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            Dear Readers,

            All my life I’ve heard that a person never truly forgets their first love. They may move on and love again, maybe even stronger than they did that first time around, but they never forget that person who truly made their heart do flip-flops for the very first time.

            This is the story of Hud Baker and Rose O’Malley, who didn’t quite put out the embers that blazed when they were in middle school. Fate, Destiny, or God—maybe all three combined—have thrown them together again halfway across the state of Texas from where they grew up.

            Having these characters in my head the whole time I was writing this story was quite an experience. At times I cried with them. At others, I giggled until tears rolled down my cheeks, and sometimes they even got into my dreams to tell me how to write the next chapter. I truly hope y’all enjoy reading their story as much as I did writing it.

            As always, I have so many people to thank for helping me take this from an idea to the finished product you see on the shelves today. Let’s have a big round of applause for my agent, Erin Niumata, who’s been with me for more than twenty years, and for my agency, Folio Literary Management. Let’s hear it for Grand Central/Forever for continuing to believe in me, and for my editor, Leah Hultenschmidt, for all her hard work in helping me to grow as a writer. And to my team at Grand Central for all the behind-the-scenes work that goes into copyedits, proofing, publicizing, and making the gorgeous covers for my books.

            Now I’d like a standing ovation for my husband, Mr. B, who is always willing to do whatever it takes so I can write one more chapter. And who can be ready in thirty minutes to go on a road trip so I can see the areas that I’m writing about. It takes a special person to live with an author, and he does an amazing job of it. One more thank-you—to all my readers. For your notes, your encouragement, your reviews, your book club selections—I bow to you!

            Until next time,

            Happy Reading!

            Carolyn Brown

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Hud Baker felt like a rodeo bull in a lingerie shop. Give him a feed store that smelled like hay or a western-wear place with the heady aroma of leather and he was right at home, but a gift shop that specialized in scented candles and potpourri—definitely not a place for a Texas cowboy.

         Several signs on the shelves warned that if he broke something, he would be buying it. He was afraid to turn around for fear he’d knock over more than one candle or cute little crystal angel. No one was there to wait on him, and there were no other customers. The bell on the checkout counter beside the cash register had a sign right beside it that said RING FOR ASSISTANCE.

         He took a step forward to ring the bell, stuck his foot in a plastic bowl that had been catching a drip from the ceiling, and stumbled around like a peg-legged pirate. Those little signs about breaking it and buying it flashed through his mind as icy cold water splashed up over the top of his cowboy boot.

         “Holy crap! I thought the ceiling had fallen down.” A petite woman came out of the back room with a big box in her hands.

         She startled Hud so badly that he spun around and started to fall forward. He reached out to grab something to stop his momentum, but he drew his hands back just seconds before he latched on to a glass shelf. If he’d brought down a whole rack of those expensive candles and crystal things with the dried grass in them, he’d have to sell his half of the ranch to pay the bill. Finally, he got control, but his foot was still stuck in the oversize bowl, which now had far less water in it, since so much was in his boot.

         “Well, hello, Hudson Baker.” She flashed that brilliant smile that he remembered from junior high school. “I wondered if you’d ever get around to coming to see me. I was beginning to think maybe I’d have to call you.”

         “Hello to you, Cactus Rose.” He’d thought he’d never see her again, and now she was right there before him—a gorgeous woman in place of a cute teenager—and he started off with that line? He wanted to pop himself on the forehead with his wet boot.

         “Just Rose these days. I dropped the Cactus years ago.” She leaned against the counter. “You sure took your own good time about droppin’ by the shop. I’ve been here two weeks.”

         He didn’t tell her that he’d driven by the Rose Garden B&B nearly every day, but he had to build up his courage to come inside. She’d been his first love, his first kiss, and he’d never forgotten her—and now she was back, but he had no idea how long she planned to stay.

         He pulled his foot out of the water and set it down on the tile floor. “I was giving you time to get settled before I dropped by. I answer to Hud now, not Hudson.”

         “Guess we’ve both done some changin’.” Her grin got even bigger.

         “I hope so.” He wiggled a dark eyebrow. “After all, we aren’t in junior high school anymore.”

         “Thank God,” she said.

         “And just what does that mean?” he asked.

         “For starters, I have learned kiss a little better,” she laughed.

         “I thought that first one was pretty dang good,” he said.

         “Oh, really?” One of her eyebrows shot up. “I figured you and Tag would have had lots of practice, as popular as you were.”

         “Tag might have, but not me. Kissin’ you that day was my first one,” he admitted. “Sooooo, how long are you in Bowie for?”

         “At least until Aunt Molly comes home from her long vacation,” she answered.

         “Did you ever get married?”

         “Well, you never were one to beat around the bush, huh?” She stepped away from the counter, tiptoed, and hugged him. “It’s really good to see you again, and no, I’m not married, engaged, or even dating.” She took a step back and stared right up into his eyes. “I’ll be here another couple of weeks at the least. If I had your phone number I might call you sometime.”

         “Well now, darlin’, I’d love to see you,” he drawled.

         “If you’ll give me your phone, I’ll make it easy for you,” she said.

         He fished it out of his pocket and handed it over to her. She programmed her number into it and gave it back. Then she picked up his hand and wrote the land line number for the inn on his palm. “Now we have no excuse not to call each other, unless you’re married, engaged, or dating. I don’t trespass on another woman’s property.”

         “No, ma’am. None of the above.” He shook his head and wondered if she felt the same sparks he did. “Why didn’t you talk like this a couple of weeks ago when I saw you at the Christmas party?”

         She turned around and started across the floor without answering. Which in some ways gave him all the answer he needed. “We should get this mess cleaned up,” she said.

         “Where’s a mop? I made this mess. I’ll clean it up.”

         “That’s sweet of you.” Rose led him into the storeroom. “The mop is in the closet along with more of those cheap plastic bowls.”

         He found the mop and carried it back out to the shop. “I came to buy my sister a present for her birthday,” he told her.

         She laid a hand over her heart. “My poor little heart is broken. I thought you came in just to see me.”

         “You lied to me, Rose O’Malley.” He leaned on the mop. “You said you’d changed. I don’t see that at all.”

         She cocked her head to one side, just like she had the first time he’d sat down beside her in the school cafeteria. “What exactly do you mean?”

         “That you’re still sassy as ever,” he answered.

         “I’ll take that as a compliment,” she said. “Now, do you see something you’d like for Emily’s birthday?”

         She remembered his sister’s name—that had to be a good thing, right?

         “I haven’t had time to look around. I was too busy sticking my foot in a big bowl of water,” he joked.

         “How about scented candles?” Rose asked.

         “She’d probably like that,” Hud said.

         “Over on the far wall.” She motioned, and started that way.

         “By the way, where’s Tag these days? Did he move to this area with you?”

         His twin brother had an aura of dangerous excitement that drew women to him like drunks to a honky-tonk. Hud had lived his whole life in the shadow of Taggart Baker, and that’s the main reason why Tag never knew about the teenage crush Hud had had on Rose O’Malley all those years ago.

         “He’s married now,” Hud told her, “and his wife, Nikki, is a nurse at the hospital here in Bowie.”

         “That surprises me.” She took what looked like crystal cupids from one of the boxes. “Not that his wife is a nurse, but that he settled down. That boy was so wild in junior high school I figured that a jealous boyfriend or even husband would’ve shot him by the time he graduated.”

         “Nikki tamed him down a lot.” His foot was still wet, and with the freezing temperature outside, his toes would probably be frostbitten when he got home, but flirting with Rose was well worth whatever price he had to pay.

         Hud had learned a lot from his twin brother—like how to sweet-talk a woman off the dance floor and into bed—but this was Rose, the little red-haired girl he’d fallen hard for when he was only fourteen years old. The woman he’d never forgotten, and who would probably be leaving in only two more weeks. He remembered the day he’d first seen her in the hallway at the junior high school. The last bell had rung, and in five minutes they needed to be in homeroom.

         “Are you new here?” he’d asked. “I haven’t seen you around.”

         She nodded. “I’m Cactus Rose O’Malley.”

         “Eighth grade?” he guessed.

         Another nod.

         He’d motioned with his hand. “Follow me. We go to homeroom first thing in the morning. I’ll show you where it is.”

         A whiff of her perfume as she walked past him brought him from the past to the present, and he had to fight the urge to follow her as she made her way behind the counter and perched on a stool. “So what have you been doing since you left Texas?”

         “We moved to Louisiana, way down deep in the bayou country,” she said.

         “Did you go to public school there?” he asked.

         She shook her head. “Mama had always homeschooled me until we came to Texas. Mama had to fight my daddy to let me attend public school. It had always been her dream to go, and she wanted me to have the experience, even if it was for only a year or two.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Rose’s thoughts went back to the days when she and Hud were in the same classes at the Tulia Junior High School out in the panhandle of Texas. That first day of school she’d gone with Hud to homeroom, and that’s when she’d met Tag. He and Hud weren’t identical twins, and they looked like brothers, but their personalities were as different as day and night. Tag reminded her of a couple of the boys in Kentucky who flirted with any girl next to them. From that first day she could see that the other schoolgirls were ga-ga over Tag, but she was more drawn to Hud with his sweet smile and pretty green eyes.

         “So you’ve been in Louisiana all these years?” Hud propped the mop at the end of the counter.

         “No, we were only there for a little while. The next year we went to Florida.” She hopped off the counter and rearranged a shelf of crystal cupids. Then she took a step back to look at her work. One minute, she’d been looking right at Hud’s green eyes and thinking about how sweet he’d been in junior high school—always saving her a place on the bus, or a chair right beside his in the cafeteria at lunch, and walking with her every morning from her locker to homeroom. She wasn’t paying a bit of attention where she stepped when she stepped backward and her foot slipped on a puddle of water. Everything moved in slow motion. He reached out to grab her. Her knees buckled and she went down butt first into the bowl that was still half full of water.

         Rose giggled and then guffawed. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she tried to wiggle her way out of the green plastic bowl. The mop hit the floor with a bang, and Hud’s arms were still outstretched. He took a couple of steps forward and extended his hands. “I tried to catch you. Are you hurt?”

         She put her hands in his and let him pull her up. The bowl actually made a popping sound when she unstuck it from her butt. “No, I’m not hurt”—she continued to giggle even though water dripped from her rear end onto the floor—“it’s not funny, but it kinda is. Thank you for the hand. I would have looked pretty funny wearing that bowl like a turtle shell on my rear end for the rest of the day. Might have a bruise or two, and my dignity is shattered, but other than that, I’m fine.”

         His big, calloused hands were still wrapped around hers even though she was standing on her own two feet. “I guess we both need to watch where we’re steppin’.”

         “Yep.” She grinned. “On the positive side, though, the bowl is empty now. I’ve got to go upstairs and change into dry clothes. Be back in a minute. Feel free to look around for a present for your sister while I’m gone.”

         When she was in her bedroom, she kicked her shoes off and then peeled out of her skinny jeans and underpants. She couldn’t go back downstairs smelling like funky water, so she adjusted the water in her shower. Thank goodness her hair hadn’t gotten wet, or she’d have taken longer than five minutes to get cleaned up. She dried off, slung on a new set of clothing, and was back downstairs in under ten minutes. Hud was looking up at the ceiling, which was now sending down a faster drip than it had been earlier in the day.

         “Have you picked out something?” she asked.

         “Not yet,” he answered. “Is your bedroom right above this shop?”

         “Yep.” She followed his eyes to the thin stream of water.

         “Did you run water while you were up there?”

         “I took a quick shower to get that smell off me,” she answered.

         “You’ve got a busted pipe in the wall or in the floor,” he said.

         “Oh, sweet lord! I thought it was just a leak because of all the rain, and would go away when the sun came out. I’ll have to call Aunt Molly and see who she uses for a plumber.” Her eyes went from the ceiling to the bowl and back again.

         “I’ll look at it if you want me to,” he offered.

         “Not only do you have sexy eyes, you can do plumbing? You’re every woman’s dream!”

         He chuckled. “I’ll be right back. Let me just get some tools from my truck.”

         She watched from the window in the door as he made his way from the porch to his truck. The Baker swagger was still there—that’s one thing that he and Tag had in common—and it still gave her heart a little extra beat like it did when she met Hud in the hallway on her first day of school. He left the truck door open while he put on a different pair of boots, and then closed it, picked up a toolbox, and carried it back to the B&B. She watched him every step of the way and opened the door for him when he got close.

         He set the toolbox on the floor and removed his coat. Once he’d hung it and his cowboy hat on a rack right inside the door, he raised an eyebrow in a question. “Lead the way, and I’ll follow.”

         “Does that mean I get to lead you on?” she said over her shoulder as she started up the stairs.

         “Sure thing, darlin’.” He grinned. “I’ll let you lead me anywhere you want.”

         “Why, Hud Baker,” she laughed. “You have changed, whether you want to admit it or not. You’d have never said that in junior high school.”

         “You’d have never offered such a thing when we were that young,” he shot back.

         “I was still a little bit afraid of my daddy then,” she said, turning left at the top of the stairs.

         “And you’re not now?” he asked.

         “Not so much as I was then.” She showed him into one of the six bedrooms that Aunt Molly rented out at her B&B. Rose was glad that the place was closed to guests for the weeks Aunt Molly was traveling with her friends. All Rose had to do was oversee the gift shop.

         She entered her room and quickly scanned it. Thank goodness there weren’t any panties or bras scattered about. Between growing up in a commune where women were expected to keep a spotless home and strict army regulations about barracks, Rose automatically kept her space neat, and her bed was made with crisp hospital corners.

         The tall, broad-shouldered cowboy seemed to fill the tiny bathroom. He opened the doors under the vanity and pulled up a board. Rose peered over his shoulder—close enough that she caught a whiff of his shaving lotion. It was something woodsy, with just a hint of musk. She inhaled deeply and hoped he didn’t notice her practically smelling him.

         Hud pointed to a rusted-out hole in the old pipe. “There’s the problem. I can have it fixed in five minutes. I have to run back out to my truck and get what I need to splice in a piece.”

         Rose backed out of the bathroom and sat down on the edge of her bed. “Were you a plumber? How do you know this stuff?”

         “Tag and I bought a small ranch over east of Sunset. The house on the place is pretty old, and we’ve had to do some repairs. A few weeks ago I had to fix a problem like this.” He shrugged. “I watched a tutorial on YouTube. Be right back.”

         “Hmmm,” Rose muttered. In the army everyone had a job. Rose served as a translator for several languages. Other folks did maintenance work, and still others mechanical or technical. Few people could step in and do someone else’s job or would even be willing to watch a tutorial on how to fix something. That Hud—the rich, handsome kid from Tulia—could do plumbing just blew her away.

         Something glittered in her peripheral vision and drew her attention to the dresser across the room. With a smile on her face, she stood up and went to a small jewelry box with a heart on the top. She’d left it open the last time she got something out of it, and now a little cowboy boot charm hanging on a necklace was dangling over the side. When Aunt Molly had given the necklace to Rose, she’d had to keep it hidden away. Teenage girls in the commune didn’t wear jewelry. That was considered frivolous.

         Rose held one up to her ear and remembered the first time she’d worn them—on a girls’ night out with several of her newfound army friends.

         Her great-aunt Molly had come into this very room the night before she and her parents left Texas on their way to Louisiana, and given her the necklace. She’d kissed Rose on the forehead and told her, “You come back to see me someday, darlin’ girl, and I’ll find a cowboy for you.”

         Could Hud be her cowboy? Rose shook her head at the crazy thought. She had only a few more weeks in Texas before going to Kentucky to spend some time with her folks on the commune. By then, it would be time to figure out whether she would reenlist or start hunting for a civilian job.

         When Hud came back to the bedroom, he held up a piece of white pipe. “This should fix the problem just fine.”

         He went right back into the bathroom and dropped down on his knees, giving her a full view of the way his Wranglers hugged his butt and thighs. Suddenly, it was entirely too hot in the room.

         He sat down on the floor. “This will fix it, but I noticed a water mark on the ceiling in the foyer, so if you want, I could come back in a day or two and we’ll check the plumbing in the other bedrooms.”

         Thank you, sweet Jesus, Rose thought. Now he’s got a reason to come back.

         “Molly really needs to have all the pipes replaced if she’s going to stay in business,” he said.

         Rose didn’t want to talk about plumbing issues. She wanted to go back to the place where they were flirting. That was a helluva lot more fun.

         The phone rang and she reached over to the landline beside her bed. “Good morning. Rose Garden Bed-and-Breakfast. Can I help you?”

         “Yes, this is Linda O’Cleary. I have reservations there for Friday night. I’m just calling to tell you that we’ll be a little late getting there. It’s our fiftieth anniversary, and the kids are taking us to dinner before we drive over to Bowie for the night.”

         Rose’s heart raced, and her hands shook. Aunt Molly had told her that the place was closed for the month. She didn’t mind guests, but holy crap on a cracker, she couldn’t boil water without setting the house on fire, so what was she going to do about breakfast?

         “I’m sorry, but—”

         “The reservation might be under Ralph O’Cleary, if you’re looking for it,” Linda said. “He made the first call. We’re so excited to get to stay in room four. That’s where we stayed on our honeymoon.”

         Rose couldn’t turn them away after she heard that. “I’ll have that room all ready for you.” She threw herself back on the bed and groaned.

         “You okay in there?” Hud asked.

         “I’m fine, but I’ve got a problem,” she moaned.

         “Well, darlin’, if I can help…” He let the sentence hang.

         “Can you cook?” she asked.

         “I make a good grilled steak, a pretty fine omelet, and a mean peanut butter and jelly sandwich,” he answered as he finished up the plumbing job.

         “Want to come over here about eight o’clock on Saturday morning and help me—” She then jumped out of the bed and did a stomp dance. “Dammit, Chester! You scared the hell out of me.”

         Hud flipped around to see what was going on. “Are you all right? And who’s Chester?”

         Rose pointed to a huge gray and white cat that ignored all the noise and settled down on the pillows to take a nap. “That is Aunt Molly’s cat, and he just cold nosed my cheek.”

         Hud chuckled as he gathered up his tools. “What was that about helping you?”

         “I can’t cook and—” She went on to explain that Aunt Molly had evidently forgotten to cancel a reservation. “So you make a fine omelet?”

         “I do, and I’ll be glad to help you out. Last time I stayed at a bed-and-breakfast, they served little omelets, muffins, and a bowl of fresh fruit. You could buy the muffins and heat them in the oven, cut up some fruit, and I’ll make the omelets and toast. Think that would work?”

         “Perfectly well,” she sighed. “You’ve saved me twice in one day. Can I buy you lunch to repay you?”

         “No, but you can let me buy you lunch.” He grinned.

         “That doesn’t hardly seem fair, but I am hungry,” she said. “Where are we going?”

         “Your choice,” he said as he pulled on his work boots. “We’ve got Italian, Mexican, burgers, Chinese, and pizza.”

         “Italian sounds great,” she said.

         “My truck is parked behind your car, so we might as well go in it.” He picked up his toolbox in one hand and his good boots in the other. “No need in taking two vehicles. The restaurant is only a few blocks from here.”

         She didn’t care if it was ten miles from Bowie and located out in the middle of a cow pasture, or if they rode there in a truck, a car, or a horse and buggy. She was just excited that they’d have some time together, and she’d have someone to talk to. She’d had very few customers in the gift shop each day, but Aunt Molly said January was always a slow month. Christmas was over, and it was a little too early for Valentine’s. Rose had forgotten how much she loved being around people until the past two weeks, when about all she’d had to talk to was Chester.

         You might not like him once you get to know him. He’s not a kid anymore. That pesky voice in her head—the one that she never did like—reminded her.

         He had helped her up out of the bucket of water. He had done what he could to fix the water leak. He had invited her to eat with him.

         What’s not to like? she thought.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Hud slung his toolbox over into the back of the truck, and then opened the door for Rose. Dammit! She could have at least fallen on the wet grass and fallen right into his arms, but oh, no, she could only be a klutz when there was a bucket of nasty water behind her.

         Just as he’d said, it was only a short distance to the restaurant. She felt like a queen when he opened the truck door for her again. He held out his hand to help her out of her seat. She put hers in it, slid out of the truck, and wondered if everyone in the parking lot could feel the hot vibes that she did. When he held the door of the restaurant for her, she was met with the aroma of garlic, tomatoes, and all those flavors she’d come to love when she was stationed in Rome for a year.

         “I love food,” Rose said as she followed the waiter to a booth. “And Italian is right at the top of my favorite five.”

         “The other four?” Hud helped her remove her jacket.

         “Oh, they change daily, maybe hourly, depending on how hungry I am.” She smiled. “But Italian is always, always on the list. What about you, Hud? What’s your favorite?”

         “Probably my granny’s fried chicken,” he said.

         “My mama made wonderful fried chicken.” Rose slid into her side of the booth.

         “I never did get to meet your parents,” he said.

         “Consider yourself lucky.” She managed a weak smile.

         “How’s that?”

         “You would probably like my mama, but my dad, not so much. He’s controlling, and his opinion is the only one that matters,” she answered.

         “I’ve known folks like that,” he said.

         “Knowin’ them and livin’ with them are two different things.” She picked up the menu. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen a menu in English.”

         “Oh?” Hud raised an eyebrow. “So you speak Italian?”

         “Among others,” she said. “I’ve been in the military ever since I graduated from high school.”

         Hud cocked his head to one side and grinned. “So you know lots of languages, then? What do you speak in Kentucky?”

         “Redneck,” she laughed.

         “Do your languages stay with you or do you forget it all when you come back home and speak English and Redneck?” Hud asked.

         The waitress appeared at her elbow and handed both of them a menu. “While you’re deciding, could I get you something to drink?”

         “Do you have Coors?” Rose asked.

         “Tap, can, or longneck bottle?” the waitress asked.

         “Longneck,” Rose answered.

         “Your usual?” She turned and smiled at Hud.

         “Yes, thank you, Kylie,” Hud said. “Coors on tap, and I’ll have my usual lasagna, too.”

         “I want the taster’s delight.” Rose handed the menu back to Kylie. “In addition to being a little on the clumsy side at times, I never can make up my mind when it comes to food, so I love it when they offer a choice that has a sampling of several different things.”

         “Sounds like you’ve had a pretty interesting life,” Hud said.

         She shook her head. “I always wanted to travel, to see what was outside the commune. I got a little more than two years, but it was just a taste of what I really wanted,” she answered. “Daddy said that a woman’s place was to be a wife and mother, and he hated the time we were away from the commune. You should’ve seen his face when I hitched a ride to town and joined the army on my eighteenth birthday.”

         She didn’t even have to close her eyes to see the hard look on her daddy’s face when she told him what she’d done. First of all he screamed at her for leaving the commune without his permission, and then he followed that up by saying that she’d join the military over his dead body.

         The twinkle in her mother’s eye and the very slight smile on her face let Rose know that she disagreed with every word, and later she’d come into Rose’s bedroom to tell her that she was proud of her. “You are living the dream I didn’t have the courage to do.” Her mom had hugged her tightly.

         “It’s hard to picture you in the army. How did you ever learn to take orders? I remember you being pretty independent,” Hud said.

         “It’s been my life for the past ten years.” She shrugged. “I’m on a six-week leave, and after that I’ll make up my mind whether I want to reenlist for another hitch.”

         “Do you want to be in the military? Is that where your heart is?” he asked.

         “Right now I’m not sure I can trust my heart,” she answered.

         “Why’s that?”

         “It’s complicated. Let’s just leave it at that for now,” she replied.

         “How much more time until you have to make up your mind?” Hud asked.

         “A little less than a month. Sometime around Valentine’s Day is when I need to let them know,” she replied.

         “Have you heard from Molly?” Hud asked.

         “She and her friends are in France for a week, then Spain this week, and London next week. I’m a little bit mad at her. All those years I was stationed abroad, and I couldn’t sweet-talk her into coming to spend time with me.”

         Kylie brought their food and set it in front of them. “Enjoy, and if you need anything, just holler.”

         “Thank you,” Hud said and turned his attention back to Rose. “So where did they station you first?”

         “London,” she answered.

         “Did your dad forgive you when you came home for a visit?” Hud asked between bites.

         “Nope,” she answered. “Every time I got back to the States, I’d go spend a day or two with Mama, and put up with Daddy still giving me the silent treatment, and then I’d come to Bowie and stay with Aunt Molly the rest of the time.”

         “If you don’t reenlist, where are you going to settle down?” he asked.

         She shrugged. “Who knows? Probably wherever I can find a job, and my only skill is knowing languages. Not much call for that in north Texas.”

         When they finished their meal and he’d paid the bill, he drove her back to the Rose Garden. She was so busy looking at everything that she didn’t see the woman on the porch until he pointed.

         “Looks like you’ve got a guest,” he said.

         The woman had purple hair. Part of it had been braided into small ropes complete with multicolored beads and hung over her shoulders to her waist. The back half was pulled up in a ponytail with a pink and orange paisley scarf tied around it. Rose might not have been shocked to see a teenager with hair like that, but this woman was at least eighty and had plenty of wrinkles to prove it.

         Hud parked the truck, and the woman stood up and waved. That was the first time Rose noticed the suitcase that her floral, flowing skirt had covered when she was sitting down.

         “Think we should call the police?” Hud whispered.

         “Is that you, Cactus Rose?” the old woman yelled out. “Molly told me you might be coming to visit. Come on up here and let me in the house. I’m tired. That last ride I hitched was with a truck driver, and riding in his vehicle damn near broke my back.”

         Rose waved. “Is that you, Aunt Luna?” She could hardly believe that her great-aunt Molly’s only living sister was right there in front of her.

         “In the flesh, darlin’,” she hollered across the yard.

         Rose whipped her phone out of her hip pocket and hit the speed dial for her great-aunt. Thank God, Molly answered on the first ring.

         “Aunt Molly, Aunt Luna is on the front porch,” Rose said.

         “Good God Almighty!” Molly said. “Does she have her hair dyed some gawd-awful color?”

         “Yep,” Rose said.

         Molly sighed. “Give her a room. She never stays more than a week. She and Wilbur have a big fight about every five years, and she comes to my place for a week until they both cool off.”

         “Wilbur?” Rose asked.

         “That’s her common-law husband. They’ve been together for years. He knows where to call when he gets tired of being a jackass. Soon as he calls she’ll get on a bus and go back to Alabama.”

         “I’d forgotten about her bein’ part of the family,” Rose said.

         “Honey, she don’t even keep in touch except to come see me when Wilbur makes her mad. Bye now,” Molly said and ended the call.

         “You know that woman, then?” Hud asked.

         “She’s my great-aunt who hardly ever comes around,” Rose said.

         Luna had started down the sidewalk leading up to the porch. The wind blew her billowing skirt away from her tall, lanky frame. A red sweatshirt with an image of Rudolph on the front showed beneath a long, black trench coat that billowed out to the sides.

         Hud got out of the truck and rushed around to open the door for Rose. She opened her mouth to tell him to take her to the nearest recruiting office, but Luna was coming full force by then with her arms outstretched for a hug. There was nothing to do but get out and hug the woman.

         Aunt Luna went right past her and grabbed Hud in a bear hug. “I haven’t seen Cactus Rose since she was just a little girl. I named her. Her mama, Echo, couldn’t decide on a name. I told her that I’d always wanted a child, and since I couldn’t have one, I should get to name the first one in the new generation.”

         “I dropped the Cactus part years ago. I just go by Rose now,” Rose told her.

         “Too bad. It’s such a beautiful name,” Luna said. “I hope you’re not like your daddy. Never did like that man. He reminded me of Wilbur, and there’s times when I could shoot that sumbitch. Now come give me a hug and help get me settled into my room.”

         “It was real nice to meet you, Miz Luna”—Hud tipped his hat toward her—“but you ladies need to get in out of the cold. Can I help with your baggage before I get going?”

         “Naw, honey, we can get that suitcase.” Luna looped her arm in Rose’s. “Besides, us girls has got some catchin’ up to do.”

         Rose glanced over her shoulder to see Hud practically jogging back to his truck. There went any possibility of Hud coming back around again. The old gal might be harmless, but she looked like she ate roadkill for breakfast. Rose hoped the sumbitch Wilbur decided to come take her home—wherever the hell that was—before a whole week ended.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Aunt Luna hit the door talking and parked her big suitcase in the middle of the foyer. “I usually take that bedroom when I’m here.” She pointed to the room right across from the gift shop. “I quit doin’ them stairs when I got to be eighty. I guess Molly is gone on one of her vacations?”

         Rose nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

         “Well, darlin’, I’m glad to help out wherever I can while I’m here. I can make a mean breakfast”—Luna headed for the kitchen—“but I ain’t worth my salt when it comes to any other meal.” She opened the refrigerator door and rolled her blue eyes. “We need to go to the grocery store.” She sighed. “Looks like I’ll be havin’ cold pizza and beer for my dinner.”

         “It could be cold pizza and warm beer,” Rose told her.

         Luna giggled. “I knew when you was a baby that you’d have a sense of humor. You had that certain sparkle in your eyes that said you was going to be a real corker.”

         “So you can really cook breakfast?” Rose changed the subject.

         “I can make biscuits that will melt in your mouth and sausage gravy that will make you slap your granny.” Luna put two slices of pizza on a paper towel, stuck them in the microwave, and turned it on. “And, honey, my hummingbird pancakes even make Molly sit up and take notice. She always lets me cook breakfast for the guests when I’m here.”

         Thank you, Jesus! Rose thought, then wanted to kick herself. Now Hud would have no reason to come to the B&B on Saturday morning.

         The microwave timer dinged and Luna removed the pizza, carried it to the table, and sat down. “You can get me and you both a beer, and we’ll talk about that cowboy. You sleepin’ with him?”

         Rose sputtered and stuttered. “No, ma’am, I am not!”

         “Too bad.” Luna clucked like an old hen gathering in her baby chicks. “We’ll damn sure have to work on that while I’m here. He looks like he’d be right fine in the sheets. If I hadn’t jumped over the broom with Wilbur all them years ago, I might just test out the waters for you.” She pointed toward the refrigerator. “Now where’s them beers? Maybe you just need to get a buzz on before you seduce him. That always helped me with Wilbur before we got out the broom.”

         Rose took two longneck bottles of Coors out of the fridge, twisted the tops off, and set them both on the table. “Broom? What’s this about a broom?”

         Luna took a long sip. “Me and Wilbur and your Granny Dee, none of us believed in none of that guv’ment crap about havin’ to buy a marriage license and get a preacher to marry us. But we wanted a ceremony, so we had one like they had in old days. We got a brand-new broom, tied us some ribbons on it, said some vows, and jumped over it. Then after it was over, we had a new broom to sweep the house with.”

         “That’s not legal.” Rose tipped up her beer and took a drink.

         “It damn sure is,” Luna argued. “And Wilbur best remember that when that woman down at the grocery store bats her eyes at him.” She patted her hip. “Me and Madam Derringer can take that sumbitch right out of commission if he ain’t faithful.”

         “You’ve got a gun?” Rose gasped.

         “Don’t go nowhere without Madam.” Luna patted her hip again. “Wouldn’t be safe to hitch a ride all the way from Alabama to Bowie without some protection.”

         Before Rose could get in a word of protest, Luna continued: “This pizza is great.” She polished off her second piece, turned up the beer to get the last drop, and then burped loud enough to rattle the walls. “We’ll have to remember to order it again while I’m here. Wilbur don’t like pizza, so we don’t get it often. I miss that old sumbitch, but he shouldn’t have been flirtin’ with that floozy down at the grocery store. He knows I’m jealous.”

         It can’t be too soon, Rose thought. If I had his phone number, I’d call him and offer to send him a plane ticket.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Hud had just finished unloading bags of feed and stacking them in the barn on the Canyon Creek ranch when he remembered that he still hadn’t bought a present for his sister’s birthday. His family was having a get-together the next evening, and he knew better than to show up without a gift. Fortunately, it was a couple of hours before the shop at the Rose Garden closed. After taking a quick shower, he pulled on a pair of worn jeans, a T-shirt from a Blake Shelton concert, and his work boots.

         He hopped in his truck and made it into town in record time. He pulled into a parking space right beside Rose’s bright red vehicle, picked up his cowboy hat from the passenger seat and settled it on his head, and then headed inside. The little bell above the door into the shop rang, but the place seemed to be empty.

         “Hello?” he called out.

         No answer.

         He was more than a little disappointed that Rose wasn’t behind the counter. Looking to kill a little time, he picked up several candles to sniff but couldn’t decide which one to buy, so he moved on down to a collection of small crystal vases. In the spring when the roses Justin had planted for her were blooming, she might like a pretty vase to put them in.

         “No.” He shook his head and went back to the candles. “Emily loves putting flowers in quart jars. She’s just not a crystal person.”

         He started to reach for a couple of vanilla-scented candles, heard footsteps out in the foyer, and turned too quickly. The whole glass display wobbled slightly. He grabbed the shelf and steadied it, heaved a sigh of relief that he hadn’t broken anything, and turned to face the door just as Rose entered the shop.

         “You came back?” She sounded surprised.

         “I forgot to buy Emily a present,” he stammered. “She likes candles so I thought…”

         “That’s is a lovely idea. I’ll be glad to put it in a gift bag, and get it all ready to give to her,” Rose said.

         “Is your aunt still here? Is she staying a while?” he asked.

         Rose was ringing up his purchases when a loud siren went off right outside. He fished his phone from his hip pocket and hit a speed-dial number, listened for a minute, and said, “I’ll have to come back tomorrow morning. I’m a volunteer fireman and we’ve got a house ablaze between here and Sunset.”

         She nodded. “I’ll put them under the counter for you.”

         “Thanks,” he said over his shoulder as he rushed outside.

         He drove ninety miles an hour to the site of the fire and wondered the whole time if every time he walked into Rose’s shop there would be a disaster. When he reached the site of the fire, he braked so hard that he left black streaks on the pavement. Smoke poured out of the windows of the old two-story house, and the blaze was already licking the dead grass around the place. The other volunteer firemen had just gotten the hoses hooked to the red fire hydrant on the corner.

         “Anyone in there?” Hud yelled as he ran toward the truck.

         “Don’t think so,” one of the other firemen answered. “It’s an old abandoned place. Hasn’t been lived in since I was a kid.”

         As Hud looked over to the burning house, he saw movement in one of the second-floor windows. Was it a person or just the flames playing tricks on him?

         He saw movement again. Yup, that was definitely a hand. A human hand and it was waving frantically from an upstairs window.

         He pointed toward the place and hollered over his shoulder, “I think I saw someone in there. I’m going in to see.”

         Hud knew it was a risk going into the house without his gear. But he was way ahead of any of the other men, and the fire was spreading too fast. He grabbed his handkerchief and held it to his mouth, ducking low as he made his way through the back door. Adrenaline rushed through his veins as he took the stairs two at a time. All the smoke made it near impossible to see. The sound of sobbing steered him toward the left, and as he rounded a corner, he found a woman in a heap with her body wrapped around a baby. She had one hand plastered to the window, and when she saw him, she handed him the baby.

         “Save my daughter,” she begged.

         He threw the woman over his shoulder, tucked the baby under his arm, and ran down the stairs and across the yard like he was sprinting for the goal line at a football game.

         An ambulance came rearing up to the house with the sirens blaring. Hud didn’t even slow down until he made it to the vehicle. The woman was shaking like a leaf in a windstorm and weeping uncontrollably, along with the now-screaming baby, as he handed her off to the EMT.

         “I’m going with them,” Hud said as he helped get them into the ambulance.

         “You’ll have to follow us,” the EMT said. “There’s not enough room in here for you.”

         “Then I’ll see you at the ER.” Hud sprinted to his truck and pulled out before the ambulance left. He could see the flashing lights in his rearview all the way to Bowie, and prayed that the poor baby wouldn’t be dead when he got there. Poor little thing didn’t have the lung capacity that an adult had. That it was screaming and crying was a good sign, but that didn’t mean its lungs weren’t damaged.

         The hospital was a fifteen-minute drive, but he and the ambulance made it in ten. Hud snagged a parking place not far from the emergency room door and was right there when the EMTs rolled the mother and baby through the doors. The mother had an oxygen mask on. The baby was still sobbing uncontrollably.

         He followed them right back into a cubicle. The EMT holding the baby handed her off to Hud, while he and the other guy got the woman onto a bed. A nurse came in and checked vitals, and by the time the doctor arrived, the mother’s eyes were fluttering open.

         “Where am I? Where’s my baby? Is she all right?” She tugged at the oxygen mask and tried to sit up but fell back on the bed in a heap. “I thought if I could get to the roof, we’d be all right, but I couldn’t find the attic door.”

         “Right here, ma’am.” Hud stepped forward with the child in his arms. “She appears to be fine, but the doctor is going to have to—” Before he could go on, the doctor pushed the curtain back.

         “Baby first. Lay her right here.” He motioned toward a small examination table in the corner.

         The baby continued to cry and had started to reach for her mother.

         “I’m so sorry, sweetheart, but this is necessary,” Hud whispered.

         “What happened?” the doctor said as he put the stethoscope on the baby’s chest.

         The EMT filled him in on what had happened. “From what the lady says, she got confused and was trying to find a way to get to the roof. The downstairs was in flames.”

         “She was lying on the floor and wrapped around the baby, trying to protect her,” Hud added.

         “Fire and smoke would cause panic.” The doctor nodded. “This baby looks to be fine. She probably needs a bath to get all these smoky-smelling clothes off her, but I think she can go home. Just keep an eye on her for a day or two.” He picked up the little girl, handed her back to Hud, and turned around to check the mother.

         “Please don’t keep me in here.” The woman coughed so hard that she threw up. The EMT was quick enough to grab a bag, and when she’d finished, he helped lay her back down.

         When she was settled again, the doctor told her: “You’re not going anywhere until tomorrow. Daddy will be fine with the baby for a night or two.”

         “I don’t have insurance or a job,” the woman moaned. “I can’t stay.”

         “Yes, you can. I’ll send in Robin. She can help you fill out paperwork to pay the bill, but you will stay at least one night.” The doctor left no room for argument.

         Hud opened his mouth to say that he wasn’t the baby’s father and that he’d never seen the woman before, but then he snapped it shut. The child had stopped crying and was looking right into his eyes, as if she was telling him that she was being quiet now—and so should he.

         “Get a room ready for”—he looked at her chart—“for Dixie. She’ll be here overnight. And get discharge papers ready for Sally,” the doctor said and then disappeared behind the curtain.

         “Yes, sir.” The nurse followed him.

         Both EMTs left right behind them.

         “What am I going to do?” Dixie said. Tears mixed with smoke rolled down her cheeks, leaving long black streaks. “Please don’t put her in foster care. I’ll never get her back.”

         “Can you tell me what happened?”

         Dixie wiped her face, smearing the streaks into what looked like war paint. “We were just borrowing the house for the night, to get in out of the cold. We planned to be gone tomorrow. We didn’t set that fire, I promise. There was a mattress on the floor in one of the upstairs bedrooms, so we were sleeping on it. I woke up coughing and when I ran to the stairs, I saw flames, so I started hunting for an attic door to get to the roof. I couldn’t find it and I panicked. I heard sirens.” She coughed again, but she didn’t throw up. “I put my hand on the window, hopin’ someone would see that we were in there. Then you came. I don’t know you, but please help me.”

         “I can keep your baby overnight for you, or I can call someone to come get her for you,” Hud said. “Or I can call Social Services to help you out.”

         A fresh batch of tears began to roll down Dixie’s face. “Please don’t call Social Services. They’ll take Sally from me, since we don’t have somewhere to live.”

         “Hey, I hear you’re the hero today.” Hud’s sister-in-law, Nikki, pushed back the curtain. “Your brother is supposed to be the risk taker, not you. And what’s this beautiful baby’s name?” She reached over and touched the child’s forehead.

         “Sally,” Dixie answered. “You know this man?”

         “He’s my brother-in-law, and he saved your life,” Nikki said.

         “She doesn’t want me to call Social Services,” Hud whispered.

         “Then she better call a family member,” Nikki said.

         “I can call my mama down in Sweetwater,” Dixie said between coughing fits.

         Hud handed her his cell phone and she made the call. “Mama, I got as far as Bowie, but me and the baby were in a house that caught on fire. Can you come get me?”

         Hud couldn’t hear what was said on the other end, but it had to be bad news because her face fell, and even more tears left streaks down her dirty face. She didn’t say anything else but handed the phone back to him.

         “Is she coming?” he asked.

         Dixie shook her head.

         “I’ve got a sister who would help you out,” Hud said. “I can take Sally there.”

         “Thank you,” she muttered. “Just please don’t let them put her in the system. I won’t never get her out if you do.”

         “Emily will be glad to help,” Nikki said.

         “I know she will,” Hud said.

         “Okay then.” Nikki grinned. “I’ll holler at you when I get off work to see if you need anything.”

         “Her diaper bag…” Dixie started.

         “I’ve got some formula samples and diapers from the maternity ward that I can share with him.” Nikki patted Dixie’s arm. “You just get well.”

         Thank you, she mouthed.

         “We’re taking Dixie to her room now. I suggest you take the baby home and get her cleaned up and fed.” A nurse’s aide had popped into the cubicle. “You can come back tonight to see her.”

         With the baby in his arms, he followed Nikki down a hallway to the nursery. She pulled a tote bag out from under a cabinet and handed it to him. “This is what we give new mothers when they leave the hospital. It’ll do until you can get to the store to buy what you need, and will give you an idea of what to buy.”

         “Thanks.” He bent and kissed Nikki on the forehead.

         “Drive carefully,” Nikki warned. “I’d give you a car seat but we’re fresh out.”

         Obeying Nikki’s advice about not driving fast wasn’t difficult. Driving with one hand while trying to keep a squirming baby in his arms was a whole new experience for Hud. Thank goodness it wasn’t but a mile or two to the Rose Garden B&B, where he planned to pick up the candles he’d bought, and then take Sally on out to the ranch. He heaved a long sigh of relief when he parked in front of the place. He’d gotten this far, and he’d only be a minute or two in the B&B. He grabbed the tote bag, slung it over his shoulder, and held Sally as close to his body as he could to keep her warm.

         Aunt Luna met them at the door with Rose right behind her.

         “What on earth?” Rose asked.

         “Is that a baby?” Luna tiptoed so she could get a closer look.

         “Holy crap on a cracker!” Luna said. “What happened? You and that child both smell like you walked through hell.”

         Rose reached for the child, and Hud handed her over. Immediately, Sally began to chew on her hands. “She’s hungry. I hope there’s a bottle in that bag on your shoulder.”

         “Nikki gave it to me at the hospital.” He gave it to Luna. “Her mama is Dixie and she’s homeless and…” He went on to tell them the rest of what had happened.

         “Poor darlin’s,” Luna crooned. “Ain’t no need in takin’ her any farther. Me and Rose can help out. First thing we’re goin’ to do is get this little one a bath and get all this nasty old smoke off her, then we’ll feed her, and comfort her until her mama can come get her.”

         Hud looked over at Rose, expecting at least a little resistance to Luna’s idea.

         “That poor mama. I bet she’s terrified even now. First a fire and then having a stranger take her baby. We’re closer to the hospital than your ranch, so we can take her to see her mama more often, just in case Dixie has to stay longer than a day.” Rose hugged the baby closer to her chest when the poor little darling started to whimper. “Looks like she’s bonded with you, so here’s the deal—we’ll keep her but you have to stay here, too.”

         “Thank you,” Hud said.

         Luna took the baby from Rose and swayed back and forth with her. “She’s settling down. I’m going to give her a bath. While I do that, the two of you run to the store and get her something clean to wear. There’s a notepad right there on the credenza. Write what I tell you. Start with diapers.”

         He followed instructions. “Are you serious about me staying here?”

         Rose nodded. “There’s five extra bedrooms upstairs. You can have your choice,” Rose told him as she went through the diaper bag. “We need a car seat, and write down this formula.” She held up a sample bottle from the bag. “And four or five sets of clothing in size…” She cocked her head to one side and stared at the baby.

         “I’m not sure I’ll be very good at pickin’ all that kind of thing out,” he said.

         “Three- to six-month size,” Luna said. “I might not have kids, but, honey, I’ve sure helped with a lot of them when I owned the carnival. And when Dixie gets out of the hospital, we’ll go to a local church clothes closet and get her whatever she needs.”

         “I’ll gladly pay for a couple of nights for her.” Hud wished that he didn’t smell like smoke. “She’s got no place to go, no money, and a baby. I couldn’t just let the baby go to foster care.”

         “Of course you couldn’t,” Luna said. “Now get on out of here and hurry back. My shift ends when you two get home. Then y’all can play at being parents.”

         Rose walked beside him to the truck. “The room is empty, and I’m sure Aunt Molly would take care of that poor woman until she could get on her feet, so no problem. This has been a day, hasn’t it?”

         He opened the door for her. “You probably don’t ever want to see me again. I bring bad luck with me.”

         “But there sure isn’t a dull moment when you’re around.” Rose smiled.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Hud followed Rose around Walmart and helped her load the cart with baby things. Lord have mercy! He never realized a child needed so much, and Rose said these were the bare necessities. He marveled at how tiny the cute little outfits were, and wondered if someday he’d be picking out things with ducks and kittens printed on them for his own child. He picked up an outfit with a tractor on the front.

         Rose shook her head, and he put it back on the rack. “How do you know so much about babies?”

         “I was raised in a commune for most of my life,” she said. “I was babysitting when I was eight years old. Of course, I had an older girl around to train me in how to take care of a baby.

         “What about you? Where did you learn about babies?” she asked.

         “I don’t know a damn thing about them. Only time I ever held one was when our foreman’s wife had a newborn. It threw up on me, and I never asked to hold one again,” he said.

         “Well, get ready to learn a few things.” She grinned.

         He didn’t know whether to run for the nearest mesquite thicket and hide out like a scared rabbit, or to bless the stars for giving him an excuse to stay at the B&B with Rose for a couple of days.

         They checked out, drove back to the B&B, and had just gotten everything unloaded when Hud got a phone call.

         “We’ve got a bull out of the pasture, and my brother needs me to come home right now. I can pick up some things while I’m out there, then come back to stay the night,” he offered. “I hate to walk off and leave you.”

         “We’ll take the first shift, and you can have the one when you get back.” Rose got out of the truck and got the two bags from the backseat. “And, Hud, you really don’t have to pay for that girl’s room. Aunt Molly has a big heart, and she’d be real upset with me if I didn’t help out here.”

         “Thanks,” Hud said. “I’ve got an idea about a job for her if she wants to stay around this area for a while.”

         That cowboy has a heart of gold, Rose thought as she stood on the porch and watched him leave the house. When she was inside, she heard Luna singing a lullaby in the living room.

         “I hope you brought this child something to wear,” Luna called out. “She’s a good little thing. I’d guess her at about three months old, and I’ll be willin’ to bet her mama ain’t very big.”

         “Why’s that?” Rose eyed the baby.

         “She’s got a delicate face.”

         “I should call her mama and let her know that Sally is okay. That we’re going to take care of her until Dixie is released.”

         “Good idea,” Luna said.

         Rose found the number to the hospital and in only a couple of minutes she was connected to Dixie’s room. The phone rang three times before Dixie answered.

         “Hello?” Her voice sounded cautious.

         “This is Rose O’Malley. My aunt and I are helping Hud Baker take care of your baby girl. I just wanted to reassure you that she’s fine. We’ve gotten her cleaned up and she’s had a bottle. Is there anything else we should know?” Rose asked.

         “Thank you, ma’am,” she said. “I’m so grateful that y’all didn’t hand her over to the system.”

         “You just get well, and don’t worry about a thing.” For some crazy reason, Rose thought of her mother and made a mental note to call her later that evening. “If you feel up to it, we could bring Sally to see you.”

         “I’d love that. Can you come now?” Dixie sobbed between words.

         “Be there in half an hour,” Rose answered. The girl sounded so pitiful that Rose couldn’t tell her that she’d really thought about bringing the baby later—like after supper.

         “Be where?” Luna asked as she held Sally up in a cute little pink outfit.

         “Looks like we’re going to the hospital so Dixie can see her child…” Rose answered.

         Once at the hospital, they found Dixie’s room easily enough. Dixie had evidently just gotten out of the shower because her dark brown hair still had water droplets hanging on it, and dark lashes framed her blue eyes. She was thinner than Rose, and the hospital gown hung on her frame like a feed sack on a broomstick, but she was sitting in a rocking chair beside the bed. She stood up and reached for Sally.

         Rose put Sally in her arms and sat down on the edge of the bed. “I’m Rose O’Malley and this is my aunt Luna.”

         “Y’all are angels,” Dixie whispered. “Look at you, sweet girl,” she crooned over Sally. “You smell so sweet and clean.”

         “How did you get here to Bowie?” Luna sat down in a chair on the other side of the bed.

         “I don’t like to talk about it,” Dixie said. “But you deserve to know, since you’ve been so good to help me and Sally. My real name is Dixie Boudreaux. I ran away from home last year with my boyfriend. We used to live in Louisiana, but Mama moved us to Sweetwater, Texas. I was seventeen when Derrick and I ran off to San Antonio, and we had big plans.”

         She paused and kissed Sally on the hand. “Truth is, I was pregnant, and it all sounded good at the time. We’d run away and get jobs, get us a little apartment and have our baby. But Derrick”—she paused—“he hated working at fast-food joints and that’s all the jobs we could get.” She sighed. “And then I had the baby, and sitters cost as much as I was making, so we was living on his paycheck. He came from a pretty good family. Not rich but real comfortable. Me—not so much. When times got real, real bad, he called his mama, and she sent money for him to come on back home and go back to school.”

         “And the sumbitch went without you?” Luna frowned.

         “He left me a note,” Dixie said. “Said that he just couldn’t do it anymore. I only had ten dollars in my purse, so I used it to buy diapers, and I hitched a ride with a nice couple from San Antonio to Bowie. They even bought me food twice on the trip. I was going to sleep in the park, even though it was cold, but I saw that empty house. It didn’t have heat, but the electricity was still on, so we had light.”

         “And then it caught on fire?” Luna said.

         Dixie nodded. “That nice cowboy, the one who rescued Sally, let me call Mama on his phone, but she said I can’t come home. I don’t know what I’ll do, but I’ll do any kind of work I can to support me and Sally. I’d scrub floors, and I can do waitress work if I can find a babysitter that don’t cost too much.”

         “We’ll worry about that when they let you out of this place.” Luna stood up and patted her on the shoulder. “Do you cook? Maybe you could work for us at the B&B.”

         “I grew up in southern Louisiana, and I can make Cajun food. My grandmamma taught me before she died. Mama hated anything that had to do with the kitchen, so I did all the cooking”—she blushed—“well, until I ran away.”

         “I’m only going to be in Bowie for a little while longer,” Rose said, “but you and Sally are welcome to stay there until you can find a job. You can pay for your keep by helping us cook.”

         “For real?” Dixie’s face lit up like a little kid’s eyes at Christmas.

         Rose smiled. “I hate the kitchen.”

         “And all I can make is breakfast food,” Luna said.

         “I can’t believe that you’re going to give me a job, just like that.” She snapped her fingers. “I ain’t never had this kind of luck before in my life.”

         Luck, Rose thought. Was winding up in the same town with Hud, who’d been her teenage crush, her bit of good luck?

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Here comes the Montague County Hero,” Tag teased when Hud reached the ranch. “I’ve been trying to get this damn bull to cooperate for an hour. You get back in your truck and herd him to the pasture. Then we’ll fix the broken fence.”

         Tag and Hud were twins, but not identical. They were both six feet tall, but Tag’s eyes were blue and Hud’s were green. Hud was a little more muscular than his brother, but Tag had always been the daredevil and the ladies’ man.

         When Hud found the bull, the critter was eating grass in a ditch, and no amount of honking fazed him. Finally, Hud got out of his truck and ran at the big black fellow. The bull lowered his head, pawed the ground, and took off after him like he was starving and the cowboy was supper. He managed to keep ahead of him and yelled at his brother when he saw him on the other side of the fence.

         “I’m bringing him in. Get that post ready to sit up straight. He’s pretty mad,” Hud hollered.

         The second the bull cleared the hole in the fence, Tag drove the new metal post into the ground. The poor old animal didn’t realize he’d been penned until he saw the rest of the herd. He lost his momentum, snorted a few times, and glared at Hud.

         “Guess you got your exercise for the day.” Tag chuckled as he helped Hud stretch the barbed wire. “First you go rescuing a woman and a baby, and now you’ve played matador.”
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