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            Dear Readers,

            As I finish this book, winter is slowly pushing fall into the history books. The yards are full of leaves, and the poor trees are naked. Even with all the unusual, difficult situations that 2020 has thrown into our laps, the time seems to have flown by this year. For Jesse Ryan, going home to Honey Grove, Texas, is like going back in time twenty years—is he ready for that? For Addy, who hasn’t seen Jesse in twenty years, it’s a little scary—can she continue to keep a two-decade-old secret?

            There are several people who have helped me take this book from a rough idea to the finished product you hold in your hands. The process is a lot like taking a chunk of coal and turning it into a diamond. All those people deserve more than just a simple thank-you for their hard work, but my sincere gratitude and a few virtual hugs are what I’ve got to offer them today.

            Thank you to my publisher, Grand Central and the Forever imprint, for continuing to support my cowboy series. Thank you to my friend and editor, Leah Hultenschmidt, for working with me to make this a stronger book. To all those folks behind the scenes who created the amazing cover, who copyedited, who worked in promotion, and those who helped in any way to take this from a figment of my imagination to the book it is today, thank you!

            Thank you to my agency, Folio Management, and to my agent, Erin Niumata, for all you do! We’ve been together for twenty years—longer than most Hollywood marriages!

            Thank you, once again, to Mr. B, my husband who endures long days of living with an author who walks around arguing with the voices in her head. And to my son, Lemar Brown, who went with me and Mr. B to research the town of Honey Grove and who took pictures of the area for me.

            And a big thank-you to all my readers who continue to support me by reading my books, by telling your neighbors about them, for writing reviews, for sharing them with your friends and everything else that you do. Without readers, there would be no need for authors so y’all really are the wind beneath my wings.

            Until next time, here’s hoping that 2021 is a wonderful year!

            Happy Reading,

            Carolyn Brown

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Honey Grove billed itself as “The Sweetest Town in Texas.” Jesse Ryan certainly hadn’t agreed with that when growing up there, but as he drove back into town, he hoped things had changed in the past twenty years. The morning he had left—a lifetime ago—the sun had been low in the eastern sky. He’d hoped his best friend, Addy, would have at least shown up to wave goodbye, but she hadn’t. Jesse remembered all too well the lump in his throat that morning and the same feeling returned as he drove past the familiar sights in the small town.

         He remembered how his mother, Pearl, had managed to hold back her tears until she had hugged him in front of the Air Force recruiter’s office in Paris, Texas. She had clung to him and wept on his shoulder.

         “Mama, this is no different than if I was going to college,” he had said.

         “It seems different to me.” She’d stepped back and looked at him like it was the last time she’d ever see him. “I love you, son.”

         His father, Sonny, had kept a stiff upper lip, but had shaken his hand firmly. “This has always been your dream. Go make us proud.”

         “Call and write when you can,” Pearl had whispered.

         “I promise I will,” he had managed to get past the baseball-sized lump still in his throat. “I’ll be back before you know it.”

         “We’ll look forward to that.” Sonny had grabbed him in a fierce hug.

         Jesse had kept his promise and come home when he could, sometimes twice a year, but most of the time just around Thanksgiving so his team members with wives and kids could be with them at Christmas.

         The sun peeked up over the horizon beyond the rolling hills of North Texas. That he had left at sunrise and was now coming home twenty years later at dawn seemed fitting. With the sun rising ahead of him, he was beginning a new chapter in his life—right back on Sunflower Ranch, where he’d grown up.

         Not much had changed. The OPEN sign in the window of the same old doughnut shop that had been there forever flashed on just as he passed, and he was tempted to stop and buy a dozen to take home. But he forgot all about that when he saw a banner strung up across Main Street, announcing the Honey Grove Rodeo in a few weeks.

         The banner wasn’t the same one that he’d seen in the rearview mirror when he left all those years ago, but it reminded him that not much ever changed in a small town. He made a left-hand turn at the first of two traffic lights, drove down the familiar road about three miles, and braked before he entered the ranch property. He rolled down the window of his pickup truck and inhaled the fresh country air. A south wind kicked up and caused the Sunflower Ranch sign above the cattle guard to squeak as it swung slowly back and forth on rusty hinges.

         “First order of business after breakfast is to grease that sign,” Jesse said as he drove under the sign and down the long lane to the house. When he’d left, his two foster brothers, Lucas and Cody, had waved goodbye from the porch, but they weren’t there to greet him that morning. Cody was working for a program similar to Doctors Without Borders, and Lucas traveled all over the world training cutting horses.

         A light from the kitchen window sent a long, yellow shaft out across the yard. He glanced down at the clock on the dashboard. “Mama will be making breakfast, and Dad will be sitting in his recliner reading the newspaper,” he muttered as he parked the truck beside two others just outside the yard gate. “I hope I can get used to rural life again.”

         Truth be told, he was a little leery about getting out of his vehicle. Every time he called home—which was at least twice a week when he could get service—his mom and dad talked about what a good job Addison Hall was doing since she had moved to the ranch several years ago to help take care of Jesse’s father.

         Addy would be in the house, and Jesse hadn’t spoken to her in nearly twenty years. Up until he went to the Air Force, she had been his best friend. His first memory of her was the two of them mutton bustin’ at the Honey Grove Rodeo and tying with her for first prize. They had been inseparable from then on, but that old saying about “out of sight out of mind” was sure enough true when it came to him and Addy. About six weeks after he left for basic training, her letters and calls had stopped, and he hadn’t seen her since the night before he left home—the only time they’d crossed over the friendship line.

         He opened the door of his black pickup truck, slid out of the seat, and rolled his neck to stretch the kinks out before he made his way up on the porch, which wrapped around three sides of the long, low ranch house. His father would have already come out and gotten his paper off the porch, or maybe from out in the yard if the person throwing it didn’t have good aim, so the door would be open.

         A blue heeler dog turning gray around the muzzle got up from where he’d been resting under the porch swing and came to greet him. Tail wagging, the animal sat down right at Jesse’s feet.

         Jesse knelt on one knee and scratched the old dog’s ears. “Good mornin’, Tex. You still keeping the cows herded?” He was procrastinating, but he just wasn’t ready to face Addy after all these years, or to meet her daughter, either, for that matter.

         “Pearl, darlin’, are we expectin’ company?” Sonny’s voice rang out from the living room. “I hear someone talkin’ out on the porch.”

         “That’s my cue.” Jesse straightened up. “See you later, Tex.”

         He yelled as he opened the front door, “Is breakfast ready?”

         “Jesse, is that really you?” His father tossed the newspaper to the side and grabbed a cane. Leaning on it, he opened up his other arm for a hug. “Hurry up, son, before your mother gets in here. I won’t get a bit of attention when she finds out one of her boys has come home.”

         “Oh. My. Goodness!” Pearl joined them for a three-way hug. “We weren’t expecting you until the first of next week.”

         Jesse swallowed the huge lump in his throat. When he’d been home eighteen months ago, his dad only had to use the cane sporadically, but the way he leaned on it now meant that things were definitely on a downhill slide. “I wanted to surprise you,” he said.

         “Well, you surely did that.” His mother took a step back but kept a grip on Jesse’s arms. “Let me look at you. You’ve got a few gray hairs in your temples, and your eyes look tired. You need some good old home cooking and hard ranch work to put the sparkle back in your life, my son.”

         “I’m thirty-eight years old, Mama,” Jesse chuckled. “I’ve earned those few gray hairs. It’s been a long week of getting things done so I could retire from the Air Force, but a few days on the ranch and I’ll be right as rain. I hope that’s breakfast I smell cookin’?”

         “I know exactly how old you are, son,” Pearl said, smiling, “and that is sausage gravy and biscuits that you smell. I hope you haven’t eaten already.”

         He bent and kissed his mother on the forehead. “When it comes to your cookin’, Mama, I’d never settle for second best.”

         Her eyes looked weary, too, he thought. Somehow every time he came home, she seemed smaller. When he was a little boy, she had looked to be ten feet tall and damn near bulletproof, but these days she barely came up to his shoulders. She had always had chin-length hair, but it had more salt in it these days than pepper. Seeing Sonny on the decline had to be tough on her, but Jesse was home now, and he could and would take a load off her shoulders.

         “And I’m glad you’re home. This old man right here”—she glanced over at Sonny—“needs your help running this place. Addy and Mia do what they can, and Henry is still a fine foreman, but he’s past seventy.” She talked as she pulled him into the kitchen.

         “Don’t you be callin’ me old, darlin’,” Sonny called after her and started that way.

         “The MS is getting worse,” his mother whispered. “It won’t be long until you will have to make all the decisions.”

         Jesse draped an arm around his mother’s shoulders. “I’m here. What can I do to help with breakfast?”

         “Good morning.” A voice from Jesse’s past floated through the air. “I’ve got the waterin’ troughs cleaned out and…”

         Addy stopped in the middle of the floor. Her face lost all the color and she stammered, “Jesse, what…when…we weren’t…”

         “Surprise!” he said, but his voice sounded hollow in his own ears.

         Addy certainly didn’t have any gray in her kinky, dark brown hair, which she had swept up in a ponytail. Ringlets escaped and framed her delicate face. She met his stare, and their gazes locked over the top of Pearl’s head. Her crystal-clear blue eyes still mesmerized Jesse as much as they had in the past. She had put on a few pounds, but every one of them looked fine on her. Her jeans dipped in at a tiny waist, and her T-shirt dipped low in the front to show a little cleavage. She probably still got carded when she tried to buy a six-pack of beer.

         “I thought you were a nurse. Why would you be cleaning troughs?” He wanted to kick himself the moment the words were out. Not a hello, how are you doing, good to see you, like he should have said.

         “I am, and when Sonny or Pearl needs my nursing skills, I’m right here, but I’m also a farmhand. If you’ll remember, I was raised on the ranch right next door to this one, so I know how to clean troughs, herd cattle from one pasture to another, and—”

         “Mornin’.” Another woman came into the kitchen by the back door. “Hello, Jesse. I’d know you anywhere from the pictures Nana and Poppa have on the mantle. You’re early.”

         She stuck out her hand to shake with him. Her grip was firm, and her green eyes sparkled. “I’m Addy’s daughter, Mia. Does this mean the big welcome home party next week is off, Nana?” She let go of his hand and went over to the kitchen chair where Sonny was sitting to kiss him on the forehead. “Did he almost give you a heart attack, Poppa?”

         “Yes, he did,” Sonny admitted. “We’ve talked so much about Addy and Mia the last few years that you probably feel like you already know all about them.”

         “Yes, I do, but it’s really good to put a face to a name.” When his mother had told him that Addy had a baby and was raising the child on her own, Jesse figured that Addy had gotten involved with someone right after he had left for the military. At least knowing that made him understand why she had cut him off so suddenly and wouldn’t even take his phone calls all those years ago.

         “Well, now that we’re all here, let’s get breakfast on the table. We’re burnin’ sunshine,” Mia said. “I’ve got hay ready to bale, and then this afternoon, I need to spend some time in the office with the books.”

         Jesse shot a look over toward his father. Sonny flashed a smile and said, “Mia just got home from college last week, and she’s missed the ranch.”

         Mia opened a cabinet door and took down six plates. “I wouldn’t even be in college if I hadn’t promised Nana and Poppa that I’d go. I can learn more right here on the ranch than I can sitting in a classroom.”

         “If I’m going to turn all the bookwork over to you, then you need to understand agriculture business and learn all that computer crap that you can. It confuses the hell out of me, and Pearl refuses to have anything to do with it,” Sonny said.

         “Some of us old dogs don’t want to learn new tricks.” Pearl took a pan of perfectly browned biscuits from the oven.

         Jesse watched as Mia set the table. There were only five of them, but she was getting ready for six people.

         “Is someone else coming for breakfast?” he asked.

         “Dr. Grady Adams comes on Saturday morning,” Mia answered. “He comes early so he can check Poppa before he does his rounds at the hospital over in Bonham.”

         “You’ll remember Grady Adams.” Pearl dished up a bowl full of scrambled eggs. “He graduated with you and Addy. He’s your dad’s doctor.”

         Of course Jesse remembered Grady. As a kid, he had always had his nose in a book, so it wasn’t any wonder that he had become a doctor. But Grady Adams wasn’t the person causing his heart to pound out of his chest, and his breath to come in short gasps.

         At that very moment, Grady poked his head in the back door. “Anybody home?”

         “Come on in.” Sonny motioned him inside with a flick of his wrist. “We was just about to say grace, so you’re right on time. Have a seat, and we’ll have some breakfast before we go talk medicine and cures for this disease.”

         Grady set his black leather briefcase on a side chair and stopped to kiss Addy on the cheek. “How’s my patient today?”

         “I’m fine. This new trial drug seems to be helping a lot,” Sonny said.

         Grady hadn’t changed all that much. His light brown hair was a little thinner, and he’d either traded his thick glasses for contact lenses or else he’d had Lasik surgery. He still had a round, baby face and he’d put on a few pounds that had collected mostly around his middle.

         “Hello, Grady.” Jesse took a step forward and stuck out his hand. “Been a long time.”

         “Well, hello to you, too. You weren’t supposed to arrive for a few more days. So you’re out of the service now?” Grady’s handshake was firmer than Jesse thought it would be. “It’s good to have you back home, and yes, it has been a long time. I don’t think I’ve seen you since the night we all graduated from high school.”

         “That sounds about right, but it’s great to be back home.” Jesse pasted a smile on his face. “So you’re a doctor, and you make house calls?”

         “Just for Sonny,” Grady answered. “I’m the head of the ER over in Paris, but I come out here once a week to check on this new trial drug that Sonny is taking, and to get a free breakfast.” He winked across the table at Jesse.

         “Married? Kids?” Jesse asked.

         “Was married. No kids. My wife died a while back, but I’m moving on a baby step at a time. I’m dating a really nice woman who works in pediatrics at the hospital. She can’t make biscuits and gravy like Pearl does, though.” Another wink.

         Jesse almost sighed with relief. At least Grady wasn’t dating Addy.

         “I’m so sorry to hear about your wife,” Jesse said.

         “Thank you,” Grady replied. “You and Addy were best friends if I remember right. Bet y’all have got a lot of catching up to do.”

         “Yep, we sure do.” Jesse shifted his focus over to Addy. Their eyes caught for a moment, and then she blinked and turned toward Mia.

         “Before you start on the books, you should take care of your sheep and the alpacas. They’re your responsibility when you are home,” Addy said.

         “I’ll start that tomorrow,” Mia said.

         Her expression and tone reminded Jesse of a few recruits he’d gone through basic with—full of defiance and attitude.

         “No, darlin’.” Addy smiled. “You’ll start right after breakfast.”

         “Yes, ma’am,” Mia said with a head wiggle. Jesse was glad that he had never married and had kids if that was the way they acted.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Addy thought she’d have another week to prepare herself before Jesse came home to Honey Grove. Seeing him there in the kitchen, with a chest that seemed to be an acre wide and his green eyes with those gold flecks, had left her speechless. She’d thought that twenty years would erase all those old feelings. But she still felt a thrill at seeing him.

         Like “Delilah,” the song that Blake Shelton sang a few years ago, she thought. The lyrics said that she couldn’t blame anyone but herself because she never bothered to look at the best friend sitting right beside her. She’d been afraid to tell Jesse how she truly felt, and she’d paid the price.

         Like always, Sonny said grace before they ate. As soon as he said “Amen,” Addy began to pass the food around the table.

         “Jesse, I understand you were a medic in the Air Force,” Grady said as he helped himself to the scrambled eggs. “See much action?”

         “Little bit,” Jesse answered.

         Addy almost smiled. Jesse had never been a guy who talked a lot. He had probably exchanged more words with her than anyone else in the world. She wondered if he’d overcome the “man of few words syndrome” as she had tagged it when they were in high school.

         “Any overseas? Did you ever run into Cody?” Grady asked.

         “My brother and I were in different places. Haven’t seen him in almost two years now. We all made it home for Thanksgiving a couple of years ago. He couldn’t get away last fall,” Jesse answered.

         Addy was surprised that he had answered with more than a simple yes or no. She could feel Jesse’s eyes on her, but she couldn’t look right at him again.

         Stop it! she scolded herself. You’ve got to live on the same ranch with him, so you can’t avoid him forever.

         Her hands trembled as she took a biscuit from the platter and sent them on to Sonny. “Mia and I will be glad to move out into the bunk house, and let you have your old room back.”

         “Oh, no!” Pearl shook her head. “The whole reason we hired you full time was so you’d be right here close by if I need you to help with Sonny.”

         “I’m glad to unload my stuff in the bunk house,” Jesse said. “As kids, us boys couldn’t wait to grow up and get to live out there. Last time all three of us were home, we stayed out there. I got to admit, it wasn’t as glamourous as we thought it would be, but it will suit me just fine.”

         The only time he said more than a couple of words was when he was nervous. Despite her resolve not to look at him, she stole a quick glance across the table and caught his eye again. Just like old times when they didn’t even need words, she could actually feel his angst. Was it because seeing her affected him as much as seeing him did her?

         “Well, you got the bunkhouse all to yourself unless Cody makes up his mind to come home,” Sonny said.

         “Has he mentioned that kind of thing?” Grady asked.

         “I can hear it in his voice when he calls us,” Pearl answered. “He’s weary with that way of life.”

         “With Addy and Mia’s help and the locals that we hire from town during busy times, we don’t use the bunkhouse anymore,” Sonny said. “You might have to chase out some spiders and mice and talk your mother out of some linens. No one has stayed out there since you boys were all home the last time.”

         Addy felt her cheeks burning at the thought of what had gone on in that bunkhouse twenty years ago. She and Jesse had been emotional about him leaving Honey Grove, and she had cried, and…

         The blush deepened, and she shook the memory from her mind.

         “Great!” Mia said. “I didn’t want to move out there anyway, and I doubt that Jesse would feel comfortable in a bedroom that’s painted lavender. Mama loves that shade of purple.”

         “I remember,” Jesse said softly.

         Addy wondered if he remembered anything else about that night. She had spent endless nights staring out the bedroom window at the bunkhouse in the distance and reliving that night she and Jesse had spent in the bunkhouse.

         “Earth to Addy,” Grady chuckled.

         “I’m sorry.” She turned slightly to focus on him. “Did someone say something? I was off in another world.”

         “Evidently.” Grady grinned. “I asked if you would pass the muffins. I’ve got time to eat one for breakfast dessert before Sonny and I have our weekly visit.”

         Addy passed the basket of blueberry muffins to Grady and then lowered her gaze to her half-full plate of food. Even after twenty years and so many life events had passed, she still got flutters in her stomach when Jesse Ryan was anywhere near her. They had discussed everything from the time neither of them could even talk plainly. He knew when Addy had gotten her first kiss. She knew that he had had a crush on Jenny Lynn Baker in the seventh grade. Then that last night before he left, things had gone from a goodbye kiss to a helluva lot more right out there in the bunkhouse. The next morning, she had awakened earlier than Jesse and she had slipped away before daylight. That was the last time she had laid eyes on him until right now.

         She had thought that not being at the ranch when Jesse and his brothers came home would help, but maybe running from him had been a mistake.

         “I don’t want to ruin our friendship,” she had said that night just before they started making out. “If we dated or even had a fling, things would be awkward between us. I don’t want to chance that.”

         “What if we’re meant to be together?” Jesse had toyed with a strand of her hair.

         “We’re eighteen, Jesse. We’ve got so much to do before we even think like that.” But he’d kissed her, and the rest was history. She had used the Jesse Ryan yardstick to measure every man she had dated since then, and they’d all come up short. Now Jesse was back. Time could not be turned back, and life had gone on for both of them.

         “You’re doing it again,” Mia told her mother.

         “I’m sorry—again.” Addy blushed and passed the muffins to Grady.

         Grady chuckled. “My best friend’s mind is off in la-la land this morning. I already finished a muffin, and even though I could eat another one, the elastic in my scrub pants is already stretched pretty far. Sonny and I are going to the office for a checkup now.”

         “I’ll help Pearl do the cleanup while Mia goes to take care of her sheep.” Addy pasted on a smile.

         “See you tomorrow in church?”

         “Of course. I’ll save you a seat in case you get pulled into an emergency,” she said.

         “And dinner right here afterwards,” Pearl said. “Maybe we’ll have a game of dominoes in the afternoon.”

         “Sounds good.” Grady laid his napkin on the table and stood up.

         Sonny did the same and used his cane to lead the way to the office.

         “So you and Grady are best friends?” Jesse asked.

         “He’s a good man.” Addy sounded defensive even to her own ears. “And we have a lot in common, him being a doctor and me a nurse, so we kind of speak the same language.”

         “Hey, everyone needs a best friend.” Jesse smiled.

         “I wish he was more than her friend.” Mia got up and started toward the door. “I like him, and he makes her laugh. Maybe things won’t work out with him and his new girlfriend. We can always hope.”

         “Grady is a good friend, nothing more, not even in the future.” Addy didn’t leave room for argument.

         “Speaking of the future, remember that I told you about this new trial drug for MS? It seems to be slowing down the symptoms, and we’re grateful for that.”

         “Does he get out to check fences or—” Jesse started.

         “Every day,” Addy butted in. “We help get him in the truck and drive him around the fence lines. We let him check the cattle and make decisions about moving them from one pasture to the other.”

         “But Mama and I have been helping with the bookwork.” Mia turned around from the back door. “He hated doing it anyway, and it gives me work experience for my degree.”

         Pearl reached over and laid a hand on Jesse’s. “You can’t know how glad we are that you are home, son. If you could drive him around after breakfast, it would be a big help.”

         “Whatever you need, Mama,” Jesse replied. “I’ve also had medical training.”

         “That’s great,” Mia said. “Now we’ve got a nurse and a medic on the ranch. Can you do vet work? We could save a lot of money if we didn’t need a vet a couple of times a month.”

         “Sorry, but that’s not in my field,” Jesse answered. “But if you break a leg or get on the wrong end of an IED, I can fix you up enough to get you to a hospital.”

         “I don’t think there’s any bombs on Sunflower Ranch,” Addy said.

         Other than the one about to go off in your heart right now? Her grandmother’s voice popped into her head.

         She ignored the question and stood up. “I’ll help with cleanup, and then when Mia gets back from the sheep pens, we can get out there to get a pasture full of hay baled and ready for the barn. Think Sonny will ever go for the big round bales?” Keeping her hands busy would keep her crazy emotions in check—hopefully anyway.

         Pearl shook her head. “He says there’s too much waste in those things. Besides he likes to give jobs to the high school boys in the summertime. Says it teaches them hard work.”

         Mia laughed out loud. “What it does is teach them to go to college and do something where they won’t have to sweat.”

         Jesse turned to look at her, and Addy’s heart skipped a beat. He’d have to know before long, and it would turn everyone’s life upside down.

         “Is that why you’re going to college?” he asked.

         “No, sir,” she answered without hesitation. “I’m sitting through all those classes because Poppa says I have to if I’m ever going to be the foreman of this place. That’s been my goal since I moved onto this ranch, but…”

         “But what?” Addy asked.

         Mia shrugged and looked guilty as hell. “But I might…” Another shrug. “It’s nothing.”

         “Thinking about changing your major?” Jesse asked.

         “What I’m thinking about isn’t a whole lot of your business,” Mia smarted off. “I’m going to feed the sheep. I’ll meet y’all at the hay field.” She slammed the wooden screen door on her way out.

         “What’s that all about?” Pearl asked.

         “Who knows?” Addy answered. “She’s been different since she came home from college this semester, but she’s said that ranching is in her blood, and she would never want to do anything else.”

         “Teenagers.” Jesse headed into the living room.

         Addy’s pulse raced. “I’m on duty to drive a hay wagon today. When you get back from driving Sonny around, we can use you in the field.”

         “Go on,” Pearl said with a wave of her hand. “If Jesse is going to take Sonny out for his morning drive, I’ll have plenty of time by myself in the house. And I’ll appreciate every minute of it.”

         Mia pushed back into the house. “I forgot my hat. Where’s Jesse?”

         “Right here.” He poked his head around the kitchen door.

         “You should know that I’m a rancher.” She glared at him. “I was born on my great-grandmother’s place out near Cactus, Texas, in the middle of a tornado. Granny couldn’t get Mama to the hospital, so she delivered me in a storm cellar. When everything cleared out, she put me and Mama in her old pickup truck and took us to the hospital. The next day, she took us home, and I’ve lived on a ranch my whole life. So don’t look at me like I don’t know what I’m doing.”

         Addy wondered who Mia was trying to convince—Jesse or herself—and why she was being so belligerent. She had been the kind, sweet daughter that Addy had raised when she had come home for the Christmas break, but the girl who arrived at the ranch for the summer had changed into a sassy, sometimes even hateful person. Could it be that knowing Jesse was coming home had made her question her own place on Sunflower Ranch?

         “Well, I, for one, am glad that you’ve been here to keep the ranch going while I’ve been out running missions for the Air Force,” Jesse told her.

         “Thank you,” Mia said as she took her cowboy hat off a rack by the door and settled it on her head. “When you get done with Poppa, I’ll expect you out in the hay field.”

         “Mia Pearl Hall,” Addy fussed at her.

         “Pearl?” Jesse raised an eyebrow.

         “It’s my grandmother’s middle name as well as mine,” Addy answered.

         “And my first name, so I claim her, too,” Pearl said.

         “Enough about names,” Mia said. “Can I expect you in the hay field? Those young boys don’t want to listen to me, and Henry has a crew fixing fence this morning.”

         “I’ll be there as soon as I get back with Dad,” Jesse promised.

         “Good.” She nodded and left by the back door.

         Jesse raised an eyebrow at Addy. “Looks like she’s well on her way to making a pretty fine foreman. She’s certainly bossy enough, but then she comes by that honest. I remember you being pretty sassy.”

         Addy crammed her straw hat down on her head. “If you don’t have a hat anymore, you’d better rustle one up. This hot sun will fry your brains.”

         “It can’t be any hotter than it was in Iraq or Kuwait,” he said, grinning.

         “And you had a hat there, I’m sure,” Addy said as she pushed the back door open.

         She went straight to the old ranch work truck. The thing had been new the year that Jesse left for the Air Force. Now the paint had rusted off in places, and the bench seat inside was cracked so badly that she kept a quilt thrown over it. But the engine still hummed like it was new. She started the engine, clutched and put it in reverse, then just sat there for a few minutes. Hoping to quiet her racing thoughts and all the memories, she leaned her head on the steering wheel. When that didn’t work, she rose up and backed the truck out of the yard.

         “I should have stayed in Cactus,” she said. “I should never have come back here. When Granny went to the nursing home five years ago, and Mama and Daddy moved out there, I should have stayed.”

         Driving to the hay barn, she remembered coming out to Sunflower Ranch five years ago and all the old memories that flooded her that day. Mia was fourteen that spring, and Addy had just started managing a home health care facility. That’s when Sonny was first diagnosed with MS, and Pearl had made arrangements for Addy to come see him every two weeks. Pearl had whispered that he was too damn stubborn to see a doctor as often as he should. The disease progressed quickly at first, and before long, Addy was out at the ranch almost every day.

         “Mia loved it here, and Pearl said that she was the grandchild they had never had,” Addy muttered as she got out of the truck and hooked up the hay hauling trailer to it. “So here we are, and Jesse is here. And what am I going to do?”

         “Who are you talking to, Mama?” Mia came out of the tack room with two new pairs of gloves.

         “Myself,” Addy answered. “Don’t you ever have a conversation with yourself?”

         Mia nudged her with a shoulder. “Of course. I have to talk to someone who’s as intelligent as I am every now and then.”

         “If you were all that smart, you’d figure out a way to keep your hired hands working,” Addy told her.

         “I’m only a year older than some of those guys,” Mia reminded her.

         “Dated any of them?” Addy asked.

         “Hell, no!” Mia got behind the wheel.

         “What does that mean?” Addy slipped into the passenger seat.

         “I love you, Mama. I’m glad you kept me and didn’t give me away, but I damn sure don’t want a baby at my age. I’ve got plans, and babies aren’t a part of that until I’m at least thirty.” Mia backed the trailer out of the barn and drove toward the hay field.

         “Good for you,” Addy said.

         “Besides, who knows what kind of man my father was. You don’t want to talk about him, and I respect that, but he could be a serial killer for all I know.” Mia didn’t even grind the gears as she shifted from low into second.

         “That’s not showing a lot of faith in my judgment,” Addy told her.

         “No shade on you, Mommy dearest. He might have been a good man at the time, but I would like to know what kind of genes he threw into me before I have kids of my own.” She slapped the steering wheel. “Not a boy in sight. If they show up to work at all today, I’m firing the lot of them, and calling a bunch of girls to come help me next week.”

         “Temper! Temper!” Addy scolded. “Look over there under that big scrub oak tree. I do believe that’s four guys all hugging what shade they can before you start cracking the whip over their heads.”

         “It’s a good thing they’re here.” Mia braked and brought the truck and trailer to a stop. “They don’t know how close they came to losing their jobs.”

         “I’ll drive. You get out there and make ’em sweat. Nothing sexier than a guy with big muscles and a sweaty body,” Addy teased.

         “God, Mama!” Mia shook her head.

         “No, I’m not a god, but thanks for thinking I am,” Addy giggled.

         “If that’s the truth, then why aren’t you flirting with Jesse? He’s pretty darn sexy, and he kept stealing looks at you all during breakfast.” Mia jumped out of the truck and whistled for her crew to get to work.

         Oh, my sweet spitfire of a daughter, you may come to regret saying that in the next few weeks.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         You all settled in, Dad?” Jesse asked.

         “Ready to go.” Sonny laid his cane to the side of the passenger seat. “I’m so glad you’re home, son. I was wondering if any of you boys would ever come back to the ranch.” He patted Jesse on the shoulder. “I keep saying that, but I want you to know that I really mean it. Henry wants to retire as soon as summer ends, and you’ll need to take over, but that’s not the only reason I want you here. Your mama is going to need you if…when…” he stammered.

         Jesse leaned across the console and gave his dad a quick hug. “That gives me six months to get a handle on things, Dad. And the new trial meds are helping so I expect to celebrate your hundredth birthday with you here in about twenty years. Don’t you disappoint me!”

         “You know I’ve always loved you as much as if you belonged to me and your mama by blood, don’t you? I regret that I didn’t tell you boys that as often as I should have.” Sonny wiped away a tear hanging on his eyelashes.

         “You did just fine, Dad. We all three knew we were loved,” Jesse assured him and then started the slow drive around the property line fences.

         Sonny cleared his throat, took out a hanky from the bibbed pocket of his overalls and blew his nose, then put it back. “Thank you for that, Jesse. These damned drugs make me as emotional as a teenage girl, but while we’re on the subject, do you ever wonder about your biological parents? The other boys asked questions years ago, and we answered as best we could.”

         Jesse sure hadn’t thought about having this conversation the very morning he got back home. “I looked into it myself a few years ago. I found out my birth parents’ names and that they had died. Maybe that should have bothered me, but it didn’t. Some guys I knew in the service that had been adopted had issues, but I never did. You and Mama loved me so much that it didn’t matter. The only thing I wondered about was why you and Mama didn’t adopt me right away, rather than waiting until you did the paperwork for Lucas and Cody.”

         Sonny sighed, inhaled deeply, and let it out slowly. “All your mama ever wanted was a family, and it was my fault we couldn’t have kids, not hers. She loved me enough to stay with me even after we found out why after almost twenty years of marriage, we didn’t have children. If we couldn’t have our own flesh and blood, I didn’t want to have any kids at all, but I love your mother more than life, and she wanted children, no matter how we had to get them.”

         Jesse felt his heart fall down into his cowboy boots. His own parents hadn’t wanted him, and that didn’t bother him, but the thought of Sonny not wanting him was another matter. Jesse felt tears welling up in his eyes, but he blinked them back.

         Sonny went on, “Your mother talked me into trying out foster care, just to see how it would go.”

         “Dad, you don’t have to tell me all this.” Jesse got out of the truck and opened a gate, jogged back to the truck and drove through it, then hopped out again to close the gate.

         “Sorry that I couldn’t do that for you,” Sonny said when Jesse was behind the steering wheel again.

         Jesse patted him on the shoulder. “No problem.”

         “Now, where were we?” Sonny asked, then went on before Jesse could answer. “Oh, yeah. Back to when the foster lady brought you to our house. You were a big baby at nine pounds, but you scared the bejesus out of me. I was terrified that I’d drop you or do something wrong. There I was the same age as you are right now with a baby in my arms. I’d always managed to steer clear of even my buddies’ newborn babies, but Pearl was so in love with you from the first moment she took you from that social worker’s arms, that she wanted me to feel the same thing.”

         Jesse had held his friends’ babies, and he’d felt the exact same way. Flying into war zones on a rescue mission, tornadoes, and red-haired women didn’t scare him as much as a tiny baby did.

         “Merrylee, the social worker, who was a childhood friend of your mother’s, said she could pull some strings and we could adopt you right away,” Sonny said. “I was the one who wanted to wait. Your mother wanted a family, not an only child, and I wanted to see how we’d do with one before I consented to having more babies in the house. When you were two years old, Merrylee called and said she had a three-year-old and his year-old brother who were available to foster like we did you, and in six months we could probably adopt them. I was in a turmoil. I always figured that if we did take in another child or two, you’d be the oldest and inherit the farm when I was gone, and by then you were mine…my son…my child. I didn’t think I could love any others the way I did you.”

         Jesse’s tears that time were of joy, not disappointment, but he still kept them at bay. “That would have been a big decision. Three boys who were stairsteps. A lot of work would be involved in raising us boys, but why are you telling me this now?” Jesse stopped beside a fence that was almost on the ground.

         Sonny whipped his cell phone from his shirt pocket. “Henry, we’re about a quarter of a mile west of that old fallen oak tree. Fence needs fixin’ today if you can see your way to get it done. We’ll need to move cattle into this pasture tomorrow, and there’s no way this fence will hold them.”

         “Tell him I’ll take care of it this afternoon. He shouldn’t have to work on Saturday afternoon,” Jesse said.

         He listened for a few seconds and then said, “Thanks a lot. Jesse made it home a few days early. He’ll take care of the fence. Why don’t you come on over for supper tonight?” He listened for another minute, and then put the phone back in his pocket. “He says to tell you welcome home, and he’s looking forward to seeing you tonight.”

         “It’ll be good to get a visit with him, too. Now, tell me, Dad, where is this Merrylee lady now?” Jesse asked.

         “She married and moved to California right after we got Lucas and Cody. Died last year with pancreatic cancer. She and your mother kept in touch, but they hadn’t seen each other in years.” Sonny sighed. “I wanted Pearl to fly out for the funeral, but she wouldn’t leave me, said she wanted to remember Merrylee like she was when she brought you boys to her. I’m telling you this history because you need to hear it and understand that…” He paused.

         “Understand what?” Jesse asked.

         “That it doesn’t matter whether a child comes to you as a baby or already up and running around, that kid becomes yours as much as if it was flesh and blood. I worried about bringing Lucas and Cody into our lives because I was afraid that I couldn’t love them as much as I did you,” Sonny said. “I’m a rough and tough old cowboy, son. I don’t cry very often, and I’m not as romantic as I should be with your mama and saying all this ain’t easy for me. I love all three of you boys, and you need to know that. I haven’t even given you a choice about steppin’ up and runnin’ this place when Henry retires, so I’m givin’ it to you now. I took over this place from my dad, and he took it over from my grandpa. It’s Ryan land, and it needs a Ryan to run it. Each of you boys have taken a different path up to now, and I don’t want you to feel—”

         Jesse laid a hand on Sonny’s shoulder again and gave it a gentle squeeze. “I’m here, Dad, because I want to be, and I’m not going anywhere. You raised me to be a rancher. I’ve given enough of my time back to helping others. I’m glad to be home, and I’m glad to take over the reins for Henry.”

         “And someday for me?” Sonny glanced down at the cane.

         “Like you said, a Ryan needs to run this land, and I’m a Ryan, maybe not the oldest son, but I can do the job—but not until after we celebrate your hundredth birthday,” Jesse teased. “And thanks, Dad, for telling me all that. It’s not easy to open up like you just did.”

         “No, son, it’s not,” Sonny said, and nodded, “but sometimes it’s very necessary.”

         The last time Jesse had been this emotional was when he came home in the back of a plane with two flag-draped caskets carrying a couple of his friends. That was a sad, heartbreaking day. Today was a happy one. He was home. His father had just told him how much Jesse meant to him. But the emotional roller coaster left him as drained as the time he had escorted his friends back home for their funerals. He had to man up just like he did all those years ago, compartmentalize, and think about something else.

         “Hey, how on earth did you get Addy to give up her job and come to work for you on a ranch?” Jesse asked. “Mama said she is an RN. She must have been making really good money.”

         He drove slowly around the last half of the fence line. When he had been younger, he and his brothers checked the fences on trail bikes. They had wanted horses, but Sonny thought bikes and four-wheelers were more efficient. Pearl had told Jesse that it had nothing to do with what worked better. But the truth was that when Sonny lost his beloved horse, he swore that he would never get attached to another one.

         “It’s not all about the money,” Sonny chuckled. “Mia couldn’t raise sheep to show at the fairs while she lived in town, and your mama was so worried about me that she wanted a full-time nurse in the house. We offered Addy room and board and a good salary. Mia could have the whole ranch to grow up on, plus we said we would pay for her college expenses. We didn’t intend for Addy to do farm work when she moved in, but pretty soon she was out there on a tractor and doing what she could to help out. They’re both good ranch hands, and until the last few months, Addy made sure all my medical stuff was in order. She helps Grady do all that now. If they hadn’t gotten to be friends before she moved in with us, I doubt that he’d make the trip to the ranch every week. I’d hate to think I’d have to go to the clinic and sit for hours waiting to see my doctor. Grady reports back to him, and I only have to go in to see him every other month this way.”

         “Is he Mia’s father?” Jesse’s brow wrinkled when he frowned.

         “Have no idea, but I can’t imagine it,” Sonny answered. “She moved out to the Panhandle right after you left for the Air Force. I expect Mia belongs to someone she met out there. I always thought maybe you would ask her out, thick as y’all were back in high school.”

         “We didn’t want to ruin a friendship.” Jesse wondered what life might have been like if they had dated, and maybe she had settled down in one of his home bases. They would probably have a family by now. Sonny and Pearl would have the grandchildren they’d always wanted.

         “Friendship, huh? That’s crazy thinkin’ there, Jesse,” Sonny said. “Your mama and I were good friends before we married. That just made everything better afterwards. We already knew how to talk to each other…” he chuckled again, “and how to argue. You and Addy always reminded me of me and Pearl when we was young. Like I told you, your mama wanted a family and grandkids. You three boys are all starin’ forty in the eyeball right now, and ain’t a one of you brought us home grandbabies, so Mia stepped in to fill that place for us.”

         “You really don’t know who her father is?” Jesse asked.

         “I didn’t ask, and from what I hear, Addy has never told a soul,” Sonny answered. “Not even her parents. Did your mama tell you that they moved out to the Texas Panhandle about five years ago when Addy’s grandmother died? Little town called Cactus. Strange name for a town if you ask me, but nobody did. They put their acreage up for sale, and since it bordered Sunflower Ranch, I bought the place.”

         “Are you renting the house that was on the property?” Jesse wouldn’t mind living over there. He would have space of his own and yet still be on Ryan property.

         “I offered it to Addy and Mia since it was her old home place, but she said she feels more comfortable living in the house with me and Pearl. That way if we need a nurse, she’s right there,” Sonny answered.

         “Do you think she’s embarrassed about who the father is?” Jesse asked as he drove the last leg back to the ranch house.

         “Don’t know. Don’t care,” Sonny answered. “Mia is a great kid, and we love her no matter who she belongs to. I wish we had a dozen grandkids who loved the land as much as she does.”

         Jesse parked as close to the yard gate as possible so that Sonny wouldn’t have to walk very far. “Need me to help you or should I go on out to the hay field?”

         “I can still get up the stairs fairly well, so get on out there and help Mia with those rowdy boys.” Sonny grinned. “She’s still working on making them believe she’s boss. And thanks for listening to me, son. My door is open if and when you ever need to unload on someone.”

         “I’ll remember that.” Jesse gave a brief nod and sat still until Sonny was on the porch before he put the truck in reverse and headed toward the hay field. He hummed an old tune by Travis Tritt, “Where Corn Don’t Grow,” and remembered the day that he’d told his dad he wanted to go to the Air Force and be a medic.

         “I’ve taught you to mend fences, to run a ranch, how to bait a hook, and clean fish for supper,” Sonny had said. “I wanted you to be a rancher, but I won’t hold you back. If that’s your dream, then go chase it. But always remember where home is, and that there’s a ranch waiting on you if your dreams don’t work out the way you planned.”

         Jesse wondered if he’d stayed on the ranch, maybe gone to college and gotten a business agriculture degree, if he would have a son by now. Maybe one that had a dream that didn’t involve ranching but would come home someday—one that could step into his shoes and run the Sunflower Ranch.

         The lyrics of the song talked about a young man and his father sitting on the porch. The son asked his father if he ever wished he had a life where corn didn’t grow. The father told him that there would be dusty fields no matter where he went in life. Jesse had never believed anything more than he did as he sang the last words of the song on his way out to the hay field.

         “I’ve been so many places where corn don’t grow that I can’t even remember them all,” Jesse muttered as he thought of all the places in what his team had called “the sand box.”

         When he parked at the edge of the hay field and stepped out of his truck, he left his career as combat medic behind, settled his old sweat-stained Stetson on his head, and changed into a cowboy. He had come home to Sunflower Ranch and was staying no matter what the circumstances.

         “You ready to work?” Mia wiped sweat from her face with the tail of her T-shirt.

         “You ready to try to keep up with me?” He unsnapped his chambray shirt, took it off and tied it around his waist, pulled a pair of gloves from his hip pocket, and picked up the first bale of hay. “This is what you want me to do, isn’t it, boss?”

         Mia nodded, grabbing the hay from him, and stacked it on the trailer.

         The four boys who were working eyed him cautiously. “Who are you?” one of them finally asked.

         “I’m Jesse Ryan,” he said. “You guys going to ask questions or earn your paychecks?”

         “You called her boss.” A scrawny red-haired kid tossed a bale up onto the trailer.

         “Yep, because that’s who she is on this mission, and we’d all do well to listen to her. She’s a tough one, I hear,” he said.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Addy drove with one elbow stuck out the window of the truck that pulled the trailer the boys were stacking hay on. She saw Jesse coming out across the field from his truck, and her breath caught in her throat when he removed his shirt. His chest had always been broad, but sweet lord, looking at his bare skin glistening with sweat gave her a case of hot flashes that had nothing to do with the sun beating down on her arm.

         She turned the radio on and upped the volume so the kids could hear. Garth Brooks was singing, “If Tomorrow Never Comes.” Right then she wished that tomorrow would never come, that she would never have to tell her daughter the truth about her father.

         She glanced in the side mirror to catch Jesse staring at her reflection. When he caught her eye, he tipped his hat and went back to work. Could he be thinking the same thing that she was? The words to the song asked if the love they had known from the past was enough to last if there was no tomorrow. She and Jesse had agreed when they were only thirteen that they couldn’t ever be more than good friends, because if they were, it might ruin their best friend status—and then that last night before he went to the military, they had crossed the line. Who could know if that one crazy night would have developed into something else if she had been willing to keep in touch with him? The only thing she knew for sure was that, for her, the love they had shared that night had lasted twenty years—but it was past time to let all that go. She and Jesse were adults now, and the choices they had made had changed them.

         “Mama!” Mia yelled over the top of the music on the radio.

         Addy realized the truck was veering right toward a hay bale and quickly got it under control. She did her best to keep her eyes on the field in front of her, but every few minutes she stole a fast glance at Jesse. Why did he have to be so damned sexy?

         When no more bales could be loaded onto the trailer, the kids hopped into the bed of the truck. Just as she started driving toward the barn, Jesse opened the passenger door and slid into the wide bench seat beside her. He twisted the cap off a bottle of water, handed it to her, and then did the same with a second one and turned it up for several long gulps.

         “Thank you, but the hay haulers are supposed to be back there together.” She took a sip and set the bottle between her knees.

         “I’m too old to sit back there,” Jesse said. “I don’t want those kids to hear me groaning after only two hours of hard work.”

         “You are getting pretty damn old,” she said.

         “Hey, now!” Jesse raised an eyebrow. “If I’m remembering right, you are four days older than I am.”

         A strand of kinky brown hair had escaped her ponytail and was hanging in front of her oversized sunglasses. She tucked it behind her ear and kept her eyes on the rutted lane back to the barn. “You’ve been out on a twenty-year adventure filled with danger, and that makes you look”—she lowered her sunglasses and glanced at him—“about five years older than me.”

         You are flirting. Her grandmother’s voice was loud and clear in her head.

         Am not, she argued. I’m just being a friend to Jesse like I used to be.

         “I missed you, Addy. Why didn’t we keep in touch?” he asked.

         “You had your dreams to follow that involved getting away from this ranch,” she answered. “I had mine, and they went in separate directions. Our paths just separated, Jesse.”

         “And yet, here we are right back where we started,” he said.

         “Yep, hauling hay like we did when we were kids,” she agreed as she backed the trailer into the barn. “Guess it’s tougher than we thought to get away from our roots.”

         “Ever wonder where we’d be if we had stayed in Honey Grove?” he asked.

         Just every single day, she thought. “There’s no use in thinking about what happened in the past. Those days are gone.”

         “What about the future?” he asked as he opened the truck door.

         “No use in worrying about that either. We just have today, and right now the important thing is that we get this hay stacked so these boys can collect their paychecks and knock off work by noon,” she told him.

         “I’d forgotten it was Saturday,” he said with a grin. “You going to the Wild Horse tonight?”

         “Those days are in the past, too,” she told him.

         “Still got your fake ID?” he asked.

         “Of course I do.” She didn’t tell him that she had an old cigar box with everything they had ever shared through their eighteen years as best friends and neighbors.

         “Me, too,” he said.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Mia had already formed a hay-tossing brigade and had several bales stacked when Jesse got out of the truck and back to the trailer. “We’ve got this if you want to go on to the house and visit with Poppa.”

         “Reckon I’d best stick around and earn my keep.” Jesse stepped in front of the line and caught the next bale that she threw over the side of the trailer.

         Mia shrugged and shot him a dirty look. “Suit yourself.”

         “You got a problem with me, boss?” he asked.

         She cut her eyes over to the other side of the barn where her mother was gathering up bottles of water for everyone. “Not if you stay away from my mama. I teased her about flirting with you, but she doesn’t need a boyfriend at her age.” She bent down and whispered for his ears only.

         “I’ll be living right here on the ranch. How do you propose I stay away from your mother?” he asked.

         “Find a way,” Mia whispered. Then she yelled: “You guys need to hustle. I’m not paying overtime, and you don’t get a check until these bales are stacked.”

         “Tough boss, aren’t you?” Jesse asked.

         “Tougher daughter,” she shot back at him.

         Addy brought over the water and a stack of envelopes. “Looks like you guys are going to be done by noon for sure.”

         “Yes, ma’am,” said the tall, lanky blond kid named Pete.

         “What are you boys going to do tonight?” Jesse asked.

         “We’re going to score some beer, take it to the creek, and build a bonfire,” he answered. “Hey, Mia, you want to go with us? I’ll pick you up at seven. You can bring a six-pack of your favorite beer.”

         “Not tonight,” Mia said.

         “Well, you know where we’ll be,” he said. “And Ricky will be there, if that changes your mind.”

         “Ricky?” Jesse asked. “Boyfriend?”

         “That would be none of your business,” Mia answered.

         It didn’t take a brain surgeon to know that Mia wasn’t happy about Jesse being back on Sunflower Ranch. Maybe she was jealous of his relationship with Sonny and thought he was there to usurp whatever authority she thought she had. Or maybe she had felt the vibes between him and her mother, and she didn’t want to share Addy.

         Jesse had just thrown the last bale onto the stack when he caught a movement in his peripheral vision. He whipped around to see Grady coming into the barn. The doctor was wearing light blue scrubs and white shoes and didn’t have a drop of sweat on him.

         “Hey, I thought y’all shut down this business at noon on Saturday,” he yelled.

         “We’re almost done.” Mia jumped down off the wagon and ran over to him. “I’d hug you, but I’m a mess, and I still have to sweep the trailer and truck.”

         “I’ll take care of that,” Jesse offered.

         Mia turned slightly and said, “It’s my job, so I’ll take care of it. You’re finished for the day, Jesse. Go on to the house.”

         Jesse downed half a bottle of water. “Not me, boss. I’m going to help Henry fix a fence that’s down.” He brushed against Addy’s shoulder when he passed by her. “See you around. Is your best friend Grady coming for supper as well as Henry?”

         “Nope. He has to be at the hospital on Saturday night, but he has Sunday dinner with us,” she answered as she handed the boys their checks.

         “Afternoon, Grady.” Jesse nodded as he untied his shirt and slipped his arms into it on his way out of the barn.

         “Jesse.” Grady nodded back. I’m her best friend, not Grady, Jesse thought.

         But that was yesterday, the voice in his head reminded him. Jesse could feel Mia’s cold stare on his back all the way out to his truck. He’d love to know what he’d done to get under her skin so badly. She hadn’t been particularly warm that morning at breakfast, but at least she hadn’t sent him go-to-hell looks or practically told him to drop graveyard dead.

         Tex came out of nowhere and jumped into the vehicle as soon as Jesse opened the door. The dog sat down in the passenger’s seat, barked once, and then stared out the front window as if telling Jesse to get on with the program.

         “Well, at least you’re glad I’m home,” Jesse said as he got behind the wheel, rolled up the windows, and turned the A/C on high. “Grady is treating me like he’s afraid I’ll take Addy away from him. Mia is acting like I’m Lucifer come up from the pits of hell. And Addy…I don’t know if she’s got room for another guy friend in her life or not. And why is he here again on the same day anyway?”

         Tex stuck his nose right against the vent and wagged his tail.

         “Or maybe you just want some cool air and don’t give a damn who you ride with,” Jesse said. “You got any idea why Mia is acting so harsh?”

         Tex licked him on the hand and whipped around to the side window to watch a rabbit bounding across the pasture.

         “Maybe tomorrow I won’t let her be boss if she’s going to treat me like something she stepped in out in the pasture,” Jesse chuckled. “Whatever her problem is, she can get over it, old boy”—he reached over and scratched the dog’s ears—“because I’m here to stay. I probably should never have left. Dad needs me now, and I’m not going anywhere.”

         Tex barked once in agreement.

         “I’ve had enough traveling in dry desert places and wondering if I would ever get home to see green grass again. I’m ready to settle down and maybe even give the folks some of those grandbabies they seem to want.” Jesse braked and parked in front of the tool shed.

         Tex sat still when he opened the truck door.

         “Are you planning on going with me to fix that fence or not?” Jesse asked.

         He could have sworn that the dog nodded his head. “Well, then sit tight. I’ll be right back with what we need.”

         He tossed the tools and supplies in the back of the truck, along with an extra set of gloves. The one thing he forgot was water, so he was almighty glad that the little chore only took an hour. The way the sun was beating down on him, he could feel dehydration setting in by the time he’d finished the job and got back to the barn.

         Tex bounded out over the top of Jesse’s legs the second that the truck stopped, and the dog set up a howl as he chased a rabbit into a mesquite thicket not far from the barn. Jesse didn’t stop to watch the race but rather headed straight on into the tack room and went to the refrigerator for a bottle of water.

         Mia came out of the tiny bathroom and propped her hands on her hips. “I’ll take care of this. You can call it a day.”

         “I don’t need any help, Mia. I want to work the rest of the day in here. I need to reacquaint myself with where everything is. Tomorrow, I’m going to make sure my old four-wheeler and my dirt bike are completely in running order. I want to know if I’ve got all the tools I need or if I need to make a trip over to Bonham,” Jesse said.

         “Don’t tell me what to do.” Her green eyes flashed anger.

         “All right then, I’ll make a suggestion. You said that you needed to do some computer work in the office when we were eating breakfast. Maybe you could do that, and let me have some time out here,” Jesse said.

         “I’m nineteen years old, and I’ve worked on this place more in the past few years than you have. Hell, I’ve worked on a ranch more than you have since you left this one.” Mia glared at him.

         “Yes, you have, but I’ve got about twenty years of life experience that you don’t have, and I had eighteen years of ranch work under my belt before I left here, so you can shed your pissy attitude. It would break Mama and Daddy’s heart to know that the two of us couldn’t work together, so let’s start all over and try to get along.” Jesse pulled a wooden box out from under the worktable.

         “Hmphh,” Mia all but snorted. “Don’t test me.”

         “Same back at you.” Jesse started to reach out and brush a spider from her hair but kept his hands to himself.

         She inhaled so deeply that she almost busted the buttons off her shirt, and then let it out in a whoosh. “I don’t like you.”

         “That’s plain as a snout on a hog’s nose. I don’t have any idea why, but you can get over it,” he chuckled.

         “What’s so funny?” she demanded.

         “Your mother could get on a soap box pretty quick when she was your age. She had that same fire in her eyes, and the same attitude,” Jesse said.

         “Don’t you bring Mama into this,” Mia said. “This is between us.”

         “I think maybe you’ve got a burr under your saddle because of something else going on in your life. You blushed when Pete mentioned Ricky. Who are those boys anyway?” Jesse asked.

         “That’s my business and not a bit of yours. I saw the way Mama was lookin’ at you. I know you were friends, but you left her behind, so leave her alone now. She and Grady are good friends. She doesn’t need another guy friend.” Mia glared at him.

         “You don’t even know me. I’d hoped we could get along with each other. The folks have sung your praises every time I’ve talked to them. Why have you taken such a dislike to me when we’ve just met?” Jesse asked.

         “Integrity,” Mia answered, then stomped across the room and slammed the door behind her.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Addy’s hair was still damp from her shower when she checked Sonny’s vital signs and wrote down her findings on his chart. With the new trial medicine, Grady insisted that Sonny’s blood pressure, heart rate, and temperature be recorded twice a day. Bless his heart, he’d stopped by that morning for a second time just to see if she was all right. He’d said he could feel the tension at the breakfast table, and he wanted to know if she needed to talk. She had assured him that she was fine, and he’d given her a friendly hug and gone on his way.

         “I’m glad Jesse is home,” Sonny said. “I’d like for all three of my boys to come back to Honey Grove, but to have Jesse is special. He’ll always be our first.”

         “Seems like just yesterday that we adopted him,” Pearl sighed.

         “Hopefully, he’ll take some of the worry about this place off you,” Addy said as she put her stethoscope back into her little tote bag, “and I agree about time slipping by. Seems like only yesterday that Jesse and I graduated from high school, and he left to go to the Air Force. It’s like time stood still, and he’s only been gone a few hours.”

         “That’s the way of it when really good friends get together again,” Sonny said. “Doesn’t matter if it’s two years or two months. True friendship don’t know time or distance.”

         “I guess that’s right about me and Jesse. The heart doesn’t know about time and years, does it?” Addy agreed.

         “No, it doesn’t,” Pearl said.

         Mia came into the kitchen in a whirlwind. Her long, brown hair was twisted up on top of her head in a messy bun that was still a little damp from her shower. “What can I do to help?”
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