beating down from a cloudless sky—this all came at the price of his heart, but he’d do it again without a doubt or regrets.

         The tractor came to a stop a few feet in front of the truck and Justin hopped out of it. “I hope that tea is for me. I’m spittin’ dust. Did you hire the woman?”

         Cade held out the jar. “I figured you’d be ready for something to drink. And yes, I hired her. Her résumé says she’s a city girl but she was wearing boots and jeans.”

         “Thanks. What’s she look like?” Justin took the tea and had a long drink.

         “Tall. Not skinny but curvy. Dark brown hair but I noticed some red in it when she was in the sun. Big brown eyes,” Cade answered.

         “Like Julie brown eyes?” Justin handed the jar back to Cade.

         “Not the same,” Cade answered. “Retta’s are lighter, the color of a Yoo-hoo.”

         “Brown all the same.” Justin slapped a hand on his shoulder. “Be careful, brother.”

         “She’s an employee, for God’s sake,” Cade snapped. “Five weeks and she’s gone. She’s not Julie or anything like her.”

         Justin’s shoulders shot up in a shrug. “Hey, I didn’t mean to step on sore toes. I’m just sayin’ to be careful. Tall, curvy, brown eyes. Hell, you’d have to be half dead not to flirt with that.”

         “I don’t flirt,” Cade said.

         Justin laughed out loud. “Yeah, and the sun will come up in the west tomorrow mornin’. We are both Maguires. We flirt. It’s in our DNA. You can have the tractor now. My butt was beginning to feel like it was grown to the seat. I’m going to go help Levi fix fence the rest of the day so I can stand up.”

         “I’ll gladly plow a field or even string barbed wire not to have to listen to everyone on the ranch givin’ me advice. You want to show Retta around the ranch tomorrow?” Cade removed his hat and used it for a fan.

         “Nope. I’m working with Levi for the next three days. We want to get as much of the pasture roped off as we can. It’s up to you—but since you don’t flirt, we won’t need to give you any advice.”

         Cade frowned. “Mavis has already been on my case. I don’t need your smart-ass remarks.”

         Justin removed his hat and raked his fingers through his hair. His dimples deepened when he grinned. “We’re just all lookin’ after you. It’s taken two long years for you to get over Julie, and you still go for the brown-eyed beauties when we go dancin’ on the weekends. This isn’t a one-night stand or even a weekend romp. She’s goin’ to be here for five long weeks.”

         “Holy hell, Justin! I just met the woman and hired her. I’m not going to sleep with her.”

         “Well, I hope not.” Justin laughed. “See you at supper. Here, you take the rest of this tea. Mad as you are, you might need it to cool you down.”

         “Dammit!” he muttered as he got into the tractor cab and fired up the engine.

         He’d barely gotten the tractor turned around when his bluetick hound, Beau, ran up beside him and barked loudly several times. He braked and slung open the door, and the dog scrambled up across him and took his place in the passenger’s seat.

         “Needin’ a little air-conditioning are you? Let me tell you about this woman who’s goin’ to be with us on the ranch for the next five weeks. I think you’ll like her, Beau, old buddy.” He reached across and scratched the dog’s ears with his free hand. “But don’t get too attached. She’s a city gal and she won’t be stayin’ with us.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Retta had lived in two places her entire life—the farmhouse and the fifth-floor apartment that she rented in Dallas when she landed the job with Arlington Bank. Standing in the middle of the living room floor after she’d put her things in the truck bed, she didn’t even try to hold back the tears. Slowly she’d walked through the whole house—the bedroom where she’d gone from a baby to a little girl to a teenager, where she’d leaned out the window and kissed her first boyfriend. The dining room where the family had always, always had supper together and discussed the day—and where she’d probably snapped a thousand bushels of green beans while she and her mother talked about everything. The master bedroom where her father had died surrounded by his memories of their family. And now the living room, which had been filled with laughter and love.

         “It’s time to move on,” she whispered. “You told me to do this, Daddy, but you didn’t tell me it would be so painful.”

         She wiped tears all the way to Nocona and with a deep breath told herself that life was going to go on and she had to move with it. She stopped at the Dairy Queen for an ice-cream cone, but a mile down the road she still couldn’t swallow past the lump in her throat so she tossed it out the window.

         She had turned off the highway onto a farm road when she realized that someone was behind her. They stayed with her when she drove under the big wooden sign above the cattle guard proclaiming that from there on they were on Longhorn Canyon Ranch. When she parked in front of the bunkhouse, the other truck pulled in right beside her.

         “Dammit!” she muttered. “My eyes are a mess and I’m not ready to talk to anyone.”

         Cade swung his long legs out of the truck and waved. “I’ll help you get unloaded.”

         “Thanks, but I can take care of it,” she told him.

         He peered into the bed of the truck and asked, “Is this all? I thought you might be returning with a cattle trailer full of stuff. I was going to offer some empty space in the barn to store your things.”

         “Like I said, the medical bills are paid.” She shrugged.

         He hoisted two boxes onto his shoulders.

         Now that’s one strong cowboy. The voice in her head was Tina’s.

         She couldn’t argue. The boxes that he carried were the ones that had taken all her strength to get up into the bed of the truck. She hurried ahead of him, set a couple of suitcases on the porch, and held the door for him. “Just put them in my room and I’ll take care of getting the rest of it inside.”

         “I might be a grown man, but my mama would tack my hide to the smokehouse door if I let a lady carry stuff. I’m already in hot water with her if she finds out that you opened the door for me.” He grinned.

         “Does she live on the ranch too?”

         “No, ma’am. She and Dad moved out around Sweetwater three years ago, but they come home for Christmas and the whole family always meets in Dallas for the Texas-Oklahoma game every year.” He set the boxes in the corner of the living area.

         “I’ve missed the last three games. Watched them on television, but it wasn’t the same. Oklahoma is good enough to whip Texas’s butt this year. I’ll be right there in the stands again to celebrate when we do.” She wheeled the suitcases into the bedroom.

         “In your dreams.” He chuckled as he started back out for more boxes.

         “Hey, now, this is serious business,” she called after him.

         “Don’t I know it, and I’ll be on the winning side,” he yelled.

         “And that, Mr. Maguire, is dreaming big,” she hollered.

         “Dreams do come true,” he said as he made another trip inside. “What did you pack in these things, rocks?”

         “Had to have something to remind me of the farm,” she shot back.

         “Are you serious?” He wiped sweat from his forehead.

         “No, but if I’d thought of it, I would have gone down to the creek and gathered a few to keep as memories,” she answered.

         After another trip, he removed his hat and fanned with it. “We have supper at six o’clock. I’ll be here about five-thirty to take you up to the house.”

         “You don’t need to do that,” she said. “I can find my way.”

         “Not saying you couldn’t. I just wanted to be gentlemanly.” He settled the well-worn straw hat on his head and then tipped it toward her. “See you there between five-thirty and six. The boys and I like a good cold beer before supper, but we can make you a drink if you want something different.”

         “Sounds good. I’ll be there.” The way she was flushing made her think that a cold drink would have been pretty good right then.

         
              

         

         A sweet southerly wind fluffed Retta’s hair as she walked toward the house that evening. Her soft maxiskirt swished around her legs, making her feel all kinds of feminine. She’d paired the brightly colored skirt with an orange tank top and a pair of sandals, and even taken time to do her toenails in bright orange to match.

         A big fluffy yellow cat met her at the yard fence, meowed a few times until she stopped to pet it and then followed her up on the porch. She wasn’t sure whether to knock or just walk right in. Better to be safe than sorry, she thought. She raised her knuckles, but before she could rap on the door, Cade opened it.

         “Good timin’. I was about to call the bunkhouse.” He stepped to the side and his gaze raked her up and down, and he raised an eyebrow. “Orange like Texas colors?”

         Her gaze dropped to his belt buckle embossed with a longhorn and slowly made its way up to his fitted T-shirt. “Hmmm…looks like you’re in Sooner red to me. Did you change your mind and decide to go with a winning team?”

         “Maybe we should change shirts,” he said.

         “Right here?”

         “I’m game if you are.” He grinned, mischief glinting in his eyes.

         She caught his gaze and didn’t blink. “I’m afraid you’d stretch this out way too much. But rest assured I will be wearing red at the game this fall.”

         “And I’ll be the one across the field from you in orange cheering on the winning team. This way to the living room.” He put a hand on the small of her back and guided her across the foyer into a huge living area with the cat running ahead of them. “I’ll be glad to buy a Texas shirt for you if you change your mind about who you should be rootin’ for.”

         “I’d love one. I’ll need a nice dust rag for my new apartment. But if you’d like a Boomer Sooner shirt, I’ve got a couple of extra ones in my suitcases,” she threw back without hesitation.

         “What did I hear? Blasphemy coming from the new girl?” A tall guy who had to be Cade’s brother waved from a recliner. “I’m Justin.” He had deep dimples in his cheeks when he smiled, and though his eyes were blue, they had more gray mixed in than Cade’s.

         Another guy raised his beer bottle. “And I’m Levi Jackson, the lowly foreman on this big old ranch. Bear with her, guys. She’ll learn that none of us will ever wear a Sooner shirt, and I’m not sure you can get into heaven if you use a Texas shirt as an old dust rag.” He took a long drink of his beer and nodded toward Cade. “If you look closely, ma’am, you will see that Cade’s shirt is clear red, and that stuff that Oklahoma wears is dark blood red…like what they bleed when we whip their butts on the field.”

         “Pleased to meet you both. And we Sooners wear red so that when we wipe up your blood with our shirts, they don’t get stained.” Retta shifted her gaze over to the other cowboy.

         “Whoa! We got us a smarty-pants,” Levi said.

         “Got to be able to growl if I’m goin’ to sit on the porch with the big dogs.” She’d forgotten how much fun it was to banter with folks her age. For the past year, things had been pretty serious around her home.

         “What can I get you to drink, Miz Retta?” Cade asked. “As you can tell, we’re pretty informal around here.”

         “I’ll have whatever they’re having,” she answered.

         “Have a seat,” Justin said. “Mavis is putting the food on the table and she’ll yell when it’s ready. She likes to be out of here by six, so believe me, it won’t be later than that.”

         “And what about when the kids are here?” Retta asked.

         “She’ll stay in a spare bedroom. She’s married to Skip, who’ll be the supervisor for the boys, so they stay on the ranch during that time,” Justin answered.

         She settled down in the corner of the sofa. “My dad liked his supper at the same time, so I’m used to it.”

         Cade went to an antique side bar and opened a door to reveal a small hidden refrigerator. He pulled out a Coors longneck beer, popped the lid off, and carried it to her. “Do you want a glass?”

         She shook her head. “Better right out of the bottle.”

         “Yes, ma’am, you got that right, even if you need some educatin’ when it comes to football.” Levi’s green eyes twinkled.

         His light brown hair floated on his shirt collar. She could imagine the women tangling their fingers in it during a makeout session. That thought made her glance over to Cade, who’d sat down on the other end of the sofa. His clean-cut dark brown hair was something she could sure enough imagine running her fingers through during a hot makeout session.

         Stop it! She scolded herself. Just because it’s been a while since you’ve had time for a man in your life is no excuse to be daydreaming about your boss. So get over it.

         The cat jumped up on the sofa and curled up in her lap. “What’s its name?”

         “That would be Gussie.” Levi chuckled.

         “Now ask him why,” Cade said.

         She glanced over at Levi as she stroked the cat’s fur.

         “Gussie was the name of my first girlfriend when I was in the third grade,” he answered. “They say you never get over your first love. Anyway, I rescued the cat and her six kittens from the creek. Someone had tied them up in a plastic bag and tossed them over a bridge.”

         “That’s horrible.” She gasped.

         “But there’s a happy ending.” Levi smiled. “I brought her home and she’s kept us in barn cats for ten years. She’ll be bringin’ in a litter a couple of times a year and supplyin’ the kids around here with pets for a long time.”

         “Levi is always draggin’ in a stray of some kind. He rescued our ranch dog, Beau, about five years ago,” Justin said.

         “He was just a pup walkin’ down the middle of the highway between here and Bowie. Been a good dog.” Levi tipped up his bottle and finished it off, then glanced at his watch. “Five, four, three, two…”

         “Okay, boys, food’s on the table and I’m leavin’,” Mavis called out.

         Cade rose to his feet and held out his hand. “He hardly ever misses the exact second that she’ll call us to supper, so never bet with him. She gets it on the table for us and then we’re responsible for cleanup. It’s my turn tonight.”

         Retta set Gussie to the side and her beer bottle on the coffee table before she put her hand in his. Careful not to let it linger after she was on her feet, she walked beside him out into the foyer, through a formal dining room and into a huge country kitchen. A table laden with food sat at an angle so that everyone could see outside through a window so big that it covered a whole wall and brought the outdoors right inside to them. She could see Mavis and a tall cowboy she guessed would be Skip getting into a fairly new truck and driving away as Cade pulled out a side chair for her.

         When she was seated, Levi sat down across from her. Cade and Justin both took places at the ends and bowed their heads. Levi said a quick grace and then picked up the bread basket, took out two hot rolls, and passed it on to Justin.

         “Pot roast was my dad’s favorite meal. Mama made it for him on Sunday,” Retta said as she laid a roll on the edge of her plate and sent them to Cade. Their hands brushed in the passing and she could swear there were vibes. Or maybe she was just hungry and the smell of a good, home-cooked meal caused the flutter in her stomach. She attributed it to hunger and not chemistry because no matter how much they’d teased about football or his saying that everyone formed a team, Cade Maguire was her boss.

         “We don’t have any complaints when Mavis makes it. We all love her home cookin’ and we like whatever she puts on the table,” Levi said.

         “So tell us a little about yourself, Miz Retta,” Justin said.

         “Born and raised in Waurika, Oklahoma, a little town about twenty miles over the border. Went to OU.” She glanced over at Cade. “I went to college at Cameron in Lawton, majored in business, and took a job for Arlington Bank when I graduated but I'm a Boomer Sooner fan to the death. Gave up my job as vice president when my dad got lung cancer a few years ago and I went home to help him. He passed about three months ago.”

         
              

         

         Cade loaded his plate with a thick slice of pot roast, potatoes, and carrots and set the platter back on the table. Retta had answered Levi’s question, but it sure enough had been an impersonal version—same as when he’d interviewed her. She had to be still hurting from losing her father. He couldn’t imagine the pain if either of his parents passed away.

         “So what about you guys? What’s your story? Are y’all kin?” Retta asked.

         “Well, it feels like they’re both my brothers,” Levi said. “But Mavis and her husband, Skip, raised me since I was a baby. He retired and I stepped into his shoes as foreman, but he still likes to help out. I’d been working here since I was about thirteen. When I finished high school, I moved out here to the ranch and have lived in the house ever since.”

         “And me and Cade were born in Bowie, but Mama brought us home to the ranch soon as she could and we been here ever since. Except for the four years when Cade was in college.” Justin’s voice held more than a little touch of pride.

         “We thought he might go into the NFL,” Levi said. “But he loved ranchin’ too much to give it up. He’s probably best remembered around these parts for the time he scored the winning touchdown that took us to the state playoffs and got him the scholarship to play for the Longhorns,” Levi said.

         “Tell me about it,” Retta said.

         “Ten seconds left on the clock. He’s the quarterback, and a thirty-yard field goal would’ve tied the game. But he faked handing the ball to the kicker, shook off three guys, and ran it in for a TD himself to get the win,” Justin said.

         “Did you both play for the Longhorns?” Retta asked.

         “No, ma’am. I didn’t go to college. I’d had enough school when I graduated,” Justin answered.

         “Me, too,” Levi said. “Me and Justin graduated on Friday night and went to work full-time right here. Ain’t got a single regret in the world. But let me tell you Cade’s still a hero around here.”

         “And it was all over for the other team,” Justin said.

         “I wonder if their coach yelled at them in the locker room like Coach Hamp would have us if Cade hadn’t made that touchdown.” Levi shook his head, seriously.

         “Whew!” Justin wiped at his forehead and pretended to throw off the sweat. “Old Coach Hamp could do his fair share of hollerin’. Were you a cheerleader, Retta?”

         “Oh, no, I was the kicker and shared the quarterback position with another girl,” she said.

         All three guys almost dropped their forks. Cade stared at her, not caring if it was rude.

         “You’re jokin’, right?” Cade finally asked.

         With her height and curves, Retta easily could have been a runway model. If she strolled down the red carpet, made a turn, and batted those brown eyes a couple of times, buyers would be flocking to the designer of that skirt and orange top to stock their stores in all sizes.

         “Nope. I was on the girls’ intramural football team. My field goal record is forty-five yards, and I threw more completed passes my senior year than anyone else,” she answered.

         “Tag or tackle?” His breath caught in his chest at an instant vision of her in a uniform with hips rounding out below a small waist and stuffing that chestnut brown hair up into a helmet. He’d never been into role play, but his throat went slightly dry at the idea.

         “Honey, in Waurika, Oklahoma, there is no such thing as tag or powder puff ball. We play for keeps.”

         “Did you borrow the Waurika team’s uniforms?”

         “Oh, no! We played in bikinis and helmets.” She giggled.

         “Now I know you are kiddin’,” Levi said.

         “Yes, I am. The school let us use the old shoulder pads and we wore jeans and knee pads, but I promise we were tough as the guys. We raised enough money to pay the electric bill for the football field every single time so no one had to sponsor us. And we had a load of fun doing it.”

         “Who did you play against?” Levi asked.

         “Any area teams who wanted to suit up and play with us on Saturday nights.”

         Justin finally put his fork on his plate. “Saturday nights?”

         “Most of us were farm kids. Our parents needed us to work, but they’d give us Saturday nights off to play most of the time.”

         “Did your father—” Levi started.

         She butted in before he finished. “He came to all my games he could. It was Mama who had a fit. Her daughter could have been a ballerina but not a football player.”

         “Wow!” Justin said.

         Retta shrugged. “Mama eventually got her wish. I left the farm and went into business, where I dressed up every day. But I never lost my love for a good game. Do y’all ever play ball with the kids, or is it ranchin’ stuff?”

         “Oh, honey, Cade always coaches the boys in how to throw a spiral and how to dance through a tackle every year that they’ve been here,” Justin answered.

         “Sounds fun,” Retta said. “Maybe we should organize a game, girls versus boys this year.” Cade loved the sparkle of the challenge in her eyes.

         Levi picked up his fork and started eating. “Maybe you ought to be a boys’ bunkhouse mama instead of a girls’.”

         “No, thank you. I do better with girls even when they get pissy and whiny,” she said. “Boys at that age want to fight or strut around like they’re all big and mighty.”

         “Got brothers?” Cade asked.

         “No brothers or sisters, but got a few boy cousins.” She followed Justin and went back to eating.

         Cade did the same but couldn’t get the picture of her in tight jeans and shoulder pads out of his mind.

         
              

         

         After they’d finished the meal, Cade brought out a fresh apple pie and a container of ice cream and four dessert plates. “Who wants pecans?”

         Justin and Levi both nodded so he went back to the refrigerator and got a small jar of chopped pecans. “Anything else while I’m up? More sweet tea? Coffee?”

         Retta held up her glass. “Yes, please to the tea. Got any caramel ice cream topping? My dad always loved pie, ice cream, a sprinkling of pecans, and then caramel over it,” she answered.

         “I want mine like that too,” Levi said.

         Cade put the pie on the table along with dessert plates. “I think I’ll give it a try too.”

         “I’ve been meaning to ask all through dinner, who did those drawings on the wall?” Retta asked as she put four slices of pie on the plates.

         Cade brought ice cream, pecans, and caramel to the table. “That would be Benjy’s work. You’ll meet him on Friday. Benjy is special needs in a really different way.”

         “How’s that?” she asked.

         “He’s almost genius on the IQ chart, but he’s what they call high-functioning autistic. He has limited social skills, but he retains everything he reads and believe me, he reads a lot.”

         “But with no social skills, he doesn’t do well with others, does he?” she asked.

         “That’s right,” Levi said. “And he’s prone to blurting out facts, but he loves ranching, and his grandmother thinks the camp might teach him some people skills.”

         “Well, he’s a fantastic artist. I recognize Gussie. Is that Beau, your dog?” she asked.

         “Yes, it is, and the third one is Hard Times.” Levi passed the caramel over to Retta.

         “Is there a story about Hard Times the turtle? That sounds like a children’s book.” She applied the caramel to the top of a scoop of ice cream and handed it off to Cade.

         “Oh, yeah, there is,” Cade said. “Hard Times came up out at the barn with a cracked shell and like always, Levi came totin’ him home. We applied some superglue to it and it got better. We figured he’d seen some hard times so that’s how he got his name. He’s shown up again every year for the past decade and stuck around through the summer months.”

         Levi took the first bite and made appreciative noises. “His favorite thing is watermelon but he’ll eat Gussie’s cat food or even Beau’s dog food in a pinch. I’ll have to see if he’d like a bite of this fancy apple pie sometime.”

         “We’re just glad that elephants don’t live in Texas or Levi would bring in a stray one and want to keep it in the house,” Justin said.

         “Can’t help it. It’s who I am and I make no apologies.” Levi shrugged.

         Beau, Gussie, and Hard Times. Retta committed the names to memory. “Is there a story that goes with Beau’s name too?”

         Cade nodded. “Beau Beauchamp was quarterback for the Longhorns the year that Levi and Justin was born. My dad thought he was great and talked about him a lot so we named our pup that. He belongs to the ranch but he’s mostly my dog.”

         “You’re welcome for that,” Levi said.

         Retta hadn’t sat at a dinner table with adults since the church dinner after her father’s funeral. Since then she’d been so busy with the sale of the farm, the auction to get rid of all the stuff in the house and barns, and all the paperwork involved with medical bills that she scarcely took time to eat. And when she did, it was usually a sandwich or canned soup dumped into a bowl and heated in the microwave. Being able to do this three times a day would certainly warrant taking the job, even if the pay had only been half of what Cade had offered.

         When Cade finished, he started clearing the table. “Y’all don’t have to rush. I’m just gettin’ things put away. Got someplace I need to be by seven-thirty.”

         Of course he did. A cowboy that sexy probably had a girlfriend in the wings.

         “Me too,” Levi said. “Only got a couple of more nights after this one before we have to be good for five weeks.”

         Justin rolled his eyes. “It’s like Lent for cowboys. We give up drinkin’, dancin’, and women to take care of the kids. I love them, but it sure lets me know that I’m not ready for the husband and daddy role in my life just yet.”

         “It’s a good thing you do here.” Retta finished off the last of her dessert and carried her plate to the sink. “I’ll be glad to rinse while you load to make the job go faster.”

         “I’d never hear the end of it from those two if you did. They’d expect me to help them on their nights for cleanup duty because I had help.” He grinned.

         “Okay, then,” she said. “It’s been a long day. I’m going to the bunkhouse. You guys all have a good time tonight. See you tomorrow.”

         “Breakfast at seven,” Levi called out as he left.

         “I’ll be here,” Retta said. “Thanks for the dinner. This kind of cooking is a pretty fine benefit.”

         “Glad you liked the pot roast and apple pie. After breakfast I’ll show you around the ranch. You used to a horse or a four-wheeler?” Cade followed her to the door.

         “I’m okay at riding but enjoy a four-wheeler,” she said as she left.

         Beau followed her back to her bunkhouse and whined when she started into the house. “You are as spoiled as the cat.” She bent to scratch his ears. “So you are named for a quarterback that I never even heard of, are you?”

         Beau licked her up across her face. Her laughter rang out across the ranch and echoed back in her ears. It came straight from her heart, something that she hadn’t felt in a long time.

         When she straightened up and opened the door, Beau chased inside and curled up on the sofa. “Does Cade let you inside? I don’t guess it matters what he does since this is my house for the next month. Besides I may register you as a service dog, one that helps little girls who wouldn’t have room for a dog in the inner city. That way you’ll have to be inside so they can pet you.” She talked as she changed from her skirt and tank top into a pair of denim shorts and a faded chambray shirt that she knotted at her waist. She tossed her sandals into the closet and went out to sit on the porch in her bare feet with Beau right behind her.

         The dog flopped down beside her and shut his eyes. She rested her hand on his big head and gently rubbed it with her fingertips as she enjoyed listening to tree frogs, crickets, and a lonesome old coyote howling in the distance.

         She’d leaned over on the porch post and was completely lost in her own thoughts when Beau jerked his head up, stood to his feet, and shook from head to toe like he was wet. Then he bounded off the porch and ran off into the dark toward the house.

         “Hey, old boy, where were you? Out chasing coyotes or rabbits?” Cade’s deep voice floated toward her on the night breezes.

         With the light from the moon and stars, Retta could see his silhouette as he and Beau started toward the bunkhouses. His cowboy hat was practically touching the low hanging clouds, or so it seemed as she watched him slowly make his way toward her.

         “Good evening,” he said when he reached the porch. “Mind if I sit a spell?”

         “Not a bit.” She moved over to allow him to go past her, expecting that he’d sit in one of the two chairs on the other end.

         But he sat down on the step beside her and stretched his long legs all the way to the ground. “Pretty pleasant evening.”

         “Peaceful.” She wanted to ask why he was home before nine if he had a date at seven-thirty, but that wasn’t a bit of her business.

         “When the kids get here, it’ll get a little bit noisier. Hey look, there’s a lightning bug. The city kids are usually intrigued by them as well as the sounds of the night. Some of them are a little spooked the first time they hear a coyote howling in the distance,” he said.

         “The stars are never this bright in the city and all I hear when I used to sit on my balcony was sirens and traffic noises.”

         “I sure missed the night noises of the ranch when I went to college. If it hadn’t been for sheer determination, I wouldn’t have lasted a month.” He shifted his position so he could brace his back on the porch post.

         Something about his deep drawl in the semidarkness sent tingles up her spine. She needed to get out, go to dinner with friends or even on dates. She’d been cooped up on a ranch with no outlet except church on Sunday too long if a cowboy she’d only just met could affect her like this.

         Beau had run on past the boys’ bunkhouse and returned with a rabbit hanging from his mouth. The sight jerked Retta out of her deep thoughts about dating, having fun, and men in general.

         She gasped. “Did he kill it?”

         Cade grinned. “You found him, old boy. Now it’s catch and release time.”

         Beau gently dropped the cottontail on the ground and it raised up on its hind legs to touch noses with the dog.

         “Meet Hopalong, another of Levi’s strays. Hopalong has been with us longer than Beau, who was a big baby and didn’t want to sleep by himself when we got him. So Hopalong crawled into his doghouse with him and they’ve been buddies ever since,” Cade explained.

         “So there’s a cat, dog, turtle, and rabbit. Any more strays?” Retta asked.

         “Not right now, but tomorrow is a brand-new day. Levi’s looking at a miniature donkey in Nocona. It was born with a weak leg so the owners can’t sell it and now they don’t want the little thing. It’s barely weaned so it could be coming to the ranch next week. The kids will probably spoil it rotten,” Cade answered.

         Hopalong eased up onto the first step and then the second. He sniffed Retta’s hand when she held it out and then Cade picked him up.

         “He likes this.” Using his knuckles, he rubbed the spot between the rabbit’s ears.

         Retta could imagine those big hands working the knots from her neck and back, but it wasn’t just her imagination—or the lightning bugs—that caused the sparks to flash between them when she caught his gaze and held it for a few seconds before looking away.

         “Guess I’d best get going.” He gently put the rabbit on the ground. “I thought I’d be out until bedtime, but I got a call before I left that my meeting was canceled. Now that I’ve got an hour or two of free time, I should spend it getting the tax papers together for the CPA.”

         So his date stood him up, did she? And she lived in Nocona or in that area.

         “See you tomorrow then,” she said.

         He tipped his hat toward her. “Breakfast and then I’ll show you around the ranch.”

         She watched those long legs stride away and felt a pang of something. It had to be regret at losing his and Beau’s company for the rest of the evening. She liked having them there with her. She reached down and rubbed Hopalong’s head like Cade had done, and the bunny snuggled down next to her.

         “I wish you could talk and I’d ask you all kinds of questions about Cade. Like if he’s got a girlfriend. And why he’s such a flirt but I can see sadness in his eyes. I bet you could tell me all kinds of stories.”
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