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Dragging my hands down my face, I dropped my head back against my truck seat.

What in the hell did she do to me?

I lifted my head and glanced over to Corina’s house. The last twelve hours had been the most amazing of my life. The feel of her lips on mine, moving in and out of her body… Fuck. It would forever replay in my mind.

“What in the hell did you do, Mitch?” I whispered as I stared at her door.

It was pretty fucking clear what I did. I spent the night with Corina like a greedy bastard. Took everything I could get from her and seared it into my brain…and now I was going to walk away, too damn afraid to admit I had feelings for her.

With a shake of my head, I started my truck and headed home. The sound of her sweet moans was still vivid, and the feel of her hands moving over my skin had left a burning trail in its wake.

“Fucking hell,” I yelled, slamming my hand against the steering wheel.

I made a U-turn and headed to Cord’s. He lived above his bar, and I knew he would be home. It was too early for his ass to be up and gone.

After parking, I made my way around back and hit the intercom.

It didn’t take long for him to answer.

“This better be good!”

“It’s me…Mitch. Can I come up?”

“Jesus. You slept with her, didn’t you?”

“Can I come up or not, asshole?”

The door buzzed, and I took the steps two at a time. Cord had remodeled the historic building. The bar took up the first two floors, the third and fourth housed Cord’s bachelor pad—except I was pretty sure he’d never actually brought a girl up here.

The door to his place was open slightly, so I walked in. I could smell coffee brewing as I met Cord in the kitchen.

“Coffee?” he asked, holding up a mug. “Or something stronger?”

“Coffee and something stronger,” I mumbled, sitting at the countertop island.

He poured some whiskey into my mug and set it in front of me. “You know Tripp called dibs.”

I blew out a long sigh, and I took a drink.

“Fuck Tripp and his damn dibs. He knew I liked her and that was the only reason he called dibs. Don’t make me feel any guiltier. Just remembering her face this morning as I left is killing me.”

“What do you mean?”

I shrugged. “I mean she had that look, like she hoped for more.”

“Did you give her the impression that it was more than a one-night stand and wait a fucking second, did you say this morning?” His eyes widened. “Dude, you didn’t. Please tell me you didn’t stay the night with her.”

“I was only going to walk her to her door and one thing led to another and…yeah, I stayed all night.”

Cord’s head dropped. “Aw, hell. Mitchell, Paxton’s gonna kick your ass. Dude, you can’t be playing around with a girl like Corina. She’s not like the ones who are happy with a quick piece of you. She’s the long-term, want-to-settle-down-with-a-nice-guy kind of girl.”

I groaned. “Fucking hell. The worse part about all of this is I wanted to stay with her. I stood at her door this morning and stared into those blue eyes and had to force myself to leave.”

Pushing off the counter, Cord walked closer. “What do you mean, you wanted to stay?”

I dragged my hands down my face. I felt like shit. “I mean I didn’t want it to be a one-night stand. I wanted to spend the whole fucking day with her. Find out every single thing I could about her. Go to breakfast and all that stupid ass shit a guy does when he’s attracted to a girl. Take her somewhere fun and devour her again later when we got back to her place.”

His brows pinched together. “Then why didn’t you? You can’t say it was Tripp because we both know he would have gotten past the whole claiming dibs.”

“I can’t. As much as I wanted to stay with her…I couldn’t do it.”

“Why the fuck not?”

“Why haven’t you?”

“I haven’t met the person who makes me want to stay the night, and have breakfast in the morning, and spend the day with. If I did, I sure as shit wouldn’t have walked away from her for no goddamn good reason.”

I jumped up, nearly knocking the stool over. “I have a goddamn reason!”

“What is it, Mitch? Why did you leave Corina when you really wanted to stay?”

My heart pounded, and I fought to find the answer. Why had I left the person who woke up my heart for the first time in my life?

My phone buzzed with a text. Pulling it out, I said, “I’ve got to go, I just got called in. Looks like they found a body earlier this morning in the Frio.”

Cord frowned. “Life of a cop.”

“Yeah. Sometimes I get tired of it.” I headed to the door. “Thanks for the coffee and ear.”

“Hey, Mitch?”

Stopping, I glanced over my shoulder. “Yeah?”

“Don’t lead her on. She’s a sweet girl, and she deserves more than a guy playing with her feelings.”

I swallowed hard and stared at the floor. I knew my brother was right. When I looked back up, I nodded. “Guess it’s a good thing I didn’t stay then, huh?”

The moment I shut the door I felt sick.

Corina Miller deserved someone who wouldn’t end up destroying her heart. A guy who was willing to give her the life she wanted.

I wasn’t that guy.
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“So, this is your place, huh?”

I dropped my keys on the coffee table. “Yep. This is it.”

Cassidy spun around and took in the loft apartment I owned in the building above Lilly’s restaurant. I had bought the entire fourth floor and had it remodeled two years ago.

“I’m glad you finally invited me back to your place and not the back seat of your truck,” she said.

A sharp pain hit me in the middle of my chest.

Cassidy grinned as she placed her hands on my chest. “It’s been awhile since we fucked, Mitch. All that teasing at Cord’s Place the last few months has been driving me crazy. I was glad when I got your call tonight.”

I forced a smile and stepped back. “Want a beer?”

She nodded and made her way to my sofa. “Sure.”

Entering the kitchen, I took a deep breath and opened the refrigerator. What in the hell was I doing? I had tried this once already—with this same chick. It hadn’t worked then, and I was fooling myself to think a redo would change things.

I pulled out my phone and sent a text.

 

Me: What are you doing?

 

Robert and I had been best friends since high school, so I knew it wouldn’t take him long to respond.

 

Robert: About to castrate a bull. You want in on it?

 

With a smile, I replied.

 

Me: Yes. On my way. Do me a favor and call me.

Robert: Why? You want to hear my sweet voice?

Me: Something like that.

 

I grabbed two beers and headed back into the living room. It was time to get rid of the mistake I had almost made.

As I handed the beer to Cassidy, my phone rang. I was going to owe Robert big time.

“This is Mitch.”

“Okay. So I called. Now what?”

“Yes, sir. I understand.”

“Aw, we’ve got a chick we don’t feel like sticking to?”

I turned away from Cassidy and rolled my eyes. “That’s affirmative.”

“You owe me, you prick. Get your ass over here. Mary will be glad to feed your face.”

I nodded. “Leaving now.”

I hit End and looked back at the woman sitting on my sofa. “Sorry, Cassidy. I’ve got to go into work.”

She jutted a lip out. “Are you serious? Can’t we just…you know? Really quick?”

Jesus, how do I get myself into this shit?

Grabbing my keys, I headed to the stairs and motioned for her to follow. “Sorry, duty calls.”

She groaned and snatched her purse off the table. “Seriously, Mitch? I’m tired of this. You feel me up at the bar and then you switch off when I mention sex. Are we ever going to fuck again?”

I laughed and placed my hand on her lower back. “Cassidy, you know there is no chance of an us. Ever.”

“That’s fine! But my panties are tired of being wet and not getting any relief. I don’t need a relationship, Mitchell. I need your dick.”

By the time we got to her car, she was finished giving me hell

“I’ll see you around?” I said, kissing her on the cheek.

“Fine. Be careful.”

She slipped into her car and a part of me felt guilty that she thought I was going to work. I sighed as I walked to my truck.

Fucking hell. I needed to stop this shit. For the last six months I kept getting close to fucking, only to throw on the brakes.

I couldn’t get her out of my head.

Corina.

I closed my eyes and went back to the night we’d spent together. I’d only slept with one person since the night I’d spent with Corina. And that was Cassidy, a failed attempt at meaningless sex to wash away the memory of Corina.

All it did was make me feel worse.

By the time I pulled up to Robert’s, Cassidy had sent three pictures. Fuck, I hated selfies. What did she think I did with them? Jack off to her tits and duck lips?

Hardly.

I got out of the truck and walked up the drive.

“Well, look who the cat dragged in. Mitchell Parker. To what do we owe the honor?” Mary stood on the front porch of their small farmhouse. Her hands were resting on her seven-months-pregnant stomach.

“Well, I was about to screw a girl and needed an out so I had Robert call me. Pretended it was work and all,” I said with an evil grin.

She laughed. “Why do I think you’re telling the truth?”

Leaning down, I kissed her cheek. “Because I am.”

With a blank look on her face, she stared into my eyes for the longest time. “You’re in love with someone, Mitchell Parker. Admitting that to yourself saves a lot of rescue calls in the future, ya know.”

Frowning, I laughed. “Yeah, no. This was a random hook-up that I wasn’t into.”

She shook her head. “You weren’t into her because you’re in love with someone else.”

I let out a groan. “Oh, man. Mary, you always were the matchmaker. Not this time, sweetheart.”

She waved her pointer finger back and forth. “Tsk-tsk-tsk. If you think you can hide it from me, go ahead. I know that look, Mitchell Parker and even if you aren’t ready to admit it, your heart already has. Those ‘random hook-ups’ you aren’t that ‘into’ are going to become more and more frequent, just you wait and see.”

“Is my wife giving you hell, Parker?” Robert called out.

I stared into Mary’s light brown eyes before I let a smile cross my face. Giving her a wink, I replied, “Nah. She’s trying, but it’ll never work.”

She simply shrugged and turned to Robert. Giving him a kiss, she said, “I’ll make us up some biscuits and gravy. I’m craving it.”

“Sounds good, baby. We’ll be down in the barn.”

I followed Robert over to his Mule and jumped in the passenger side.

He started it up and we headed down to his barn. Jumping out, I followed him into his office. Robert ran the dairy farm that had been in his family for the last two generations. His daddy had an office built into the barn and spent most of his time there; he pretty much lived in the damn thing. That was until Robert’s mom finally had enough of it and divorced him.

“Beer?” he asked, tossing me a Bud Light.

“Thanks,” I replied as I sat down in one of the chairs.

“Want to talk about it?”

“No.”

He exhaled a gust. “Seriously, Parker? You need to figure this shit out. When was the last time you got laid?”

Pressing the bottle to my lips, I took a long drink before answering. “February.”

His mouth dropped open. “Dude! It’s fucking August.”

I stared at him. “That’s why I had Cassidy French in my damn living room earlier.”

“Why couldn’t you go through with it?”

“Because I don’t want Cassidy. And I don’t want the bleach blonde who had her tits all pressed up against me the other night at the club in San Antonio. I don’t want the girl who offered to blow me in the bathroom at Cord’s Place. I don’t fucking want any of them.”

“Because you want her.”

“I don’t know what in the fuck I want, Robert. That’s the problem.”

Robert and Cord where the only two people I’d talked to about Corina, and I’d mentioned it to Wade once. Fuck if I wasn’t driving myself mad.

“What are you going to do when she moves on, Mitch? When she gets tired of you waiting to figure out your shit?”

Taking another drink, I half-shrugged. “She was with some asshole at Steed and Paxton’s shower. Philip, or some pussy name like that.”

Robert laughed. “Damn, dude. Harbor any ill feelings for the guy?”

I rolled my eyes.

“She’s better off without me. At least, I keep telling myself that.”

“Why?”

With a look that said he should already know, I replied, “My job, for one thing. The fact that commitment scares the piss out of me. Plus she deserves a guy who hasn’t slept with nearly all the single women in Oak Springs.”

Now he really laughed. “For Pete’s sake. All of you Parker boys have slept with all of Oak Springs and beyond. I wouldn’t doubt if one of you put the moves on my wife at some point.”

I held up my hands. “That was Tripp who put the moves on Mary. Not me.”

He frowned. “Are you kidding right now? When the fuck did he do that?”

Oh, shit.

“Um, what?”

He lifted his brows. “Did Tripp fuck my wife? I mean, before she became my wife.”

Aw, fuck. “What?”

Robert stood. “I’ll kill him.”

I walked over and put my hand on his chest. “Christ, Robert. Tripp was in a bad place, Mary had just lost her parents. It was one time.”

He let out the breath he was holding. “I wasn’t dating her then.”

“No joke. You know Tripp wouldn’t do that, and you know damn well Mary isn’t the type to cheat. Dude, please don’t bring it up to her. She’s married to you now and expecting your first child. Leave the past in the past.”

“Leave the past in the past? Do you hear what you just told me, Mitch? Here you are worried about what Corina will think about the women of Oak Springs and the next second you’re preaching to me about forgetting something from a while back. Pot, meet kettle.”

Fuck, why did he have to turn this shit around on me? “You know what I mean, dude. Just don’t say anything to Mary. She’ll never let me eat over here again.”

He shook his head. “I’m not going to bring it up. Hell, I slept with plenty of girls before I settled with Mary. Just knowing she was with a Parker brother makes me feel sick. Y’all have golden dicks.”

It was my turn to laugh. “Golden dicks?”

He shrugged. “I heard a girl say it once after Cord got it on with her at the bar. She was bragging to her friends.”

I lost it laughing, holding my side. Robert joined in. When I was able to speak, I said, “I’m making a T-shirt for Cord that says that!”

He rolled his eyes and wiped his face. “Dude, you all need one. I’m serious.”

“What’s so funny?” Mary asked, walking into the barn.

Robert stood quickly. “Hey, why didn’t you call? You don’t have to be driving down here on that bumpy road.”

When she smiled at him, I could feel the love between them. They were soon lost in a kiss, and I found myself looking away, an ache in my chest I was trying to ignore.

When they were finished, she said, “I tried to call. Your phone must be turned down or something.”

Robert pulled out his phone and glanced at the missed call. “Damn. I’m sorry, baby. Mitch, you hungry?”

“For biscuits and gravy? Hell, yeah.”

“Sausage gravy. I had a hankering,” Mary said, wiggling her brows.

I walked behind the two of them. “Beggars can’t be choosers.”

Watching Robert and Mary walk hand in hand to the truck, my heart continued to ache in that strange, building way. Maybe it was time I admitted to myself what I really wanted.
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Paxton placed Gage in my arms as I sat in the oversized chair.

“Isn’t he pretty, Corina?” Chloe asked, staring down at her baby brother.

“He is. Just like you, Chloe. How do you like being a big sister?”

She stood a little taller. “Oh, I love it! I’m a great big sister too. Mommy says she couldn’t do it without me.”

Paxton sat down on the sofa, a wide smile across her face. I was so happy for my best friend. She’d found her happily ever after.

“I bet she couldn’t,” I said. “Daddy helps too, right?”

Chloe nodded. “Yes, but he gags when Gage goes number two. He said he did with me too!” She covered her mouth and giggled. “It’s stinky!”

Laughing, I glanced over to find Steed and Paxton lost in each other’s eyes. The emptiness in my chest grew a little more as I looked back at Gage.

“Have you heard from Amelia again?” I asked as I ran my fingertip over Gage’s cheek. He was sound asleep and the most precious thing I’d ever seen.

Paxton sighed, “No! Have you?”

I shook my head, “Nope. She only sent me the one text that said she had something big to tell us when she got home from New Orleans.”

“Yeah, she sent that to Waylynn and me as well.”

“Let’s hope she didn’t do something crazy and get married,” Steed said with a light-hearted chuckle. My eyes lifted to meet Paxton’s. Neither of us had to say a word. We both knew that was exactly what had happened.

Paxton smiled bigger. “You never know with Meli.”

Steed tossed his head back to laugh, but stopped abruptly. “You don’t think they did, do you?”

Paxton shrugged. Steed looked at me. I laughed and added, “I'm not saying anything.”

“Do you think Wade and Aunt Meli will bring back a surprise for me and Gage?”

Steed gazed down at his daughter. “I bet so, pumpkin.”

Chloe jumped up, her face lighting up like she’d remembered something important. “Corina! I drew you a picture. It’s in my room. I’ll go get it!”

I giggled and nodded. “I can’t wait to see it!”

Watching Chloe run off, I turned back to Steed. He stood and paced the floor. “They got married. I have this weird feeling they did. Pax, do you think Amelia would do that?”

She nodded.

“Mom and Dad will freak out!” Steed said.

Paxton stood and took Steed’s hands. “Steed, calm down. Your folks are not going to care if they really did get married, which I really think they did. All they want is for y’all to be happy.”

“Besides, if they did get married, we could always throw a reception,” I added. “So much more fun, and less stress!”

Steed nodded. “You’re right. This would totally be something I could see both of them doing.”

Paxton sat down, pulling Steed with her. “Especially with everything that has happened with Wade. Knowing his history, I have a feeling he likes to live in the moment and not waste a second of it.”

“That’s true,” Steed said, “but if they did get married, we have a problem bigger than my parents.”

“What’s that?” Paxton asked.

“Chloe,” Steed and I both said at once.

Paxton’s eyes grew wide. “Oh, shit.”

“Hell! Shit! Fuck!” Chloe shouted as she came running back in.

“Chloe Lynn Parker, what did I tell you about saying bad words?” Steed cried out.

Stopping in front of me, Chloe covered her mouth and giggled. “Sorry, Daddy!”

She leaned in and whispered in a rather loud voice, “I need to be careful or Santa won’t bring my horse.”

“Your horse?” I asked.

Chloe nodded. “Aunt Meli said if I was good Santa would bring me a horse!”

Steed buried his face in his hands. “I’m going to kill her.”
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Feeling my phone buzz on the desk, I glanced down to find a text from Amelia.

 

Amelia: Wade and I should be home around seven. Can you come over to my parents’ place for dinner? I want everyone there for our big announcement.

 

My heartbeat quickened at the thought of seeing Mitchell. No matter how hard I tried to forget him and move on, I couldn’t. I was going to have to soon. It was clear he wanted nothing more than the night we’d shared together. But was it clear? The way he looked at me sometimes…as if he longed to pull me into his arms. It was confusing, and one of the reasons I couldn’t let myself move on.

 

Me: Of course! I’ll see you then.

 

Staring at my phone, I took a deep breath and thought about asking Philip if he’d like to join me. We were only friends, two-of-towners who bonded while working together at the school, but I wouldn’t mind a repeat of Mitchell’s reaction when he saw Philip with me at the shower.

I dropped my phone. “For the love of Pete. Don’t play games, Corina.”

“Do you always talk to yourself?”

My head lifted. A handsome guy stood in the doorway of my classroom.

When I opened my mouth, nothing came out. I slowly stood. “Excuse me?” I finally managed to say.

“Oh, good. You’ve found Corina’s room,” our new principal, Lance Moreland, said as he walked into my room.

“Mr. Moreland, how are you this morning?” I asked, rounding my desk. School was starting in a few weeks and I was one of the first teachers to head back and prepare. What else did I have to do? It wasn’t like I had a distracting love life.

“I’m fine, thank you. Ms. Miller, I’d like for you to meet Lane Lewis. Mr. Lewis, this is Corina Miller. You’ll be taking her place in the first-grade classroom.”

“Wait, what?” I asked, my smile dropping from my face.

“Ms. Miller, Mr. Lewis will be teaching first grade this year.”

My heart sank. “I teach first grade!” When I swung over to Lane, he seemed just as surprised as I was, but he forced a smile. Ugh. If he wasn’t so gosh darn cute I’d be even madder.

“Well, we’ve had to make a few changes,” Lance said.

“Mr. Moreland, I was under the impression you didn’t have a first grade teacher,” Lane said, clearly feeling awkward.

“You’re firing me?” I cried out.

Mr. Moreland wore a shocked look. “What? No! You’re moving to kindergarten.”

“W-what?”

“Oh, no,” Lane said as he looked at me with eyes that said he knew exactly how I was feeling. “Been there. Done that.”

Yep. He knew.

“Kinder? You want me to take Paxton’s place? But…they’ll tear me to pieces!”

Mr. Moreland chuckled. “Don’t be silly. You teach first grade. Kinder is just one below.”

I shook my head. “No, first graders are broken in! They know the ropes. Kinders are…new and they’re scared, and the parents are insane.”

“Ms. Miller! We do not call the parents insane.”

Lane leaned in. “Kinder parents are harder to deal with.”

My head was spinning. I needed a drink. A hard drink.

Lane took me by the arm. “Maybe you should take a seat, Corina.”

I nodded. “Yes. Sitting would be good.”

Taking a few deep breaths, I pulled myself together and looked at my boss. “And if I refuse to teach kindergarten?”

Mr. Moreland seemed surprised. “Well, if you refuse, I guess we’ll have to see if another teacher will do it. I’ve gotten such amazing feedback from the parents who are on the PTA, though. Your name was the first and foremost to replace Paxton.”

I forced a smile. It was nice to know the parents thought so highly of me.

Lane cleared his throat. “First grade is right next door. Correct, Mr. Moreland?” The principal nodded. “I’ve taught kinder before. I’m sure Ms. Miller and I will work together during the transition, especially since I’m coming from teaching almost six years of tenth-grade biology.”

My eyes widened in horror, and my jaw fell open. “When did you teach kindergarten?”

With a wide grin, he said, “My first year of teaching.”

Laughing, I stood. “Oh, my gawd! They are going to tear you to pieces. You have no idea what you’re walking into.”

Now it was Lane Lewis who blinked like the room was spinning.

Mr. Moreland clapped his hands, causing both Lane and me to jump. “I see you two are going to be great working partners. Lane, I’m glad you decided to head on back into town. Tell your folks I said hi.”

And like that, our new boss—and the man who just set us both up for failure—quickly walked out of the room.

“I need a drink,” Lane whispered.

“That makes two of us.”
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“Mom, will you please stop pacing?” I asked.

My mother stopped and turned to Tripp. “Where is she? She said she was almost home and what’s this big announcement?”

The doorbell rang, and my mother flew through the living room to the front hall.

“It’s not Amelia!” my mother shouted.

Laughing, Tripp made his way to the bar in the back corner of the family room and poured a drink. “Anyone else need one? I have a feeling Meli is about to drop a bomb on us all.”

With a long groan, my father dragged his hands down his face. “Please, Lord. Don’t be a baby.”

“Why not, Daddy? What’s wrong if Amelia is pregnant?” Waylynn asked as we all directed our gazes to my father.

Looking at each of us, he smiled. “Nothing would be wrong if she was pregnant, but I’d rather she and Wade get married first.”

“Look who’s here!” my mother said in an overly cheerful voice.

When I glanced at the entrance of the family room, my breath caught. Corina was so damn beautiful. Her smile made my chest constrict, and yet feel light at the same time. How the fuck could that happen?

“Hey!” Paxton said, walking over to her best friend. “She texted you, too?”

Corina nodded, trying with all her might to ignore me as she glanced around and said hello. When her eyes finally met mine, she held her smile in place, but it looked a little painful. “Hey, Mitch.”

With a quick nod, I said, “How’s it going, Corina?”

She shrugged. “It’s going.”

Chloe rushed over and dropped on the floor. “I can’t wait until you're my teacher!”

Corina’s smile faded. Big time. “Chloe, I was so looking forward to that, but I’ve got some bad news.”

My heart seized. My breathing was at a standstill. Was she moving back to Chicago?

“What’s the bad news?” Chloe asked while I leaned forward.

“They moved me down to kindergarten.”

“What?” Paxton and Chloe said at once.

“Why in the world did they do that?” Paxton asked.

“The new principal thinks I’m a good fit for the position. Well, definitely a better fit than the new teacher they hired for first grade.” Corina looked down at Chloe and smiled. “You’ll like him, Chloe.”

“He? My new teacher is a he?”

Corina nodded. “Yep. His name is Mr. Lewis.”

Paxton shook her head. “Where is he from?”

Chloe had her face buried in her hands bemoaning that a man teacher wouldn’t be able to draw.

“I’m sure he draw perfectly fine, Chloe. You’ll see.”

Chloe looked up and nodded, not really sure if what Corina had said was true.

“He’s from Oak Springs, but he’s been teaching in Austin for the last few years. He wanted to move back here, but he has to teach elementary until they open a position for a high school biology teacher.”

Waylynn jumped into the conversation. “Hold up. You said his last name was Lewis? Lane Lewis?”

Corina gave her a wide grin. “Yes! Do you know him?”

Paxton and Waylynn started laughing before Waylynn said, “Yes, Corina! I went to school with him. He was a year younger than me. Please, tell me he is just as gorgeous as he was in high school.”

“Oh, he is!” Corina added, peeking at me before turning back to Waylynn.

Waylyn shook her head. “Man, oh man. Lane Lewis is back in town. This ought to be interesting. Remember he had a thing for Harley, Tripp? He actually asked her to prom y’all’s junior year ’cause he thought you had broken up with her.”

Tripp huffed. “Yeah, that fu…ahh…jerk.”

“Good save,” Steed said with a chuckle.

Corina smiled at Chloe. “I think you’re going to like your new teacher. I’ll be right next door, so I’ll still get to see you.”

Chloe stood up. “Aunt Corina, I have something important to ask you!”

I pulled back, turning to Cord. “When did Chloe start calling Corina her aunt?”

He shrugged. “Beats me. It’s cute, though.”

“Ask away!” Corina said as she pulled Chloe onto her lap.

“This is important.”

Trying to hide her smile and look serious, Corina replied, “I’m ready.”

I couldn’t help but think what an amazing mother Corina would be.

Chloe used her hands to ask her important question. “Is my new teacher cute like Wade?”

“What?” Steed cried out as Paxton covered her mouth, trying to muffle her laughter as Gage slept in her arms.

“Chloe, that is not an important question!” Steed said. His face was as white as a damn ghost. It was near impossible for the rest of us not to start laughing.

“Actually, Steed, this might help with the present situation you’re fixin’ to face, if you get my drift,” Waylynn said.

Steed sat back and raked his hand down his face. “Christ Almighty, I need strength.”

Corina cleared her throat and looked at Chloe. “Well, I’d have to say yes! He is very much as cute as Wade. Maybe even more handsome.”

Corina and Paxton looked at each other. When Corina wiggled her eyebrows, I rolled my eyes and took a drink of my iced tea. Lane Lewis was a dick, and I couldn’t stand the motherfucker. Now he was going to be teaching my niece and playing teacher with Corina.

This fucking sucks.

“Yay! I can’t wait to meet him!” Chloe clapped her hands. How Gage slept through Chloe’s outburst was beyond me.

Cord bumped my arm. “You remember Lane. Don’t you, Mitchell?”

Glancing over, I shot him a dirty look. “Yes, I remember him. Why?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Just wondering how you feel about the woman you secretly pine over getting cozy with a guy who, back in high school, stole your clothes when you were in the shower and ran them up the flagpole.”

Keeping my voice low, I replied in a hushed voice, “She isn’t getting cozy with him. They work together.”

“I give him less than a week before he asks her out.”

Looking at the rest of them, I realized we’d missed some of the conversation.

“We actually had a couple of drinks before I headed over here,” Corina said. “Tried to nail our game plan for the school year.”

They’d had drinks already?

“I’d started my lesson plans, so I told him I would let him look over them. You don’t happen to have a copy of your lesson plans from last year, do you?” Corina asked Paxton.

“Yep, I sure do. They’re in the file cabinet. I left it all there for the next teacher.”

Corina and Paxton got lost in shop talk, lesson plans and where the crayons were stored.

With a chuckle, Cord shook his head. “Well, hell. The bastard moves fast. I’ll give him that much.”

I tried to tune in to what Corina and Paxton were talking about. Not two seconds later, my mother yelled as Amelia and Wade walked in.

“We’re home!” Amelia said with a huge smile.

“Oh, hell yeah. She’s married,” Cord whispered as we all stood. “Look at the blush on her cheeks. It’s killing her not to shoot it out.”

I let out a chuckle and nodded.

Pulling Amelia in for a hug, my mother said, “Welcome home! How was the trip?”

Amelia drew back. “It was amazing. Beyond amazing. I love that town and now I have a reason to love it even more!”

Wade slipped his arm around Amelia’s waist.

Waylynn slid next to Amelia. “Tell us already, Meli! We’re all going to crazy trying to guess what it is!”

Lifting her hand, Amelia let out a scream. “We got married!”

Cheers erupted, and I couldn’t help but notice my father mumbling a silent thank you prayer to the good Lord above.

Laughing, I walked over and hit him on the back. “Well, you know what they say.”

He looked confused.

With my best smirk, I said, “First comes marriage, then comes a baby carriage.”

His confused look turned to one of horror.

“Bite your tongue, Mitchell Roy Miller. It’s hard enough knowing my baby is married. Let me get used to that.”

Amelia was the apple of my father’s eye. It was going to be hard for him to let her go. I’m sure that was one of the reasons my parents had never complained about Amelia still living at home.

“Well, at least she’s sort of still here. She’ll be living on the ranch.”

He nodded and took a drink of rum and Coke.

“When’s the baby coming?” Chloe shouted and everyone laughed.

My father groaned. “Oh, Christ Almighty.”
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When the call came over my radio I let out a frustrated sigh. “Jesus Christ. I’m trained in Special Weapons and Tactics. I handle murder investigations! Not missing pies from Mrs. Johnson’s window!”

Marilyn’s voice responded over the radio. “Sheriff Miller can’t get to it, Mitchell. He asked if you could go on over and talk to her. She likes you and all.”

I closed my eyes and shook my head. “She wants me to date her granddaughter, Marilyn! That’s why Miller wants me over there. He thinks it’s funny.”

“Well, things are quiet on the front. Sure you can’t handle it for the sheriff? He’s dealing with loose cattle over on Ranch Road 37.

“Fine, I’ll take care of it.”

I did a U-turn and headed back to town. By the time I pulled up to Mrs. Johnson’s house, I’d gotten six text messages from Robert. It didn’t help that our dispatcher was his sister, and I was positive Marilyn told Robert about the pies. When I stopped my car, I noticed I had a message from him.

 

Robert: Hey, while you’re there, get me an apple pie.

Me: Fuck you, asshole.

Robert: Make it a cherry. Mary is craving it.

 

I rolled my eyes and got out of my squad car. Don and Nancy Gates’s teenage boys watched me. They looked scared as hell, and I knew they must have expected the sheriff to show up and not me. I decided to have some fun with the little troublemakers.

Turning on my heel, I headed their way. Even though I was dressed in my normal uniform of dress pants, a white dress shirt, and cowboy hat, you could see my gun belt as clear as day. I didn’t need to be dressed like the sheriff for these boys to know they were in a shitload of trouble.

With a tip of my hat, I nodded. “You boys know what happened to Mrs. Johnson’s pies?”

The one with the bright red hair smirked. “What if we do?”

I slowly grinned. “Well, hell, if you do you just made my job easier. The faster I make an arrest the better.”

His smirk faded. “Arrest?”

“They stole property; that’s a crime. Mrs. Johnson said it’s happened before, so I’m guessing it’s the same thief. They’ve brought me in to handle it. Think it might be linked with some other robberies in town.”

Sheriff Miller handled most of the things that happened locally. My jurisdiction was a hell of lot bigger than Oak Springs. As a Texas Ranger, my job was special investigations, apprehending wanted felons, suppressing larger disturbances, and assisting local law enforcement with crime and violence. For a small, almost crime-free town like Oak Springs, stealing pies off a windowsill was almost a fucking felony.

“Th-thief?” the light brown-haired kid said.

Narrowing my eyes, I stared them down. “You steal something from someone, you’re a thief. There are two types of people I can’t stand. Thieves and liars. You boys aren’t either of those, are ya?”

They both took a step back. “N-no, sir. We ain’t either of those.”

With a slow nod, I looked them over. “Good. Glad to hear it. I’m going to go interview Mrs. Johnson. See if she turned on those security cameras Sheriff Miller told her to put in.”

“Cameras?” they said at once.

“What’s the matter, boys? You done look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Um, we’ve got to go, officer,” the red-haired kid said.

“It’s Lieutenant Parker,” I said

They stumbled over each other and took off to their backyard. I was positive that if I followed them I’d find the damn pies.

Heading back toward Mrs. Johnson, I shook my head. “I don’t have time for this nonsense.”

As I crossed the street, I saw Corina. She was walking down Mrs. Johnson’s sidewalk, heading to her front door. I paused and waited until she was invited inside. Something was up, but I didn’t seem to mind. Smiling, I made my way to the house.

Mrs. Johnson answered the doorbell with a wide smile. “Mitchell Parker, what in the world are they doing sending you over here for some pies?”

I wanted to laugh. “Your pies are just as important as any other stolen items, Mrs. Johnson.”

She tossed her head back and laughed like I’d said the funniest damn thing. “Now, don’t be sweet-talking an old woman, Mitchell Parker. Come in and have some sweet tea. I have company, but I’m sure she’ll enjoy the view.”

My mouth nearly dropped open as Mrs. Johnson winked and headed toward her kitchen.

“Corina, darlin’, pour Ranger Parker a glass of iced tea, will you?”

Her blue eyes met mine.

“Hey, Corina. Long time no see.”

Forcing a smile, she replied, “Twice in one day. I’m a lucky girl.”

“Oh my!” Mrs. Johnson exclaimed. “You are indeed.”

Glancing at the older woman, Corina went about pouring another glass of tea.

“What brings you over to visit Mrs. Johnson?” I asked while setting my cowboy hat on the table.

Corina answered without looking at me. “We met a few months back at the butcher’s, and Mrs. Johnson has been kind enough to give me cooking lessons.”

My brows pinched. “You don’t know how to cook?”

I didn’t even see Mrs. Johnson’s hand lift up, but the back of my head sure felt it.

“Mitchell Parker, your momma didn’t raise you to be rude. You say you’re sorry to Corina this instant.”

Rubbing the back of my head, I turned to Corina. She was trying to hide her smile and doing a piss poor job of it.

“I’m sorry.”

She shrugged. “No worries. I would expect you of all people to think every woman should be born knowing how to wash clothes, keep a clean house, and cook for her man.”

My head jerked. “I don’t think that way. I was only surprised, that’s all. My sisters learned early on with my mom and grandmother.”

“God rest her soul,” Mrs. Johnson whispered.

“And granddaddy taught us boys to fish and hunt—”

“God rest his soul,” Mrs. Johnson added with more fire. Corina and I looked at her. “When you speak of the dead, it’s best to pay yer respect.”

“Yer?” Corina asked.

Laughing, Mrs. Johnson said, “Boy howdy, that’s the back woods country in me. Mr. Johnson, God rest his soul.” She looked at us expectantly.

“God rest his soul,” Corina and I said together.

“He rescued me from the swamps of Louisiana. I had no schoolin’, no knowledge of nothin’ but helping ma and pa around the farm.”

“I didn’t know you were from Louisiana, Mrs. Johnson,” I said.

She grinned. “Oh, yes. I met the mister in New Orleans. I went for a job cooking in a restaurant. That’s how I learned to cook so well, Corina.”

We grinned at each other and then turned back to Mrs. Johnson. “He promised me a life I could never have in New Orleans. He was studying to be a dentist. I thought that was kind of gross to be lookin’ in people’s mouths all day, but who was I to judge? I was making the food that went into them. Might as well marry the man cleaning ‘em!”

“Did you get married in New Orleans?” Corina asked. “Mitchell’s younger sister, Amelia, was just married there. She came back today.”

Mrs. Johnson’s eyes widened. “Amelia Parker is married? Heavens to Betsy, you don’t say. I thought that girl was still in high school.”

Laughing, I shook my head. “No, ma’am. She’s twenty-two years old. She writes books.”

“I love to read. Just ask that nasty old mean librarian we got at the public library. Ornery thing, that woman.”

Corina chuckled. “Now, now, Mrs. Johnson, that’s not nice. She’s just…old fashioned.”

With a huff, she looked at me. “She refuses to carry Fifty Shades of Grey!”

My cheeks heated. “You do know what type of book that is, don’t you?” I asked.

Flashing me a look that said I was insane, she brushed me off with her hand. “Just because I’m eighty-two years old doesn’t mean I don’t like a little naughty in my life, Mitchell Parker.”

Corina busted out laughing. “You’re making him blush, Mrs. Johnson.”

“Good, the boy needs to get some color on that face. You should read the book. Try some of the moves out on Corina here.”

And just like that, Corina stopped laughing. We tried not to look at each other and failed. Corina Miller was as innocent as they came. Her honesty with me about her sexual inexperience had actually turned me on. There were so many fucking things I wanted to teach her. Do to her.

My cock grew in my pants as we stared at each other. Corina was looking at me with a heated stare.

“Hell, maybe you have tried some of the moves on her, with the way you two stare. I feel like I’m watching a porn movie!”

Corina’s head snapped to the older woman. “What? No! No, I think we’re just both shocked, Mrs. Johnson, that you know what the book is about.”

The old woman shrugged. “We watched the movies at our monthly quilting meeting.”

Christ Almighty, as my father would say. I needed to change the subject fast.

“About those pies. When did you notice they went missing and where were they, Mrs. Johnson?”

She slowly stood. “If that wasn’t a change of subject, I don’t know what is.”

Corina pressed her lips together to keep from laughing as I followed Mrs. Johnson to the dining room window.

“Look here, one of the pies is back!” Mrs. Johnson exclaimed.

“I’ll be,” I said, shaking my head. With a glance out the window, I couldn’t help but notice one of the Gates boys leaning over to throw up. That’s what the little bastard got. “I have a feeling I know who took your pies.”

Mrs. Johnson glanced out the window and covered her mouth.

She placed her hands on her waist. “Well, if karma ain’t a bitch.”
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I dropped my keys on the coffee table and collapsed on the sofa. I was exhausted. I closed my eyes and thought about my day. It had started with finding out I was going to be teaching kindergarten.

Oh joy.

Then I’d seen Mitchell. Twice. Then a flat tire on the way home from Mrs. Johnson’s.

A cracking sound made me open my eyes.

“What is that?” I walked to the wall that separated the living room and the dining room. I had bought an old house that was in need of serious renovations. Paxton had talked me into it, and I’d regretted it every darn day.

“Cheese and crackers, what is making that noise?”

I pulled my phone out and hit Tripp’s number.

“Hey, I heard you had a flat,” he said.

Snarling, I asked, “From who?”

“Karen had the day off. She said she drove by and noticed you changing it. I’m super impressed you can change a tire, Corina.”

With a roll of my eyes, I huffed. “Yes, Tripp, I can change a tire. And you let Karen off?”

A low, tumbled laugh came though the phone. “I do let my poor secretary take days off, ya know.”

“So you’re not a cold, heartless boss who works his legal secretary to the bone?”

“I wouldn’t go that far.”

We both laughed. “How are you doing, Corina?” he asked, more seriously.

Leaning against the kitchen counter, I sighed. “I’m okay.”

“He’s just afraid. You know that, right?”

I squeezed my eyes for a quick second and tried to push Mitchell out of my mind.

“What is he afraid of, Tripp?” I asked. Some might think it was weird for me to talk to my ex-boyfriend about his brother, whom I’d had a one-night stand with. But even if he wasn’t the right man for me, Tripp was surprisingly easy to talk to.

“Mitchell is afraid of commitment. The same thing most guys are scared shitless of.”

I smiled. “Are you?”

His silence was my answer.

“Maybe if the right girl came along, but she’s long gone.”

My heart ached for Tripp. He’d told me about his high school love, Harley, one night when we both decided to be honest. I was head over heels for his brother, and he was in love with a woman who’d left Oak Springs to follow her dreams.

“You never know, Tripp. I heard the town vet is retiring soon.”

Tripp let out a long sigh. “I’m perfectly fine with the way my life is. Besides, with me looking to run for mayor, the last thing I need is woman drama.”

“Hey!”

“You going out with the girls tonight?” he asked, changing the subject.

“I am. You gonna be there?”

“I’ll probably show up later. I’ve got a case I’m working on, and I need to get with Mitchell on some things.”

“Is it a criminal case?”

“Yeah, that’s all I can tell you though.”

“That’s okay, I get it. Listen, I’m going to get ready to head out tonight. Mrs. Johnson had me making roasted garlic, and I swear I won’t get the smell off of my hands for months.”

Tripp chuckled. “Wait, the whole reason I called. Are you driving with the donut tire on your car?”

“Yes, I’ll take it to the shop tomorrow and have them put a new one on. Amelia’s picking me up.”

“The less you drive on that small tire, the better.”

I grinned. “Yes, Dad.”

“Ha ha. Later, kid.”

“Later, Tripp.”

I hit End and stared at my phone. A part of me wished things had worked out between Tripp and me—but it never could. We made better friends than anything. Heck, we’d never even made it past third base. Tripp had held back because of Mitch. So had I.

My cat chose that moment to come over and nudge my ankle. “Hey, buddy,” I said, bending down. “Are you my favorite big boy?”

“Meow.”

I hugged Milo close. He was a rescue cat, mostly white with a little bit of orange sprinkled in. His blue eyes reminded me of Mitchell’s. It was the reason I’d stopped at his cage. Then he meowed, and I was lost to him.

I giggled. “What would Mitchell think if he knew I picked you because your eyes reminded me of him?”

Milo purred.

Heading up the stairs, I set Milo down and made my way into my bedroom. The crackling sound started again. This time it was louder. I would have to tell Tripp about it tomorrow.

My phone rang and Amelia’s name popped up on the screen. I answered quickly. “Hey, what’s up?”

“You’re going, right?”

Laughing, I said, “Yes! I’m not backing out. I need a night out.”

“Good! Dress sexy.”

Rolling my eyes, I headed to my closet. “Why do you want me to dress sexy?”
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