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            Chapter 1

         

         His neck aching from hours behind the wheel, Elliot Ross gave in to just a bit of relief when lights became visible a few miles ahead. He’d been driving a long time, most of it through spring storms, wind buffeting the truck, rain falling so hard that the windshield wipers couldn’t keep up. Every muscle in his body was knotted and sore. If he had the money, this would be a good night to check into a motel, to take a shower as long and as hot as he wanted, to sleep in a real bed with real privacy.

         He didn’t need to pull out his wallet to know that he didn’t have the money. He wasn’t broke, but his funds were reaching the level that always made him itch. With any luck, he’d be able to find work in Tallgrass, short-term if nothing else. He could build up his safety net, maybe run into some old friends, maybe even find a place to settle. Eight years in the Army had left him with buddies all over the world, and though he was alone by choice, he always appreciated meeting up again with friends.

         Rustling from the passenger seat reminded him that he wasn’t exactly alone. His companion, fifteen pounds of lazy, shedding tan hair, and giant puppy-dog eyes, uncurled and sat up, tail thumping against the console, then raised her gaze to him. He hadn’t known her long enough to read all her cues, but he was pretty sure that look was universal in the canine world for I need to take a leak.

         “Hang on, Mouse. According to Matilda, we’ll be in Tallgrass in a couple minutes.” Elliot had given the name to the truck’s GPS the first time he’d ever used it and found the previous owner had set it to a woman’s voice with an Australian accent. He’d traveled to Perth while he was still on active duty, and all it took was one simple turn left in that accent to remind him of good times with Aussie girls soft enough, sweet enough, and sexy enough to almost make him think about renouncing his U.S. citizenship and spending the rest of his life becoming a sandgroper.

         Almost.

         Mouse stared at him a moment before blinking and looking away. Elliot had found her in eastern Tennessee two days ago. A group of kids had been messing with her in a McDonald’s parking lot, offering the starving pup a scrap of burger, then kicking her away before she could get it.

         Worthless punk cowards. Elliot flexed his still-tender right hand. He’d made sure they understood they’d picked on the wrong dog before he’d loaded the scrawny pit into his truck and headed for the nearest vet.

         Always a white knight, his sister used to tease, but it wasn’t anything so noble. He just didn’t like seeing anyone mistreated, and luckily he was tough enough and strong enough to put a stop to it most times.

         The lights grew brighter despite the heavy cloud cover, and within minutes he was passing the main gate to Fort Murphy. It seemed strange to drive past with no plans to turn into the entrance. He’d spent most of his adult life going to work on similar posts, places so familiar that they felt more like home than anywhere else.

         Another mile or so, and a shopping center appeared on the right. With a glance at Mouse, he slowed, then turned into the lot. The only businesses open this late on a Friday night were a Mexican restaurant at the front and a pharmacy at the back. A strip of grass separated the pharmacy from the parking lot, only a few feet wide and maybe twenty feet long, but that was more than enough for Mouse to do her business.

         He parked near the median and shut off the engine, then contemplated the rain for a moment. “I don’t suppose I could just open the door and you’d jump out and do your thing, then come back?”

         Mouse held his gaze with a steadiness he found unsettling. He’d known his share of animals that had been mistreated, but he’d never seen one less skittish than this one. She showed him no fear. She’d trembled and whimpered with the punks, and with the vet and his assistants, but she was steady as a rock with Elliot.

         She trusts you, idiot, his sister Emily’s voice commented. Females always trust you.

         The truth of her statement made him grin.

         Tugging his jean jacket collar a little closer, he slid out of the truck, jogged to the other side, opened the door, and hooked Mouse’s leash on before lifting her to the ground. She didn’t dart off the ten feet to the grass like he’d hoped but instead hunkered underneath the truck, still giving him that long, steady look. “Come on, Mouse, I’m getting soaked here.”

         She didn’t move.

         “Come on, you’re a pit bull. Big, fierce dog.” He growled softly at her. “You can’t tell me you’d rather hold it than piss in the rain.”

         No response.

         With water dripping from his hair and trickling down his neck, Elliot gave the leash a tug. When she didn’t move, he sighed and reached under the passenger seat. The umbrella he brought out had been in the truck when he bought it. He hadn’t used one in…well, ever—he was a tough guy, right?—but he’d never bothered to throw it away, figuring someday he might find himself with a pretty female who cared about things like staying dry. Mouse was a good-looking dog, or would be once she’d put on some weight, but she wasn’t exactly the kind of female he’d had in mind.

         He popped the umbrella, tilting it at an angle that would provide protection for the pup, and Mouse instantly came out from under the truck, walking alongside him to the grass.

         “Grown man holding an umbrella for a prissy little dog so she doesn’t get wet,” he grumbled as the dampness spread over him from the outside in. His jeans were sticking to his legs, and even inside work boots, his feet were getting wet and cold. His hair was soaked, his jacket sodden, and his shirt—

         “I think I’d worry more about talking to myself than pampering the baby.”

         The voice came from behind him, soft and amused, its accent muddled, and very definitely female. Abashed at being caught off guard, he turned to face a slight woman an inch or two shorter than him. A neon green slicker covered her clothes, showing bare legs and feet shoved into disreputable sneakers, and its hood kept most of her face in shadow. Not the smile, though. Her smile was wide and happy and made a guy want to smile back—at least, a guy who wasn’t turning red to the tips of his ears.

         “She, uh, doesn’t like the rain.” He gestured toward the dog, who’d turned her back to them before squatting carefully over the wet grass. “I’ve never done this before. Held an umbrella for a dog, I mean. Hell, I’ve never held an umbrella for a person, either, except for the time I tried to hit my sister with one, if that counts.” Jeez, he was rambling. He hadn’t rambled with a pretty girl in his life. His mama called him a natural-born charmer, but his best hope for charm now was his smile.

         “Did you succeed?” At his blank look, she pointed to the umbrella. “You said you tried to hit your sister. Did you succeed?”

         “No, she outran me. Emily was six feet tall by seventh grade, and I hadn’t hit my growth spurt yet.” He grinned at the obvious fact that his growth spurt had never come. He reached five feet nine only by standing on his toes, but he’d compensated for lack of height by building strength.

         At his feet, Mouse barked, the first sound he’d heard from her that wasn’t pain-filled. When he looked down at her, she stared back, her way, he guessed, of saying she’d had enough of the rain.

         The woman apparently thought the same thing. “She probably needs her feet dried. I assume you carry a towel for that purpose?” Adjusting the slicker hood, she took a few steps away, then turned back. “I think it’s sweet, you holding the umbrella for her.”

         He grinned again. “That’s me. Sweeter than honey.”

         Once again she smiled, and anticipation crackled around them, like lightning about to strike. He even took a quick look at the sky to make sure they weren’t about to get fried, then reconnected gazes with her. If he didn’t say something, she was going to make another move to go, and he’d be left standing in the rain, watching her drive away, full of things to say, just too late. He hated being too late.

         “Could Mouse and I interest you in a drink?”

         She stood there a long time, as still and steady as Mouse, probably considering the wisdom of going to a bar with a total stranger. She could be married, for all he knew—could be a nun, for all he knew—but he wouldn’t recall the invitation if he could. She was pretty and nice and seemed to like his dog, and her voice could make a man weak, and her smile…

         “Sorry. I don’t drink,” she said at last. “But how about a burger? There’s a Sonic just down the street, so Mouse wouldn’t have to stay alone in the truck.”

         A drive-in on a rainy night, cool air drifting through the windows, fog steaming the glass, privacy without risk. “Burgers sound great. You want to leave your car here?”

         She hesitated again before beeping the door locks of the only car parked nearby. “You can follow me.”

         He watched until she’d reached the car before giving Mouse a tug and heading back to his truck. After lifting the dog inside and tossing the umbrella into the rear floorboard, he climbed in and started the engine.

         “Yes, ma’am,” he murmured. “We’ll be happy to follow you, won’t we, Mouse?”

         
            *  *  *

         

         “What are you doing?” Fia Thomas asked aloud as she peered through the rain on her way through the lot to Main Street. “You should be home in your pajamas. You shouldn’t be out in the rain. You certainly shouldn’t be driving in the rain, and having a hamburger with a stranger…You don’t even know his name! That’s so far off the top of the scale of shouldn’ts that it doesn’t even register.”

         Shoving her hood back with one hand, she checked her appearance in the rearview mirror and grimaced. “No makeup, you didn’t even comb your hair, and…Oh, my God, when did you start talking to yourself like this?!”

         A paper bag crinkled in her slicker pocket, the pills she’d picked up at the pharmacy. It was one of the multiple medications her doctor had her on to treat the symptoms of the illness they hadn’t yet identified. She could have waited for it until tomorrow morning. She could have called any one of her best friends, and they would have picked it up and brought it to her. Wind and flood wouldn’t keep them away when she needed them. That knowledge warmed her heart almost unbearably.

         But she’d had a good day. No vision problems, no muscle spasms, no stumbling or headaches or nausea. For the first time in a long time, she was feeling like herself, and she’d grabbed the first excuse to come to mind for rushing out into the rain and driving a car for the first time in months. She’d relished the feel of sitting behind the wheel, hands clasping it firmly, the radio tuned to the loudest and most favorite of her country stations. She’d felt strong. Empowered. Independent.

         After more than a year of fearing she would never be any of those things again.

         The white pickup followed her through a green light and into the center turn lane, then into Sonic’s driveway. Overhangs protected the cars on both sides from the downpour, and bright lights made it feel like midday.

         With a glance in the rearview mirror, she drove to the last spot on the row and shut off the engine. The wipers stopped in mid-swipe with a squeaky-smudgy sound, replaced almost immediately by the powerful engine parking beside her. She pulled the pills from her pocket and tossed them on the passenger seat, combed her fingers through her hair again, patted her other pocket to make sure her tiny purse was there, then reached for the door. Her hand stilled on the handle.

         Was she really going to do this? Get in a stranger’s truck, eat a hamburger, make small talk, maybe even flirt with him? All because he was sweet to his dog and had a great smile and gorgeous eyes and radiated nice, sexy guy with every breath he took, and because she’d had a good day and those times came so rarely that it seemed wrong not to celebrate? And maybe partly because she hadn’t sat with a man, sharing a meal or a drink or a laugh, since Scott, and twenty-four was way too young to be so alone?

         Her fingers tightened as the defiant voice in her head answered, Yeah, we’re gonna do this. Scott’s dead. He’s not coming back, little girl, and he’d never want you to live alone like this.

         The words hurt her heart, a tug so powerful that nausea stirred deep in her gut, but she pushed it back. Scott was dead, and she hated that fact with all her soul, but she couldn’t change it. And he would be pissed if she’d given up without him. Warrior girl, he’d called her, the strongest, the toughest, the baddest-ass woman he knew. The one who could do any damn thing, could survive any damn thing. Hell, yeah, she was gonna do this.

         With a deep breath, she opened the car door and slid out. The rubber soles of her sneakers made a sound similar to the wipers as she pivoted through the narrow space to the pickup’s passenger door. Mouse’s owner leaned across the truck and opened the door a few inches while Mouse sat halfway between the front and the rear seats, still and sniffing the air. Was it Fia’s unfamiliar scent that had caught her attention or the burgers-grease-fries aroma that announced, Good food found here?

         Obvious answer. The dog’s nose was twitching, and drool was starting to form at the corners of her mouth.

         But it was Fia who held the man’s interest. A shiver ran deep inside her. Oh, man, it had been so long since she’d felt the tingle brought on by a man’s interest—so long since she’d let herself feel it, since she’d wanted to feel it. The sad truth was, she didn’t have much to offer a man besides worry and frustration and a whole lot of hassle. But for one night she could pretend that the medical issues didn’t exist, that she was a perfectly normal, healthy woman who’d been asked out by a perfectly gorgeous man.

         She climbed in the truck, settled in the worn seat, and closed the door before looking his way. Perfectly gorgeous was an understatement. He was incredible. His hair was dark brown, falling over his eyes and past his shoulders, sleek and shiny. His features were sharply defined: blue eyes with ridiculously long lashes, strong nose, stubborn jaw, and a mouth that sensuously softened the angles. He wasn’t tall, as he’d pointed out, but he was compact, with broad shoulders, rock-hard muscles, strength tempered by gentleness. There was an air about him of peace, decency, Zen, but also a sense of limits. He was a man who couldn’t be pushed too far.

         That’s a lot to read into one look, she mocked herself. Honestly, he was damn good-looking. The rest was fantasy.

         Nothing wrong with a little fantasy, Scott whispered.

         “So…” The guy’s husky voice broke the silence, along with the sound of his window sliding down. “You know what you want?”

         An innocent question to conjure so many answers in her head. She stuck with the pertinent one. “A number one combo, no onions, and a cherry limeade.”

         He pressed the order button, waited for the tinny response, and ordered two of the same. She breathed in the cool air that filled the cab, catching a faint scent of dog and a fainter scent of man. Men had the best smells. All it took was the slightest whiff of the cologne or shampoo Scott had used, a cup of coffee brewed strong the way he had, and in a flash, she would be in happier times. Definitely better ones.

         He swiped his fingers through his hair, then took a band dangling from the gear shift and pulled it back into a ponytail. She’d never been a fan of long hair on men, but it worked for this one. After drying his hands the best he could on his wet shirt, he extended the right one. “I’m Elliot Ross.”

         The introduction reminded her how out of character this was for her. Meeting a man for dinner, even if it was at Sonic, without learning his name first was something the before-Scott Fia would have done, certainly not something widowed, struggling Fia should do. But now you know his name, and it’s a nice one. Not too common, not too unusual, masculine without sounding too macho.

         “And you are?” His brows rose, and so did the corners of his mouth. She liked a good-natured man. Angst was nice to read about in a novel, and it worked fine for some of her besties and the men in their lives, but Fia was happy with balance, good humor, and optimism. She tried to be that way herself. It made life easier.

         “Fia Thomas,” she said, and after an instant, she took his hand. Shaking hands was such a common, ordinary thing. She’d done it a thousand times, and nine-hundred-ninety-five of them had been brief, impersonal, barely worth classifying as contact. But on a few rare occasions, there had been more: a charge, a spark, the recognition of the potential that this person could actually rock her world, good or bad.

         Elliot’s palm was warm, the skin toughened from years of work. It was twice the size of hers, and it gave her that spark, that warning, that he could shake things up. Trouble was, things were already shaky. Any more shaking, and she could end up like the woman in the old commercial, knocked on her ass and unable to get up.

         Though he showed no sign of letting go, when she tugged, he released her hand. She clasped both hands in her lap with an internal sigh of relief, feeling…safer that way.

         What had happened to the days when being safe was the last thing on her mind?

         “You don’t have the typical Oklahoma accent,” he remarked.

         “I’m from Florida.”

         “What brought you to Tallgrass?”

         “My husband, Scott, was in the Army.” The air between them changed, a flutter of discomfort, or maybe disappointment, accompanied by his quick glance at her bare left hand. Good. She appreciated a man who cared whether the object of his flirtation was married. “I was here when he deployed to Afghanistan, and I stayed here when he died.”

         Elliot’s expression turned solemn, his eyes going darker, his mouth flattening. “I’m sorry.”

         She’d heard those words a thousand times—said them ten thousand—with little real meaning. I’m sorry I was late, I’m sorry I missed dinner, I’m sorry to bother you. But there was genuine emotion in his voice—not just sympathy but empathy, too. It wasn’t something he automatically parroted but something he actually felt.

         She couldn’t bring herself to offer the other bland, automatic response—Thank you—so she forced a small smile instead. “What about you? You don’t sound like a native, either.”

         “I’m from West Texas.”

         Instantly an image of him in Wranglers, cowboy boots, and a Stetson, with no shirt but a lot of smooth brown skin begging for a caress, formed in her mind. It warmed her enough inside to require the unzipping of her slicker. “And what brings you to Tallgrass?”

         “The highway and my trusty steed.” He patted the dashboard with a grin before shrugging. “I’m just looking for a place that feels like home.”

         “West Texas doesn’t anymore?”

         A distant look came into his eyes, resisting the casual smile he offered. “Nah. I went off to join the Army, and while I was gone, the town where I grew up pretty much shriveled up and blew away. My folks moved to Arizona, my sister to New Mexico, and me…like I said, I’m looking.”

         “I get that. I was looking for a while, too.” For most of her life, she’d been on her own, except for those too-short years with Scott. Absent father, disinterested mother, no family to help her…It had made her strong, but damn, that strength had come at a price. There was a part of her that would give it all up in exchange for a normal life, good health, and a man who would protect and keep her safe. She knew what it was like to be fierce and independent. Sometimes, just for a change, she wanted to be pampered and coddled.

         Elliot’s gaze fixed on her, searching, before he asked, “You find what you needed here?”

         There was such intensity in his eyes that it seemed almost physical, warming her face, sliding along her skin, tying a knot in her gut. She had to shrug out of the slicker to slow the heat burning through her, had to clear her throat before she could answer, and when she did, the words came out husky. “Yeah. I did.” What she needed, what she wanted, and the hope for maybe, someday, what she only dreamed about.

         Movement blurred on the sidewalk, a carhop on skates rolling their way. Elliot’s gaze didn’t waver, though, not until it softened, not until he quietly, with some satisfaction, said, “Good. That’s good.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Elliot liked women. All women. He didn’t have a type, no preference in hair color, physical characteristics, sometimes not even personality: He had great memories of a few women who would have driven him crazy if they’d stayed together one minute longer. Women were the best idea God had ever had, soft and funny and smart and difficult and beautiful and sexy and aggravating and intriguing and frustrating and so incredibly sweet.

         Fia Thomas—he wondered if that was short for Sofia—was making a great start on being all those things. He wouldn’t be surprised if he drove away from her tonight with one of what Emily called his serious casual crushes. He always fell a little bit in love with the women he dated. It never lasted long, and he was okay with that, since he wasn’t eager to get his heart broken. He’d volunteered for a lot of dangerous things in his life, but heartache wasn’t one of them.

         He paid for their dinner, brushing away the five bucks Fia produced from one of her slicker pockets. Handing her a paper bag and a drink, he grinned. “You can buy next time.” Since he would be in Tallgrass awhile, might as well make sure she had a reason to see him again.

         “That sounds fair.” She unpacked her bag: fries on the dash, hamburger staying warm in foil, ketchup squirted from plastic packets onto an edge of French fry packaging. “It can even be home-cooked as long as it doesn’t have to be my cooking.”

         “Hey, you provide the kitchen, I can do the cooking. I like to cook.”

         She studied him a moment before licking a dab of ketchup from her fingertip. “I like a man who knows his way around a kitchen,” she said at last.

         If she would lick her finger like that again, all innocent and tempting and unself-conscious, he’d gladly do the shopping, the prep, the cooking, the serving, and the cleanup for the best meal she’d ever had—and breakfast to follow.

         Mouse climbed into Elliot’s seat as he unwrapped his burger, breaking the tension that surrounded him, making it easier for him to draw a breath. When he tore off a bite, she took it delicately from his fingers, chewed it carefully, then set her butt on the console, and waited, quivering, for the next.

         “How long have you had her?” Fia asked around a mouthful of her own burger.

         He gave the dog an affectionate nudge with his elbow. “Two days.”

         “Is she a rescue?”

         He didn’t need to study Mouse to see what Fia saw: scrawny body, ribs showing through her skin, old injuries to her legs and torso. “Yeah. Some kids were playing soccer with her. She was the ball.” He flexed his hand again, taking satisfaction in the aches there—and greater satisfaction that the teenagers were in a lot more pain than either him or Mouse.

         “Poor baby. Lucky you and your trusty steed rode to her rescue. I hope you gave them something to remember you by.” She smiled, softening the lines and the thinness of her face. Mouse wasn’t the only one who needed a few pounds to fill her out. In her loose-fitting T-shirt and shorts, Fia looked as if she hadn’t found much interest in food lately. Grieving a husband who’d died so young could do that to a woman.

         He thought briefly of Scott Thomas, wishing him peace, respecting his sacrifice. Not every service member saw combat, but everyone who signed up during wartime knew it was a serious possibility, and they were willing to accept that. Elliot had been lucky enough to come home, as tough and determined as when he’d left, thanks to his parents, Emily, and his own hardheadedness.

         He’d lost a lot of people he’d loved, though, and a lot he’d hardly known. He was glad to be out of it, to be home in the United States, but if the Army needed him to go back, he would. Live for something rather than die for nothing, General George S. Patton Jr. had said, a fine sentiment, but Elliot preferred to switch it around: Die for something rather than live for nothing.

         There had always been passions in his life, so he’d never had to settle for nothing. He never would.

         “What kept you in Tallgrass after your husband passed?” He softened the words, the way he would soften any personal question, maybe a little bit more given the subject.

         She pinched off a piece of her hamburger, including a generous hunk of meat, and offered it to Mouse. The dog hesitated, glanced at Elliot, and he nudged her to let her know it was okay. She took it in her mouth, then retreated to the backseat to eat it.

         “There was nothing in Florida to go back to. And Oklahoma has the best people. All my friends are here.” Fia paused long enough to dip a French fry in ketchup, then studied it a moment before adding, “Though all of them are transplants except Bennie and Patricia. They’re all Army wives. Army widows. They’re my family.”

         He understood the value of family, both the one a person was born into and the one they picked for themselves. He stayed in close contact with his parents and Emily; he talked with his nieces and nephew every week; he’d attended the last two family reunions and felt like a better person for it.

         Holding what was left of her burger in one hand, Fia gestured toward Mouse. “Can she have…”

         “Sure. I don’t want her to get used to people food, but right now, I figure she needs all the calories she can get. She’s been hungry too long.”

         Finishing off his own sandwich, Elliot watched her feed Mouse one bite at a time. When she was done, she crumpled the wrapper, then swiped one hand through her hair. It was brown like his, just a few shades darker, and shorter by inches. Even with the dampness in the air, it lay smooth, framing her delicate face and, at first glance, making her look dangerously young. At second glance, though, it was clear she’d passed legal age a few years back. He would guess she was in her mid-twenties, maybe a year older, maybe a year younger.

         At first glance, second, and third, she was beautiful in a fragile, innocent way, though he knew appearances could be deceiving. She might rouse his protective instincts—most women did—but she was physically strong, evidenced by impressive biceps and triceps and long solid muscles in her thighs and calves. Emotionally, she was probably pretty strong, too. Being an Army wife wasn’t for the faint of heart.

         Even though she’d lost her husband, her smile came quick and easy and found its way from her mouth into her dark eyes. It was something to behold, that smile. “I’ve never met a pit bull before. She’s sweet.”

         “The breed’s gotten a bad rap. Worst damage I ever suffered from a dog was from a miniature poodle with pink bows on her ears. I’ve still got the scars on my ankle.” He moved as if to pull up his jeans leg to show her, earning a laugh from her that was so damn appealing, it made him laugh, too.

         Just think, if Mouse hadn’t needed to take a leak, he wouldn’t have been standing in that parking lot in the pouring rain, he wouldn’t have been holding an umbrella for the pup, and he wouldn’t have met Fia.

         Damned if he didn’t owe the dog a T-bone.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Marti Levin had been through the worst life could throw at her: her parents’ divorce while she was in college; her father’s sudden death from a stroke at the age of fifty-one; her husband Joshua’s death in Iraq at the age of twenty-six; her best friend Lucy’s heart attack; her mother Eugenie once coming to stay with her for a month that, thank God, had lasted only a week. Those things had been horrible—okay, Eugenie’s moving in had been more scary than horrible—but none of them had prepared her for what she was facing on this rainy Friday night.

         Another relative moving in.

         Her fourteen-year-old niece.

         Marti paced the baggage claim area at Tulsa International Airport, checking her cell every time she pivoted in front of the large plate glass windows. Cadence’s flight had arrived on time according to the arrival-departure board. Getting off the plane, stopping at the bathroom, and making the short walk from the terminal to baggage never took long this time of night in Tulsa, but twenty-five minutes had passed, and there was still no sign of her. Twenty-five minutes that Marti had used to rethink her brother’s plan.

         No, not his plan. Marti’s insane agreement to it. Frank had always been all about his career, so she hadn’t been surprised when he’d e-mailed her about the job transfer he’d accepted to Dubai. She hadn’t been surprised that her sister-in-law was going with him; Belinda was a good corporate wife—would have made a great military wife, always willing to follow Frank wherever he chose to go, to take on whatever responsibilities he required. She hadn’t even been surprised that they’d chosen not to take their only daughter with them. The Middle East, in this political climate, was no place for a shy, quiet Western girl.

         But asking Marti to take Cadence for a year—that had been a surprise.

         Her agreeing had been an even bigger one.

         It wasn’t that she didn’t love Cadence. She did. She was sweet and studious and practically the role model for The Good Girl. How could anyone not love her?

         But Marti wasn’t a real warm and fuzzy person. Joshua was the only one she’d ever wanted to live with, share her home with, looked forward to seeing every hour of every day. She loved and even liked her family, but she did it best from a distance. Phone calls, texts, e-mails, Facebook…that was plenty of contact for her. Actually opening her home, trading long-distance and occasional for up close and personal…

         She’d agreed a month ago and still didn’t know why. Had still wanted to call Frank every day and say, Sorry, I changed my mind. Still dreaded what constant companionship—and of a kid, no less—would do to her peaceful, contented, solitary life.

         A glance at her phone showed that nearly thirty minutes had passed. Only a few lone bags spun on the luggage carousel; stragglers talked on phones or waited impatiently for rides.

         Surely Cadence hadn’t gotten lost between Connecticut and Oklahoma. Her mother had put her on the plane in New Haven, and there’d been only one stop, without changing planes, in Chicago. She couldn’t have gone past without Marti seeing her, wouldn’t have been forcefully taken without screaming her head off. She’d had personal safety drummed into her head since she was an infant. She would ask for help if she needed it, would make a scene if she had to.

         Marti started toward the long corridor that connected the baggage claim to the terminal. Usually someone sat at the desk there to answer questions and block passage into the hallway from this end. If that was the case tonight, they could call someone for assistance; if not, Marti would risk a scolding to go find her niece herself.

         Ten feet from the desk—manned by a sour-looking gentleman reading the newspaper—Marti saw a slender figure entering the far end of the corridor. Her black hair was pulled back in a ponytail that bounced with every step, and she wore an expensive yellow leather backpack slung over one shoulder, Marti’s gift the Christmas before. Though she was too far away to make eye contact, when the girl saw Marti, she picked up the pace until, at the last fifty feet, she was jogging.

         “Aunt Martine!” Cadence threw herself into Marti’s arms, the enthusiastic hug putting their usual sedate embraces to shame. “I’m sorry I’m late. I had to go to the bathroom. I’m so glad I’m finally here.”

         “You’ve grown.” The words were out before Marti’s brain engaged, and she gave herself a mental slap. However true it was, it should have at least waited until she’d said, Hi, good to see you, I was starting to worry.

         Cadence took a step back and smiled sheepishly. “I’m fourteen. That’s what I do.”

         “I’m glad to see you. Good flight?”

         “As good as commercial’s ever gonna be.”

         They both laughed at the reference to their last family vacation, when Eugenie’s then-current boyfriend had taken them to Bermuda on his company’s private jet. They’d all agreed that going back to coach or business travel was going to be a letdown, and it had been.

         As they walked the few yards to the luggage carousel, Marti took a closer look at Cadence. She had grown about five inches since the last time they’d been together, and though she was still willowy, she had curves now, too. Her face was paler than usual, her gray eyes seeming darker in comparison. The contrast made the redness and puffiness around them starker as well.

         Marti’s gut tightened as she realized the long bathroom stop had included a good cry, and guilt flushed through her. All this past month, she’d worried about the changes she was facing, the hardships she would be taking on. She hadn’t given any thought to how tough moving for a year would be for Cadence. Leaving the only home she’d ever known, her friends, her parents, everything familiar and dear. It was a lot to ask of a grown-up. How much harder would it be for a barely-a-teenager?

         “Those are mine.” Cadence gestured toward two suitcases, pink polka dots and stripes, circling at the far end, then made a face. “Duh. They’re the only ones left.”

         They watched the bags approach for a moment before it occurred to them that they could meet them halfway, then continue out the door. Sharing an awkward laugh, they did just that, stepping out into the dreary cool night. Lights glistened on the wet pavement as they hustled across the street in the rain, then entered the short-term parking lot, where Marti’s SUV waited. Cadence tilted her head as the lights flashed, giving Marti a knowing look. “Dad said you’d have something cute and pricey. I won that bet.”

         An image of her brother’s garage came to mind: immaculate, obsessively organized, three expensive vehicles sharing the space. Frank didn’t do cute, but he did love his luxury. “I traded the Beamer last winter after the fourth storm hit before Christmas. This baby’s got all-wheel drive and handles ice like a gold medal skater.” Though the problem driving in Oklahoma winters wasn’t so much the road conditions as the other drivers. “Did your mom leave today, too?”

         They hefted the suitcases into the cargo area, then slid into the front seats at the same time, reaching for their belts at the same time, too. “Yeah, her flight left two hours after mine,” Cadence replied. “She’s spending a few days in Paris before she meets Dad in Dubai.”

         A few days in Paris sounded like heaven…The queen of yearning inside Marti darn near salivated over the mere idea. Shopping, eating fabulous food, sipping café au lait at a sidewalk café, just soaking in the atmosphere of Paris. The queen of reality smacked yearning down with the reminder that she didn’t have to travel halfway around the world to find good shopping, food, and coffee. And one of the reasons Belinda was free to visit Paris now was because Marti had taken on her greatest responsibility. Maybe, when this year was over and Cadence had gone back home to her parents, Marti would treat herself to a trip to the City of Lights. Exactly the way she preferred it.

         Alone.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         The rain still pounded on the corrugated metal overhead, and the traffic circling through the driveway had picked up. Tallgrass had a number of restaurants, bars, and coffee shops where teenagers could hang out, and Sonic was the one of choice for the guys too young to get into the cowboy bars and the girls who crushed on them.

         Fia caught the reflection of her smile in the window glass. Scott hadn’t been a cowboy, but he’d done a pretty good impression when they’d met. She’d thought he was one of those good ol’ boys who signed up to do their service to their country but couldn’t leave behind the well-worn jeans, the flashy belt buckles, and the Resistols and Stetsons that had molded to fit them perfectly after years of wear. Turned out, it was a look he affected because everyone knew women liked cowboys.

         Elliot was a real cowboy. He’d grown up on a ranch in the rugged West Texas landscape, starting chores when he was four, caring for his own horse from the time he was five, doctoring animals and driving heavy equipment and even doing a bit of rodeoing all before he was old enough to shave. He’d even shown her his Stetson, sitting upside down in the back where Mouse couldn’t reach it.

         She smiled again. Satisfaction was a big, complicated thing, but it could be created by the simplest little things. Listening to the rain drumming against the carport. Watching headlights flash across the wet world. Scratching an underweight, overcautious Mouse’s belly. Listening to Elliot’s deep gravelly voice with its Texas twang. Feeling like a woman with no cares in the world beyond enjoying this evening.

         Her gaze slid across the clock in the dash, and her brows arched high. “Oh, my God, is it really almost midnight?”

         Lazily he checked his watch. “Yep. Do you turn into a pumpkin when the clock strikes twelve?”

         Her surprise gone, she arched one brow again. “Cinderella’s coach turned into a pumpkin. She just went back to being herself.” The plain girl with nothing to offer and no one to notice her. The obvious similarities gave her a mental ouch.

         He leaned past her to look at her car. “It doesn’t seem to be transforming.”

         She found herself gazing at his dark hair, dried now in a smooth curl that dipped underneath the band holding it, at the warm tan of his skin, the fine lines at the corners of his eye, and a small scar at the edge of his mouth. Had he gotten it in combat? In a bar fight? From some recalcitrant animal that liked its testicles exactly the way they were, thanks very much?

         Probably his sister Emily had taken that umbrella from him and beaten him with it.

         Bittersweet longing spread through Fia. What would she have given for a sibling who loved her enough to squabble with her? But then his gaze met hers, and the longing morphed, just like that. Forget siblings and squabbling; what would she give for a hunky, sweet hero like this in her life? To be the sort of woman who wouldn’t burden a man like him?

         Swallowing hard, she tried to remember what they’d been talking about, even though every hormone in her body wanted to shut down all thought and just feel instead. Inhale his scent. Touch his muscular arm. Grip his strong hand. Lean into him, just a few inches, just close enough so his mouth could brush hers.

         “If I have a say in its transformation, I’m voting for a Challenger.” Her voice was muddled, breathy, sounding like the kind of idiot who’d never talked to a gorgeous man, and the words didn’t even register with her until they were out. It was self-preservation speaking, she realized, because if they’d stayed like that much longer, wrapped in a warm, muggy cocoon of desire and longing looks and parted lips, who knew what would have happened next?

         She did. Elliot did, too, judging by the disappointment that flashed across his face.

         He blinked, and the dazed look disappeared. “Man, my uncle Vance had a Challenger in high school. He promised he would hold on to it until I was ready to take it off his hands.”

         “Did he?”

         “I don’t know. I’ll have to ask him.”

         “You should. Your steed is nice, but a vintage Challenger…damn. I’d even help you restore it.”

         “You can restore cars?”

         “I’ll have you know, I’m the best tool handler west of the Mississippi. Just don’t expect me to know their names or measurements.”

         He laughed, and the last bit of tension seeped from her body. Once it was gone, she became aware of a niggling behind her eyes. A headache was trying to dig its way out from the recesses of her brain to take over her world, the kind that required medicine, a dark room, a cool cloth. It reminded her once more of the things she couldn’t even fantasize about with Elliot, of the things she couldn’t offer him or anyone else, and that made her suddenly, unbearably weary.

         “I appreciate the meal and the company,” she said, avoiding looking at him, “but it’s past my bedtime.” She didn’t reach for the door automatically, but lingered, waiting, wondering, hoping he would say or do…something.

         He did, flipping open the center console, his fingers brushing her arm, sparking tiny tremors. From inside he pulled out an ink pen and an old receipt, and he scrawled his cell phone number before offering both paper and pen to her. She hesitated, told herself not to be greedy. All she’d asked for was one evening of normal, and she’d gotten it. But instead of pushing the pen away, she gripped it awkwardly in her left hand, her hold less sure than it should have been, and wrote her own number. She laid the pen in his hand, tore the paper in two, and handed him half while tucking the other half in her pocket.

         “Can I call you about that home-cooked meal?” he asked. His voice was quiet, his expression serious, but there was optimism, hope, in his tone.

         She couldn’t think of anything smart or lighthearted or snarky to say, so she opened the door, slid to the ground, then turned back to face him. “I would like that.”

         With the smile crinkling his eyes, the long silky hair, the bit of stubble on his jaw, and the cream-colored Stetson in back, oh, yeah, he was definitely a damn good-looking fantasy.

         And Scott was right: There was nothing wrong with a little fantasy.

         Her answer erased any hint of disappointment from Elliot’s face, replacing it with triumph instead. He was a man who savored small victories, something else they had in common. She’d learned the hard way that big problems were resolved one step at a time, sometimes with a few fallbacks along the way. She would have liked a kiss from her handsome stranger, would probably fantasize tonight about that and a lot more, but she was going to see him again. He was going to cook a meal for her, and she was going to melt into a puddle of emotional goo…if she didn’t have to turn him down instead. A sharp pain behind her left eye reminded her that was possible.

         She closed the door, and he rolled down the window. “You okay getting home by yourself?”

         “I would have made it fine if I hadn’t run into you in the parking lot.”

         “My lucky day.” He flashed a grin that would have done any ladies’ man proud and said, “I’ll call you.”

         She acknowledged him with a nod, then slid into her own car. It hadn’t turned into a pumpkin, but it wasn’t a Challenger, either. Just the same bland car it had always been. She backed out of the parking space, navigated around the back of the building while still watching Elliot in the rearview mirror, then sighed loudly. Happy, contented, disappointed, blue—she couldn’t tell exactly what that sigh held. She might never see him again—how many millions of times had people used I’ll call you as a brush-off? She might see him again but things might not work out, or he might decide right off the bat that Tallgrass didn’t feel like home. He might love Tallgrass and want to stay, might even like her and want to pursue something serious, but her health might not let it happen.

         Day by day, her margarita girls advised. When times were tough, all you had to do was get through the next day, the next hour, the next ten minutes. That gave you a tiny bit more strength to get through the next ten minutes, the next hour, the next day. If all you could do in that very moment was breathe, then breathe and be damn grateful for it, and then breathe again.

         If one evening with a sexy cowboy was all Fia could have, she would be grateful for it. Small victories. It might not be fair, but she’d built an entire life for herself out of them. She’d been happy then, and she could be happy again.

         It took less than six minutes to reach her house, a squat, rectangular building of cinder blocks painted white. There was a small square stoop at each end, one for each of the two apartments housed inside, and neat windows with flower boxes mounted beneath them ran the length between the doors. When Fia’s increasing bad days had made it too risky to climb the stairs to her second-story apartment, she’d been forced to move. Instead of a handicapped-accessible place, she’d chosen this duplex because it reminded her of her first home with Scott. There were still steps but only three. She desperately wanted to believe that she would always have the strength to climb three small steps.

         Her headache intensified as she let herself in, and she automatically locked the door behind her. The only light on was in the short hallway that led to the bathroom and bedroom. She didn’t switch on any other lamps—didn’t need to. Her illness had pushed her into a minimalist decorating style: no excess furniture to move while cleaning, no clutter to deal with, no sharp instruments to lose control of during a spasm, no cat to trip over. It was better for her, but she dreamed of cozy, not bare. Of health, not weakness.

         Fingers brushing furniture, counters, wall, she made her way to the bathroom, located the medicine she needed, and swallowed it at the sink. Her hand trembled when she wadded the paper cup, and when she tossed it at the trash can, it bounced and landed on the floor instead.

         “Later,” she sighed, pulling off her shirt, kicking off her shoes, retrieving her cell phone from her pocket, and shucking her shorts. The bedroom to her left was her haven: cool, quiet, dark. The hall light didn’t penetrate as far as the bed. The window blinds were always closed, the black-out drapes always drawn tightly. When these episodes came on, light was not her friend.

         She pulled back the covers, slid onto soft, clean sheets, lay back, and groaned. Her skin tingled peculiarly as the full force of the migraine hit her. Her stomach churned. Her hair roots hurt. Even her eyebrows quivered individually. Breathing shallowly, throbbing, and missing Scott almost more than she could bear, she curled onto her side, eyes closed, her breathing sounding like jet engines in her ears.

         The ring of the cell phone startled her, fingers clenching the hard plastic case as her heart rate increased. It was past midnight. No one called that late unless it was an emergency. She hated emergencies. Besides, she didn’t know the number, wasn’t familiar with the area code. It was probably just someone who’d misdialed, pumping up her heartbeat for no reason.

         Or it could be…

         She lifted the phone to her ear. “Hello?”

         “Hello.” The husky voice sent shivers through her that had nothing to do with the crap going on in her head. “It’s Elliot.”

         Carefully she relaxed onto her back, bending her knees to ease the pressure on her spine. “Yeah, I recognized your voice.” Recognized it and, for an instant, felt carefree again. It was sweet that he was keeping his word. The first time Scott had said, I’ll call you, she’d been so sure she wanted to see him again that she’d replied, Screw that. I’ll call you. She’d waited barely twelve hours. Elliot had waited less than one.

         “I was thinking about that meal I’m going to cook for you. Mouse and I are pretty easy to please, but I figured I should find out what you do and don’t like.”

         I’m damn easy to please. He could bring a packet of Twinkies and a bottle of water, and she would be happy, because it wasn’t the food she was interested in. Too bold?

         Not for the old Fia. Sadly, yes for the new, unimproved model. “No Italian,” she said.

         “Aw, and here I just dug out my grandma’s recipe for lasagna.”

         “You travel with your grandma’s recipes?”

         “You’re not gonna laugh, are you? Because, yeah, I keep her old cookbook with me.”

         That touched her. She had only vague memories of her maternal grandmother, who’d died when Fia was four or five, and she’d never met her father’s mother. His family had written him off long before he’d met her mother.

         She settled more comfortably on the bed, her fingers loosening their grip on the phone, a little of the stress easing from her body. The healing magic of Elliot’s voice, she would like to think. The medicine taking effect, she knew. “I won’t laugh. And I’ll eat practically anything—even Italian with the right incentive.”

         “I’m good at providing incentive,” he teased, and she knew he was telling the truth. “When and where?”

         She gave him her address, and they agreed on six o’clock Saturday night. “I’ll be there,” he said, “ready to impress.”

         After saying good-bye, she slid the phone aside and smiled in the dark. Ready to impress. He’d done nothing but from the moment she’d seen him, and Lord, she needed impressing.

         
            *  *  *

         

         In the last eight years, Dillon Smith had lived in West Texas, Nebraska, North Dakota, Wyoming, and Utah. The years before, he hadn’t lived anywhere at all: traveling the rodeo circuit, working little, playing hard, and living harder. For a while, it had been fun, and then it had been okay. After that…

         He’d been back in Tallgrass a year come June. It was the best place for him and the worst, the easiest and the toughest. His parents had forgiven him for his absence—and silence—and his kid brother, Noah, more or less had. His other brother, Dalton, still treated him with distrust and wariness. He expected more of Dillon than the others just because they’d shared a womb for the first forty weeks of their lives. Nothing Dillon did was good enough in Dalton’s eyes.

         Never had been.

         It was Saturday afternoon, and Dillon had driven to one of a hundred small towns where he’d spent time. This one was in South Dakota, a dusty little place that kept itself running on hope and sheer will. In the four years he’d been gone, the high school had shut down; so had three of its five restaurants, all but one of the doctors’ offices, and the tiny hospital. The motel on the edge of the town was the only one in the entire county, and it was about as beat-up and run-down as Dillon.

         The day was still, the sky faded, nothing on the move besides him and a few birds circling overhead. Swiping at the sweat on his forehead, Dillon figured the only thing that could make the scene any more perfect for him was if the birds were vultures instead of common swallows.

         His boots thudded on the sidewalk as he passed a Baptist church, then a mom-and-pop diner that made pancakes as fluffy and buttery as his grandmother’s had been. Across fifteen feet of empty lot was the next building, two stories built of stone and weathered by wind and rain. The big windows were painted black, forming a backdrop for the childish red scrawl that read BB’s Bar. There was no place in this town for fancy or trendy; BB’s was a solid building with tables, chairs, a scarred floor, a long bar scavenged from barn wood, beer on tap, and cheap strong liquor.

         He stepped inside, gave his vision a moment to adjust to the dim lighting, then headed for the bar at the back. To the right was a flight of stairs that led to the apartment on the second floor, stairs he’d climbed a thousand times when his shift behind the bar was done. It had been a part-time job, paid with free rent. His living money had come from his work at the grain elevator just north of town.

         The place looked empty, but he knew he’d find BB kicked back in a shabby recliner behind the bar. Times were rare when the old man could afford help, so he made himself comfortable with the chair, a TV, and a microwave where he could heat frozen meals for himself. He’d never been married, he used to say, but he’d consider giving up bachelorhood for a woman who could cook. Apparently, no one had ever taken his offer seriously.

         When Dillon stopped at the end of the bar, BB looked up, a slice of pizza halfway to his mouth. No surprise crossed his face, nothing but recognition. “Dillon Smith.” His voice was raspy and loud. The worse his hearing got, Tina had teased, the louder he talked.

         An ache stirred deep inside, but Dillon had gotten pretty good over the years at ignoring it. Never a day went by that he didn’t think about Tina, but if he let himself hurt every time, he’d have no reason to keep on living. And he did have a reason.

         “In the flesh,” he replied, and his own voice sounded pretty damn raspy.

         “You looking for work?”

         “Not right now. I hired on with my brother down in Oklahoma.”

         “Didn’t know you had a brother.”

         “Got two.” It was one of the things he’d liked about living away from his hometown. No one ever had to look at him twice before making a stab at what name to call him. He’d been mistaken for Dalton his whole life in Tallgrass, by their parents, their friends, even their girlfriends. Hell, Noah had been so young when Dillon left home that he never had known which was which. But in those hundred small towns, no one had known Dalton Smith existed. No one had held him up as an example of what Dillon should be.

         The old man gestured to the cooler, a silent invite for Dillon to help himself to a cold one, before asking, “What brings you back to Dullsville?”

         Dillon circled the bar and opened the cooler, feeling the chill radiating from the bottles. He pulled out a long-neck, popped the top, then went to sit on a lawn chair next to the TV. It was older than he was, made of aluminum, the seat formed by strips of nylon webbing. It sagged and shifted under his weight, but today wasn’t its day to collapse. “I’m looking for someone.”

         BB finished off the pizza slice, licked his fingers, and wiped them on a paper towel, all the while studying Dillon intently. He swallowed a gulp of Pepsi—he’d run the bar his whole life and never had so much as a taste of the product he sold—then belched. “You know Tina’s gone.”

         Gone and buried. Dillon had gotten that news just before the start of his trial, when the district attorney had upgraded the charges against him to manslaughter. But for all practical purposes, she’d been gone the moment her head had cracked against the windshield. Brain-dead, and it had been his fault. He supposed the end had been a mercy for her family—no more vigils, no more prayers, no more hopes. It would have been damn easier for him if she’d continued to live, even in that state. Less guilt and sorrow and blame and hatred. But it hadn’t been about him, had it?

         He forced his voice through tight vocal cords. “Her family used to live over in Granite. They moved a year or two back. Either no one knows where they went…”

         “Or they’re just not telling you.”

         Dillon took his first chug of beer, savoring the sharp flavor, the iciness sliding down his throat. “You ever hear where they went?”

         BB took a long breath, then blew it out through his nose. “Heard it was to North Dakota. Some little town in the middle of nowhere.” His laugh scraped like sandpaper. “Also heard they went to stay with family in Wyoming. Nobody’s said nothing about them in a long time. I might could ask around for you. You got a phone number down there in Oklahoma where I could get in touch with you?”

         Dillon heaved himself out of the chair and got a note pad and an ink pen, right in the same place they’d always been, and scrawled his name and number on the top sheet. He’d bet not a single thing in the entire bar had been rearranged since he’d left. If he wanted to tend bar tonight, he wouldn’t need even a glance to familiarize himself. Memory would guide him.

         “You gonna spend the night?” BB asked.

         He’d thought he would. He’d brought a couple changes of clothes, a toothbrush, the charger for his cell phone. He’d thought he might drive to a couple other towns in the area and ask around—the Hunter family had been pretty well known throughout the county—but now that he was here, he didn’t see the point. He’d figured out without BB’s help that people didn’t want to talk to him about Tina’s family. Even the ones who didn’t remember him hadn’t been willing to share information about one of their own with a stranger.

         BB was a different story. He’d known Tina, her mother and father, her sister—hell, her aunts, uncles, and grandparents. No one would question his curiosity; no one would think twice about giving him answers. Unless they connected him with Dillon.

         And South Dakota, with all its memories, was no damn place for him.

         “Nah, I don’t think so. It’s a long drive.” He’d left hours before dawn, hit the interstate, and driven through Kansas, Nebraska, and half of South Dakota. It would be an even longer drive back because he was tired and just being here had stirred feelings he didn’t often let get stirred.

         BB nodded. “Anybody that don’t come in tonight will be at church tomorrow. I’ll let you know if I find out anything.”

         “Thanks.” Dillon handed him the paper with his phone number, hesitated, then extended his hand. When the old man took it, the tension in Dillon’s gut uncoiled a little bit. “Thanks a lot, BB.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Elliot couldn’t recall the last time it had taken him so long to buy groceries, and for one meal, no less. He’d wandered the aisles and wished for the days at home when he could walk into the garden out back to pick whatever produce he needed, open up the extra freezer in the pantry and take out whatever recently butchered meat he wanted, and make the rest from scratch. That was ten long years ago in a life that hadn’t turned out quite the way he’d envisioned.

         But that was okay. Sure, he’d like to have more money; extra cash was always nice. He was more than ready for a steady job, to prove his worth to himself if no one else, but that would come someday, when the time and the place were right. He loved his nieces and nephew and envied Emily the whole family experience, but he had a lot of years left. Maybe. If there was one thing war had taught him, it was that life was fragile. Scott Thomas was proof of that.

         He arrived at Fia’s house a few minutes before six, wearing jeans, boots, and a white button-down. He’d shaved before coming, and his hair was pulled back with an elastic band. For good measure, he was wearing the straw Stetson he kept handy in the backseat of the truck with a nicer dark brown felt one, and a championship bull-riding buckle he’d won when he was in high school. Hey, if ladies loved a cowboy, he was more than happy to take advantage of it.

         Juggling shopping bags, he climbed the steps and rang the doorbell with his elbow. At his feet, Mouse tilted her head back to sniff the bag containing the meat. She licked her lips with anticipation.

         Elliot could have done the same when Fia opened the door if his mama hadn’t taught him better. She stood there in cutoffs that might have started at a modest length but now reached high on her long, lean thighs and nestled an inch or two beneath her belly button. Her shirt was like his if he only looked at them in broad strokes: both white, both long-sleeved, both buttoned. But where his was utilitarian and provided full coverage, hers was thin and light and shifted when she did, following the natural curves of her waist, her breasts, her biceps and triceps. She wore a little makeup, no shoes, and the only fragrance he smelled was bath soap or shampoo, and damn, it was enough to make his gut tie itself into knots.

         “I like a man on time.”

         “I like a barefoot woman.” He stepped inside and turned toward the kitchen before stopping. “I forgot to ask if Mouse could come. I didn’t want to leave her alone in a strange place.” Not that he had any place besides the truck to leave her. Like the last four or five nights, he’d slept in the truck, parked in the dark corner of a quiet parking lot. It had actually been pretty peaceful, with Mouse curled in the front seat snoring and the rain hitting the roof most of the night. This morning he’d driven to a truck stop on the west side of town for breakfast and a shower. He’d had worse accommodations, even before he’d joined the Army.

         Fia slid the leash off his wrist, then bent to unhook it. “Of course she’s welcome. I don’t have any pets who might say otherwise.” She scratched Mouse’s ears and under her chin, and Elliot watched. Well, more accurately, he watched the way the faded denim stretched over her butt and how the muscles in the backs of her thighs and calves flexed. He’d said it before, and he would say it again: Lord, he loved women.

         When she cleared her throat, he started, his face warming at being caught staring. He grinned big for her, then carried the bags to the kitchen counter. As he began unpacking them, she pulled a stool to the bar and slid onto it, her fingers moving to the stem of a half-filled wineglass. “Would you like something to drink? I have tea”—she raised the glass, clinking the ice cubes in it—“and there’s milk and a couple cans of pop in there somewhere.” Her thin shoulders shrugged. “Sorry, no booze.”

         She started to rise, and he waved her back. “I’ll get it in a minute.” That was the second time she’d apologized about alcohol. He appreciated a cold beer in the right setting and, of course, a good wine paired with the right food, but he’d never seen the point in criticizing anyone for their beverage choices unless they were overdoing it. Fia not drinking beer was no more important, and no more his business, than him not eating cauliflower.

         “I decided to start out simple with hamburgers,” he said before wadding the second plastic bag inside the other and pushing them aside. “Even though we had them last night, I like to think mine are better than the average fast-food place. If you don’t have a grill, I can pan-fry them.”

         “I do have one. It’s been so long since I’ve used it, though, that we might have to clean out small rodents and such.”

         He grinned again. “Hey, rodents don’t scare me. I’m tough.” He did his best Hulk impression, shoulders hunched, fists clenched, drawing a laugh from her, then washed his hands before turning his attention to the kitchen. “Glass?”

         She gestured toward the cabinet nearest the sink, where he found coffee mugs, tall insulated cups, and on the top shelf, a wineglass that matched the one she held. They were fine-quality crystal, edged with gold, the sort of glasses a couple might get as a wedding gift, maybe even drink their first toast from.

         Feeling suddenly clumsy, he picked up an insulated cup decorated with sunglasses instead. “This okay?”

         “Whatever you want.”

         After filling his glass from a jug of sweet tea in the refrigerator, he found a large bowl and dumped the ground beef into it, added salt and pepper, then pulled out a cutting board.

         “You appear to know my kitchen better than I do,” Fia remarked.

         “Nah, we just think alike. Everything’s in its logical location. Do you cook much?”

         “It depends. My friends are incredible cooks who keep my freezer well stocked. And sometimes a peanut butter sandwich is the only thing I need.”

         He wondered if that was because cooking for one was a lot more effort than seemed logical. No matter how hard he tried, it just wasn’t possible to make a bunch of his favorite recipes without having leftovers. “Peanut butter is one of my major food groups. I like it best with sliced banana and a drizzle of syrup or caramel sauce.”

         “Oh, no. Just plain smooth Jif. On a slice of white bread. Folded in half.” She made a yum noise, then smiled. “Pure comfort in a sandwich.”

         She looked like she’d needed that comfort more in recent months than anyone should. He respected the sacrifices Scott had made, but Fia had had to make them, too. That was the reason Elliot had never looked for a serious relationship in the Army, not when he’d spent all his time in Afghanistan, getting ready to go there, or just coming back. He’d chosen that life for himself. It wouldn’t have been right to choose it for someone else.

         At least, that was one of the reasons. Mostly he’d been unattached because he hadn’t met the right woman. For her, he would have given up a lot. Just as Fia had given up a lot for Scott.

         “You like onion?” Elliot tossed a sweet yellow onion into the air, catching it easily. “I noticed last night you didn’t want it.”

         “Close quarters and onion breath?” She shuddered. “Besides, I knew I’d be sharing with Mouse if you didn’t mind, and my friend Jessy says dogs shouldn’t eat onions. But tonight, Mouse will have to look elsewhere.”

         He laid the onion on the cutting board, and then reached for the knife roll he’d carried in with the groceries. Fia’s gaze sharpened, then widened. “Oh my gosh, you travel with your own knives? I buy mine at Walmart, and then throw them away after I’ve sharpened them down to a nub. You are a serious cook, aren’t you?”

         He removed a six-inch utility knife, and sliced the ends from the onion. “I considered going to culinary school when I got out of the Army. Seriously. I thought it would be nice to be in a field where the only danger is an occasional cut or burn or a fallen soufflé.”

         “Okay, I am officially impressed. I can’t remember the last time a man cooked for me”—the flash of emotion in her dark eyes suggested that, to the contrary, she knew to the day the last time Scott had cooked for her—“and I’ve never known a man who had his own knives. I mean, cooking knives. Every guy I’ve known has pocket knives or switch blades or hunting knives.”

         “It’s hard to chop an onion with any of those.” He let his gaze shift for a moment around the living room. The furnishings were a little sparse for his tastes, but the clean lines and lack of clutter worked. The colors and patterns were subdued, with only the textures varying, except when it came to the wall that held the television. The bright-colored, energetic photos there were the only personal touch in the room: portraits and snapshots of Scott, in and out of uniform, smiling, somber, weary. Almost all of the pictures of him in the desert were taken with the sun setting in the background. It was the same in the one photo that included Fia—their wedding portrait, gazing at each other with the sun sinking behind them.

         She was beautiful. Scott was sharp in his dress uniform. They were both incredibly happy.

         Life isn’t fair. But Elliot knew it never had been and never would be. Horrible people lived and prospered; good people failed and died. Man’s cruelty to others had reached historic highs, with the weaker, the younger, and the innocent bearing the brunt of it. People believed they were special and everyone else was expendable. Soldiers died, and brides became widows.

         But that was the big picture. There were good, kind people who did the best they could, who protected what they could, who loved and laughed and honored those in their lives. His own parents were a fine example. His sister and brother-in-law, aunts and uncles, grandparents. Most of the people he’d known growing up and in the Army.

         He’d met bad people. He’d met truly evil people. They had their power, but in numbers, they were a vastly smaller group than the good guys. And he was proud to be a good guy.

         Movement across the counter brought his gaze around. Fia had slid off the stool to pick up Mouse, and now they were sliding back on, Mouse sitting like a lady in Fia’s lap. Rubbing the pup’s shoulders, keeping her gaze down, Fia said, “We were married four years ago. I never expected anyone to really want me because my mom and my dad sure didn’t. I was kind of wild back then, but then I met Scott, and it was so strange. He adored me right from the start.” Her gaze darted up, barely making contact, then away again. “Crazy, huh.”

         While listening, Elliot had diced a pile of onion into little more than mush without noticing it. “I don’t think so,” he said as he scraped them to one side, then carefully cut the rest of the onion into the proper-size dice for the burgers. “I thought you were pretty damn adorable, too, right from the start. And while I may be many things, take my word: Crazy ain’t one of them.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         While the fat hamburger patties stuffed with balls of mozzarella cheese and onions came to room temperature on the counter, Fia took her guests on a guided tour, pointing out the bathroom, the door that led from the laundry room to the back patio, and down the steps to the small square of concrete. Elliot reattached Mouse’s leash, then looped it over the doorknob to keep her from wandering too far.

         The propane grill at the far edge of the patio had been her gift to Scott for the last birthday they’d spent together. No matter how cold, they’d huddled together on the tiny balcony of their apartment through that whole winter, grilling burgers and brats, chicken and steaks, ribs and zucchini and bread. Come spring, he’d deployed, and she had never seen him alive again.

         Her heart squeezed, and her hands shook, making her wonder if one of her episodes was coming on. Please, God, not right now, she prayed, and in a moment she realized it was just the usual heartache. All day she’d worried whether she would be able to keep this date with Elliot. All day she’d rested and prayed and thought happy thoughts, and it was working so far. She was strong and confident she would stay that way at least until the evening was over.

         Looking, acting, and feeling normal had never been as important to her as it was tonight. Hope was pretty damn important tonight, too.

         Elliot carefully removed the vinyl cover from the grill, shook it out to dislodge spiders, then lifted the lid of the grill. “Aw, no rodents, no birds, not even a nest. Darn.”

         “What would you have done if there had been? Make friends and persuade them to let you move their nest? Take them in the way you did Mouse? Maybe whistle and get the mama mouse and all her babies to follow you?”

         “My whistle is pathetic, but I have other charms to soothe the savage beast.” He checked the gas line connections, turned on the propane, then pressed the igniter. With a whoosh, gas came on beneath both burners, glowing yellow through the slits, heat immediately drifting into the air. “We’ll let it warm up, then I’ll scrub it.” He brought out a wire brush that had hung next to the tank.

         “You want to sit?” There weren’t any chairs to use. Those were in storage in the tiny shed across the yard. But the concrete steps were sturdy and narrow, barely room for the two of them, which made them just about perfect.

         At his nod, she sat on the top step, still warm from an afternoon in the sun, and Elliot took the spot beside her. His hip bumped hers, and her shoulder brushed his as she settled her feet flat on the lowest step. His boots, with their worn heels and scuffed leather, made her feet look small and delicate and—and womanly. She hadn’t felt that in a long time.

         “Nice night.” His voice was quiet, only a few inches from her ear. He smelled fresh and fruity and intoxicating, and his brown skin appeared even darker against the contrast of his white shirt. His lashes were long, his blue gaze directed across the yard, and a sense of contentment radiated from him that was at once distantly familiar and curiously alien to her.

         When his gaze shifted minimally and the corner of his mouth tilted, she knew he knew she was studying him. Leaning forward to rest her elbows on her knees, she ducked her head so that what he saw was mostly hair and asked, “How old are you?”

         “Twenty-eight.”

         “Ever been married?”

         “Nope. I intend to do it only once, so I’m waiting for the right woman.”

         It was his turn now to study her. She could feel his gaze as surely as she felt the evening air against her skin, warm and sweet and with the promise of cooling breezes. As he’d done, she stared out across the grass. The duplexes were part of the apartment complex where she and Scott had lived in their tiny two-bedroom apartment. There were eight small houses with small yards, carports, and sheds. They looked like a lot of base housing she’d seen over the years, not fancy but clean and well maintained and sturdy. The duplex’s eight hundred square feet suited her just fine.

         “Finding the right woman shouldn’t be hard,” she murmured, twisting to see him.

         “Sometimes it’s not. You found Scott before you were twenty. My mom knew she was going to marry my dad when she was fourteen. But sometimes it takes a while. Uncle Vance was coming up on fifty when he met his wife.”

         “And you hope it’s only once.” She and Scott had amused themselves planning their retirement: where they would live, where they would travel, what adventures they’d take with their grandchildren and great-grands. It had never occurred to either of them that they could possibly have less than three years together. Even if the thought had crossed their minds, they wouldn’t have believed it. They’d been too young, too much in love, too invincible.

         And even if they’d believed it, they still would have gone through with it: gotten married, started a life, planned a future, because they’d been young, in love, invincible, and incredibly hopeful.

         That lovely, smoky residue of food cooked on the grill drifted on the air, adding its perfume to the white-flowered bush blooming one house over. Fia’s stomach growled, making Elliot chuckle, a good sign to her. She ate because life required nourishment, but she couldn’t remember the last time she’d actually been hungry. Food smelled good. It tasted good. In the last year or so, it just hadn’t seemed worth the effort.

         Elliot gently elbowed her. “I hope you have a good appetite. I’d hate to go through all this effort just to end up sharing it with Mouse.”

         “No, you wouldn’t,” she disagreed. “You like the prepping part. And you like Mouse.” She shifted so she could see him better. Unfortunately, that meant putting a few inches of space between them. Her left hip, rib cage, and arm cooled after losing contact with his body. “Where have you lived since you got out of the Army?”

         “Nowhere. Everywhere.” He shrugged. “I spent a few weeks with my folks at their new place in Arizona. They ranched in West Texas, which is never a very easy proposition. After a few years of drought and unstable market prices and skyrocketing expenses, they decided to head someplace friendlier. Dad works for another rancher now—gets to do the things he likes with the livestock and the cowboys and doesn’t have to worry about the stuff he doesn’t like, like paying bills and making a profit.”

         Tired of checking out her new location, Mouse climbed the steps, looked at Fia for a moment, then slid between Elliot’s knees so he could scratch her head. Like the well-trained creature he was, he immediately accommodated her.

         “It was kind of hard when they told me their plans. That ranch had been in my dad’s family since the 1880s. It had always been tough, but the Rosses always made a go of it, and I was afraid it would take a toll on them, losing it after all those years.” He smiled. “Turned out, he and Mom couldn’t wait to shake the dust of West Texas off their boots. They live outside Phoenix, a short drive to everything they could possibly need, and they have a lot of friends who’ve never set foot on a ranch or branded a cow or castrated a steer. They love it.”

         For a brief moment, Fia wondered what her parents were doing with their lives. In the time she’d known them, neither one had ever held a job for any length of time. They had never accepted responsibility for that, either, or for anything else. They’d brought her into the world with no intention of taking care of her. When she was little, she’d wondered why. What was so wrong with her that even her mother and father couldn’t love her? What had she done to deserve their neglect?

         It wasn’t her, Scott had insisted. The failings were her parents’; they’d been selfish, lazy, too focused on themselves. It was the first time anyone had told her she wasn’t to blame, and he’d been so sincere that she’d believed him. She had given up trying to love her mom and dad, had quit trying to maintain some semblance of a relationship with them.

         But Lord, there was still a place way deep down inside her that wanted to know how a mother’s and father’s love felt. There was still a part of her that regretted she would never know.
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