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About the Book


	Cowboy Come Home


	Welcome to Big Verde, Texas, where a love-’em-and-leave-’em cowboy faces his greatest challenge yet – the woman he left behind.


	Some cowboys aren’t cut out to be Prince Charming – and Claire Kowalski knows that better than anyone. She gave her heart to Ford Jarvis two years ago, yet that didn’t keep him from disappearing into the sunset. Now that he’s back in Big Verde, Texas, she’s determined not to make the same mistake twice. But the ruggedly sexy cowboy still knows how to push all her buttons, and avoiding him is nearly impossible when she needs his help.


	Ford didn’t plan on returning home – ever – but when he hears that the Kowalski ranch is in trouble, he hightails it back to town. He’s not eager to be reminded of the life he can never have, but his time in Big Verde is only temporary. He’ll stay long enough to get the ranch up and running, then hit the road again. But when Ford finds out the new foreman he’s training is Claire, still as stubborn and beautiful as ever, this cowboy is going to have to decide what matters most – repeating the mistakes of the past or fighting for a future with the only woman he’s ever loved.
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            Chapter One


         


         Claire Kowalski gazed across the table at Chad, her latest Sizzle match, and wished she’d swiped left instead of right. It wasn’t his looks, because he was tall and trim with a full head of brown hair and a sexy Prince Charming cleft in his chin. It was literally everything else.


         They’d suffered through enough stilted conversation during the appetizers to last Claire a lifetime.


         You sell respiratory equipment? How exciting!


         She’d worked hard at keeping her eyes from glazing over. He seemed equally unimpressed by her job at Petal Pushers, a nursery and landscaping business owned by her best friend, Maggie. But her rock climbing seemed to have piqued his interest.


         “When you say rock climbing, you mean those walls in fitness centers, right? There are a few of them here in Austin.” He winked at her and grinned.


         She dabbed the corner of her mouth with a linen napkin, trying not to show her irritation with Chad, who really hadn’t done a thing wrong other than be himself.


         “I use walls for training, but I climb real rocks. Big ones. I’m the president of the Texas Hill Country Rock Climbers Association.”


         Chad raised his eyebrows. “So, like, you climb up sheer rock walls and stuff? I thought you had to be pretty strong to do that.”


         His eyes dipped down to Claire’s ample cleavage. She shouldn’t have forgone the “Sunday safety pin” she often used with the pretty blue wrap dress.


         She didn’t have the typical lean, athletic build of a rock climber. She was tall and curvy, and with what her mother referred to as a “shock” of red hair, she was easy to spot on a cliff. But looks aside, climbing required strength and agility, as did loading saplings and shrubs onto flatbed trucks, or holding down a calf who’d managed to get a strip of baling wire wrapped around its leg, which she’d done on her family’s ranch earlier today.


         Claire placed her napkin back in her lap, noticing the small angry puncture the baling wire had made in her palm. Her hands were the only things that might offer a hint as to her toughness. They were definitely not as soft and flawless as her carefully moisturized face, but her nails were freshly painted.


         She picked up her fork, took a bite of dry salmon, and downed it with a substantial sip of merlot. “I’m no expert, but I’ve done some class five climbs.”


         She waited for him to ask what qualified as a class 5 climb. That’s how this worked. It’s your turn.


         “I’m a runner,” he said.


         They were back to Chad’s favorite subject: himself. That’s pretty much all he’d talked about for the past twenty minutes.


         “I see a lot of trail runners when I’m climbing,” Claire said. “Do you run on trails?”


         “I run at the gym,” he said. “And I do CrossFit, of course.”


         “Of course.” She squinted over her wineglass, which had miraculously worked its way back to her lips and concluded (a) he was everything she’d chalked him up to be, (b) his healthy glow came from a tanning bed, and (c) she might have to fake a text from her dying grandmother.


         “This is Kobe beef, you know,” Chad said, pointing to his plate. “You should have gotten the steak.”


         “That’s not Kobe,” Claire said. Kobe was extremely rare, and most places that claimed to sell it were outright lying. They got away with it because there were an awful lot of people willing to be duped if it made them feel special.


         Including her.


         Two years ago, she’d fallen for a sexy, wandering cowboy named Ford Jarvis. He’d made her feel so stupidly special that she’d thought he might actually settle down. Ha! Zebras didn’t change their stripes. Especially if they were dumbass cowboys, and even if they’d taken you home to meet their mother.


         Ford had told her he’d never settle down. Not in a town. Not on a ranch. And not with a woman.


         Put that on a bumper sticker, cowboy.


         She’d been duped, and then she’d been dumped.


         Now Ford was back in town. More specifically, he was back on her ranch.


         Temporarily, of course.


         Claire only had to survive the next six weeks. How hard could that be?


         She desperately needed a distraction. Unfortunately, the only thing distracting about Chad was a bit of arugula stuck in his teeth.


         Chad took a sip of wine. Would it free the arugula? He swallowed and smiled. Nope! That piece of lettuce was holding on like a grasshopper on a windshield wiper.


         “Well, a guy from the gym told me they serve Kobe here. And I’m pretty familiar with what constitutes a fine cut of beef.” Chad picked up his knife and poked at his steak. “Look at this beautiful marbling.”


         “Marbling is just fat, and it’s usually the result of corn feeding, which is not very good for the animal or the person consuming it. Have you ever been to a feed lot? Have you ever smelled one?”


         “You act like you grew up on a ranch.”


         Claire sat up straight, pride swelling in her chest. “That’s because I did. My family owns Rancho Cañada Verde.”


         The ranch had been in the Kowalski family for five generations, and at twelve thousand acres, it was no small family farm. In recent years, it had become a household name among the growing organic, grass-fed market, and Claire’s expertise—she had a degree in fashion merchandising—had played a big part in it. It didn’t matter whether you were pushing pencil skirts or skirt steaks, it was all about branding and positioning. She was good at marketing. Because of her, the ranch’s brand was even gracing grocery store shelves on the labels of salad dressings, salsas, and marinades.


         “Never heard of your ranch,” Chad said. “Where is it?”


         “It’s in Big Verde, which is about an hour southwest of here.”


         Big Verde was barely a pinprick on the map, but thanks to the beautiful Rio Verde and its various springs and swimming holes, it attracted a fair number of tourists.


         “I think we rented a cabin there once,” Chad said.


         “Really? Do you know who owned it?”


         Chad shook his head, as if he could barely remember the cabin, much less the owner.


         “There’s an adorable little Airstream trailer on Rancho Cañada Verde that we used to rent to tourists,” Claire said. “But I live in it now.”


         She’d optimistically moved out of her parents’ ranch house in the hope that she’d need privacy for herself and the Prince Charming she’d find on Sizzle. But so far, the only person to experience the new Egyptian cotton sheets and their ridiculously high thread count in the trailer’s newly renovated loft bed was her.


         “You live on your parents’ property? In a trailer?”


         “The ranch is twelve thousand acres.”


         Chad stared blankly.


         “It’s a fifteen-minute drive from my trailer to my parents’ house,” she said. “It’s hardly a camper in the backyard.”


         Claire didn’t go into how the refurbished trailer, which she’d named Miss Daisy, had appeared in a magazine spread featuring unique Texas getaways. And although it wasn’t anywhere near her parents’ house, it was pretty dang close to the foreman’s cabin.


         Claire’s eyes were on Chad, but every cell in her body vibrated like a tiny traitorous compass pointing toward Ford. She could literally feel the man’s pull.


         He was probably already done unpacking his measly belongings—Ford bragged that everything he owned fit in the back of his pickup with room to spare—and not thinking about her at all.


         “I wouldn’t have pegged you as a small-town country girl,” Chad said. His eyes dipped down to her chest again, as if small-town girls were also expected to have small boobs.


         Claire gently tugged at her neckline and gave Chad the steely gaze she’d learned from her father. Big Verde men might not have fancy gym memberships, but they knew not to stare at a woman’s chest.


         Chad cleared his throat. “Do you have cows and stuff on your ranch?” he asked, shoveling another bite of steak into his mouth.


         Cows and stuff were what turned a chunk of land into a ranch. “Yes. And I typically don’t eat anything with four legs unless I knew it by name. Or at least its tag number.”


         “That’s kind of…morbid, isn’t it?” Chad shuddered a little.


         Maybe a little, and it was probably why she tended not to eat beef. “I consider myself a pescatarian, for the most part.”


         “Pescatarian? Your profile says you’re Baptist,” Chad said. “I’m pretty sure they eat meat.”


         Claire lifted her wineglass. “It’s drinking they don’t do.”


         She checked the time. How had it only been six minutes since the last time she’d looked? She set her phone down only to see Chad pick his up. He was probably looking at more Sizzle profiles.


         Yep. His thumb swiped right.


         Claire cleared her throat, and Chad hastily set his phone down. “Sorry,” he said. “A message from my grandmother.”


         Claire raised an eyebrow. She’d offer a few more discussion prompts for Chad before politely declining dessert, coffee, and—if she was reading him right—fellatio. Then she’d chalk him up as another Sizzle “fizzle” and be on her way.


         Chad cracked his knuckles. Maybe he would be the one to end the date early. “I was thinking we could go back to my place after dessert.”


         Claire folded her arms across her chest and placed her napkin on the table. “This has been fun, Chad, but I really need to be getting back—”


         “What for? What could possibly be happening in Little Big Town that you need to get back to?”


         Somebody really wanted his blowjob.


         Claire could have explained that Big Verde was in for some weather tonight—thunderstorms coming from the east—but instead, she dug in her purse and pulled out two twenty-dollar bills. She dropped them on the table and then slammed back the last of her wine. “Dang,” she said. “That’s a decent merlot.”


         

            *  *  *


         


         Thunder rumbled through the Texas Hill Country as Ford Jarvis leaned back in his kitchen chair, balancing on two legs. It had been raining on and off all day and, according to Gerome Kowalski, had been doing so for the better part of a week, making the ranch soggy as hell.


         Beau Montgomery, head herdsman, was taking credit for it. He’d killed two rattlesnakes in one day and hung them on the fence.


         You’ve got to put them belly-up if you want it to rain.


         Cowboys were a superstitious lot when it came to the weather. Heck, they were a superstitious lot period. And although Ford liked to poke fun, he was no exception. When he’d seen two heifers in the creek-side pasture running with their tails up this afternoon, his first thought had been, Here comes a flood.


         And the first thing he’d done when he’d moved into the cabin was turn the horseshoe over the door right-side up, because everybody knew an upside-down horseshoe was bad luck.


         He glanced out the window and thought about those heifers. The ground was saturated, the creeks were full, and if the sky opened up, they might, indeed, see some flash flooding. He checked the weather radar on his phone.


         He let out a low whistle that earned him a glare from Oscar. While some guys had friendly dogs to ride in the back of their pickups, Ford had a mean, bony cat.


         “Damn,” he said. “Things are about to get worse.”


         Oscar pulled his tiny ears back tightly against his head.


         The scraggly cat had shown up on a stormy night much like this one while Ford was living on a ranch outside of Sonora. He hadn’t wanted to take the nasty creature with him when he’d left for Wichita Falls, but he’d been afraid the other ranch hands would let the poor thing starve. Same story when he’d moved to El Paso, and from El Paso to Big Verde.


         Four ranches in two years; five if you considered he’d hit Big Verde twice. He didn’t have many belongings, so packing up and heading out was easy. It was just him; his trusty adopted wild mustang, Coco, who he’d broken himself; and Oscar.


         Of all the ranches he’d worked, Rancho Cañada Verde was the finest. It wasn’t the biggest or the fanciest, but it was the gem of the Texas Hill Country, and Gerome Kowalski was a rancher any cowboy would be proud to work for. Nevertheless, Ford had been very firm with Gerome about this stint as ranch foreman being temporary. He’d committed to a roundup in West Texas in six weeks.


         He didn’t like staying in one place for too long.


         There was something about the newness and excitement of going from ranch to ranch that agreed with him. And he liked leaving folks behind while he could still tolerate them, before they’d had much of a chance to wear on his nerves. He especially enjoyed knowing that the ones who did wear on his nerves would soon be nothing more than an image in his rearview mirror.


         Six weeks. Surely, he could last that long. All he had to do was keep his mind, eyes, and hands off Claire Kowalski, aka the rancher’s daughter.


         How hard could it be?


         He swallowed. Twelve thousand acres wasn’t that big. And he and Claire had a history together that involved their clothes falling off any time they were within ten feet of each other.


         She’d been nowhere to be seen when he’d visited Gerome’s office at the ranch house earlier. Beau—the rattlesnake slayer and resident busybody—told him that Claire had moved out of the ranch house and into a silly little Airstream trailer practically within spitting distance of the foreman’s cabin. Well, maybe not spitting distance. Ford couldn’t see Claire or her little tin can from here.


         He swore he could feel her, though.


         That tug. Whenever he thought about Claire—and he’d thought about her plenty over the past two years—it was as if someone was yanking on an invisible band attached to his midsection. The first time it had happened, he’d thought he was having a damn heart attack.


         He was used to it now. The feeling kind of went along with the other chronic aches and pains of cowpunching.


         Had he fallen in love with Claire?


         Maybe.


         Was the condition permanent?


         Most definitely not.


         Jarvis men didn’t fall in love and stay that way.


         The Jarvis curse.


         Some of the men in his family took it seriously. As in, they literally believed in a curse. His family’s colorful history included a story about Ford’s great-grandfather messing with the wrong bruja.


         Ford didn’t believe in witches, Mexican or otherwise, and he found the idea of a curse to be utterly ridiculous. But whether it was the result of a bruja or a family disposition, the fact remained that Jarvis men were cursed with being incapable of settling down. And when they tried, bad luck always came knocking.


         Ford’s dad, Johnny Jarvis, was a retired rodeo bull rider who’d earned the nickname Johnny Appleseed because he’d fathered nine kids with eight women. All of them, except for Ford, were named for the cities they were born in.


         There was his oldest brother, Dallas, who’d been only two when their dad had met a woman in San Antonio, which resulted in Tony. Two years later, he’d met and married his “real” soul mate in Laredo, producing Larry. Like clockwork, it was two more years before a pretty little rodeo queen—Ford’s mom—attracted Johnny’s attention in Dallas.


         Nine months later, Ford was born. And since there was already a Dallas in the family, he’d been named for the literal place of his conception, the backseat of a Ford Fairmont.


         That union lasted the longest, and in two years the little family had moved to Abilene, where Abby, Ford’s only full sibling, was born. After his parents’ divorce, Ford gained four more half-siblings: Houston, Austin, Odessa, and Worth (they’d left off the “Fort”), who was the baby of the family.


         Spreading “seed” here, there, and everywhere wasn’t a lifestyle Ford aspired to, and he was disappointed that some of his brothers had already followed in their father’s footsteps.


         Curses were hard to break.


         Nobody knew if Jarvis women were afflicted with the same curse. Odessa was twenty-two and seemed hell-bent on independence. And Abby had died when she was only ten years old.


         She’d drowned in a creek when a flash flood had come out of nowhere.


         Ford was supposed to have been watching her. And he had been. Just moments before…


         That’s why they called it a flash flood.


         Lightning lit the sky again, and the rain picked up. A shiver ran up and down Ford’s spine. Wailing Woman Creek felt a little too close for comfort.


      


   




   

      

         

            Chapter Two


         


         Claire stamped her feet on Maggie’s muddy welcome mat and hesitated briefly before knocking on the door. It was nine thirty—possibly too late to show up unannounced on her best friend’s doorstep—but the gate to Happy Trails ranch had been open, and if Claire didn’t vent to someone, she was going to erupt.


         She felt like giving up. Maybe it was time to stop searching for Prince Charming since all she could find were frogs and toads—and since this was Texas, most of the toads were horny.


         With comedic timing, a toad hopped out from behind an overturned cowboy boot nestled in the corner of the porch. Claire stifled a squeal, but her pulse raced like the engine of her shiny new car. She raised an eyebrow at the toad as he hopped away, blissfully unaware of how close he’d just come to being impaled by a stiletto heel.


         She started to knock on the door again when she clearly heard laughter coming from inside the house. She tried the knob. It turned, so she pushed the door open a few inches and hollered, “Knock, knock! Anybody home?”


         “In here!” Maggie shouted.


         Claire walked past the staircase to the den, where Maggie was doubled over in laughter. Her husband, rancher Travis Blake, was sitting on the couch with his head between his knees. Alice Martin, the town’s librarian, hovered by the coffee table while clutching a book to her chest. Her brown eyes were wide with concern. “I’m so sorry, Travis,” she said.


         Claire couldn’t possibly imagine what Alice needed to apologize for. “I thought you were going to stop saying you’re sorry all the time,” she said.


         “In this case, I need to,” Alice said. “Poor Travis!”


         “I don’t care about people saying they’re sorry,” Travis said, lifting his head from between his knees. “But I could do without the poor Travis business.”


         He was as pale as an oyster, or as at least as pale as someone who’d just eaten one and hadn’t much cared for it.


         Maggie straightened up, cheeks still pink from laughing. “Alice, all you did was bring over some pregnancy books. It’s not your fault that Travis opened one up and had a fit.”


         Maggie, who was about four months pregnant, looked like she might laugh again.


         “This one is about labor and delivery,” Alice said to Claire, squeezing the book even more tightly, as if it housed an evil entity. “And look what it did to poor…” She winced. “Sorry.” Then she stomped her foot, causing her ponytail to swing frantically. “Dang it!”


         Maggie ruffled Travis’s hair. “And to think that just this morning Travis bragged to the doctor about how prepared he is for the birth because he’s”—Maggie made air quotes with her fingers—“pulled plenty of calves.”


         “Oh dear,” Alice said.


         Claire gasped. “Travis Blake, you did not compare childbirth to pulling calves.”


         Travis stood up, a slight bit of color returning to his cheeks. “It’s actually very similar, according to that damn book,” he said. “More similar than I was expecting.”


         He looked at Maggie and went a tad pale again. Maggie leaned into him and rose up on her toes, an act that didn’t do much to add to her five feet and two inches of height. With her short hair and small stature, she looked like a little blond pixie. But she was tough as nails.


         “I’m not the first woman to give birth,” she said softly while stroking Travis’s cheek. “I’ll be fine.”


         Travis sighed. “I know. And I’ll be there for you.” He swallowed audibly and gave Maggie a squeeze. “Always.”


         This. This is why Claire hadn’t given up on finding her own Prince Charming.


         “You ladies shouldn’t stick around too long,” Travis said, letting go of Maggie and heading for the stairs. “We’re in for a downpour.”


         As if on cue, it started to rain again.


         “I’m not staying long,” Claire said.


         Travis furrowed his brow. “There are two low-water crossings between here and Rancho Cañada Verde.”


         Travis was right. And once Claire got onto her family’s ranch, she’d have to go through another one to get to Miss Daisy. But she wasn’t stupid, and she knew how to take care of herself. She’d driven in the rain a million times.


         Seven-year-old Henry appeared at the top of the stairs. “Dad, I’m scared.”


         Travis was Henry’s uncle, but he and Maggie had adopted him when he was six years old. Soon, a baby girl would be joining their little family.


         “I’m coming, buddy. We’ll count the seconds between the lightning and the thunder.”


         Claire’s heart started to melt as she watched Travis ascend the stairs, and it didn’t stop melting until it came to the tiny, frozen nugget of jealousy in the center.


         She wanted this. Or some version of it, anyway. She was the freaking “Cupid” of Big Verde. If it weren’t for her, Maggie and Travis wouldn’t even be together. Why couldn’t she find someone for herself?


         She’d turn thirty later this year. According to a book Alice had shared with her, only twelve percent of her eggs remained viable. What was the point of being the sole heir of a ranching empire if the empire would die with her?


         “Come and sit for a few minutes,” Maggie said, pointing at the couch. “How did your date go?”


         Claire sighed and sat. Something sharp poked her in the butt, and she yanked a toy tractor out from between the couch cushions.


         “Sorry,” Maggie said, snatching it up. “Tell us everything. Was there spray-on hair involved? Did he have red wine trapped in his Invisalign braces?”


         Claire shivered. She’d encountered both of those situations on previous Sizzle dates.


         “His name was Chad, and he sells respiratory equipment to hospitals.”


         Maggie shuddered. “How dreadful.”


         Claire nodded in agreement. “Chad likes sushi and fine wine, and he’s super smart. I know he’s super smart because he told me so. And he does CrossFit.”


         “Of course dudebro does CrossFit,” Maggie said, nodding.


         “Maybe you need to stop trying to hook up with city slickers and stick closer to home,” Alice suggested. “It doesn’t seem like you’ve had much in common with any of your Sizzle dates.”


         Claire wanted to point out that she didn’t see Alice dating any local Big Verde guys, but she wasn’t sure Alice ever dated anyone. She was cute, smart, and independent. And she seemed perfectly content to remain that way. Claire, however, wanted what her parents had, and what Maggie and Travis seemed to have. And she wanted it yesterday. Was that asking too much?


         As if Maggie had read her mind, she said, “A watched pot never boils, Claire. Maybe if you stop trying so hard—”


         Claire sighed. “I’ve dated every single man in Big Verde, and none of them have tickled my fancy.”


         “If I remember correctly,” Maggie said with an impish grin, “Ford Jarvis tickled it three times in one night.”


         Alice gasped. “Really? Three times?”


         Claire’s cheeks heated up. Yes, three times. But sex was all Mr. Fancy-Tickler cared about. It was probably why he was so dang good at it.


         Alice stood and headed for the door. “I’m going to ruminate on that when I’m in bed tonight.”


         “Heading out?” Maggie asked.


         “Yes. I’ve got a library board meeting in the morning. I need to hit the sack.”


         Maggie started to rise.


         “I can let myself out,” Alice said. “You sit tight.”


         Maggie sank back into the chair and rested her arms on her belly, even though her baby bump was barely visible. “Maybe I’ll bring Henry to story time. He really loves it.”


         “Isn’t he getting a little old for that?” Claire asked.


         “Nobody is ever too old for once upon a time,” Alice said.


         Claire wondered if they got too old for a happily-ever-after.


         With a little wave, Alice headed out the door.


         “I should probably get going too—”


         “Wait a minute,” Maggie said. “I have something to discuss with you.”


         Claire leaned back against the cushion. “What is it?”


         “You know how busy I’ve been with landscaping projects lately.”


         Claire nodded. Maggie was a landscape architect.


         “And Happy Trails is taking off. Our website orders have doubled within the last six months, and our calendar is booked solid with field trips and tours.”


         Happy Trails, the small ranch Maggie and Travis owned, raised organic poultry, pork, and beef, which they sold directly to consumers. They also had bees and an apple orchard.


         “I don’t know how you’re finding the time to grow a human.”


         “Me either. I feel pulled in a million different directions, and the baby isn’t even here yet.” She paused for a moment and took a sip from a water bottle on the coffee table. Then she focused her big brown eyes on Claire. “I need to prioritize.”


         Claire nodded. She completely understood. How had Maggie been holding it all together?


         “First is my family. And next is my landscape architecture business.”


         “Of course,” Claire said. “You worked long and hard for that degree, and you’ve built something to be proud of. What more can I do to help you with the rest?”


         Maggie cleared her throat and dropped her gaze to her pregnant belly. She was clearly nervous, and that made Claire nervous, because Maggie was almost never nervous.


         “Claire, I’ve decided to sell Petal Pushers.”


         It took a few moments for the words to connect in her brain. Had she heard Maggie correctly? “I’m sorry. What did you say?”


         “I just can’t keep it,” Maggie said.


         “But you inherited it from your grandmother! And it’s…”


         Where I work.


         “I know,” Maggie said, biting her lip.


         Claire felt selfish, but all she could think about was herself. What would she do without Petal Pushers? It was the hub of her world. Heck, along with the Corner Cafe, it was the social hub of Big Verde.


         But she understood Maggie’s predicament. She was only human, after all.


         “I hate to let it go,” Maggie said. “It’s been keeping me up at night. That’s why I was thinking that maybe you’d like to buy it.”


         Claire felt her mouth drop open. “Me? Buy Petal Pushers?”


         The idea sank in with incredible speed, and by the time Maggie started to speak again, Claire’s mind had changed the question into an exclamatory sentence.


         She was buying Petal Pushers!


         “You wouldn’t have to keep it as a garden center,” Maggie said. “The possibilities are endless. A boutique. Or a gift shop maybe. It doesn’t matter, because I swear you could sell a bicycle to a legless man.”


         Claire’s imagination started humming.


         “It’s already such a sweet little country shop,” she said. “And there’s so much room. What could I do with the outdoor nursery? A patio, maybe. Or a tearoom…”


         Suddenly, Claire’s lame Sizzle date was ancient history. Her body tingled. Her mind raced. Her despair had been replaced with a sense of purpose.


         A loud clap of thunder made them jump.


         The skies opened up, and the rain clattered so loudly on the roof that Claire barely heard the pounding of Travis’s feet on the stairs as he came rushing down.


         “Claire,” he said, adopting a stern fatherly expression that went adorably well with the Little Red Riding Hood book in his hand. “If you don’t leave right now, you’re going to have to stay the night. I don’t like the weather, and you’ve got those two low-water crossings…”


         Three, actually.


         Claire hated to leave now. She wanted to scheme and plan with Maggie. But Travis was right. She didn’t dare stay another minute.


         “Yes, Dad,” she said, throwing in an eye roll. “Leaving now.”


         “We’ll talk later,” Maggie said. “Be careful driving home.”


         Claire hugged Maggie and grabbed her umbrella from the porch on her way out. She popped it open and ran to her car, barely feeling the rain that battered her unprotected legs. Her mind was going a mile a minute, which was probably faster than she was going to be able to drive in this weather.


         

            *  *  *


         


         Ford sighed and shifted in his seat. That damn tugging sensation had become worse ever since his boots had hit Rancho Cañada Verde’s soil. He should have turned this gig down. But it was hard to say no to Gerome Kowalski, especially since he’d sounded just a hair shy of desperate.


         Another glance at the weather radar showed a threatening cloud of red and hot pink just to the north, and it was headed straight for Big Verde. If they got a downpour, Wailing Woman Creek would swell, and the crossing would be under water. That meant he’d be cut off from the rest of the ranch until the water receded. As would the other two inhabitants this side of the creek—a hermit named Ruben, and Claire.


         Ford’s right eye twitched. His thumb hovered over his phone. Don’t do it, dipshit.


         He did it. Clicked on the Sizzle dating app and logged in. Because yes, he had a fucking login for a fucking online dating site. Hell, he’d never used any form of social media. Had snubbed it, in fact. And here he was with a Sizzle profile. A password, username, the whole nine yards. It was embarrassing, and he wasn’t even looking for a date. But he couldn’t see Claire’s profile if he didn’t have one of his own.


         He wished he didn’t even know about Claire’s profile. But Beau had gleefully spilled the beans about it. It was clear that Beau had been hoping to get a rise out of Ford, but it hadn’t worked. Why should Ford care if Claire was dating?


         He wasn’t jealous or upset or concerned in any way. He didn’t have the right to be. At most, he was mildly curious.


         He looked at Oscar, who stared back through squinty eyes that seemed to say, Curiosity killed the cat.


         Ford clicked on Claire’s profile. His heart stuttered, and he dropped his chair back to all four legs at the sight of Claire’s smiling face framed by that mass of auburn hair. Bright blue eyes stared back at him. No, through him. He shook off the sensation that she knew he was looking, that he was doing something wrong or invading her privacy. Hell, she had put it out there. Obviously, she wanted people to see it.


         

            Username: Glass Slipper


            Age: 29


            On weekends you’ll find me: Shopping for ALL the shoes. Rock climbing by day, two-stepping by night, and enjoying everything the beautiful Texas Hill Country has to offer.


            Looking For: Prince Charming (NO PRESSURE LOL)


         


         Ford had read these words probably ten or thirty times (who was counting?), but they still settled in his stomach like a block of concrete.


         Claire’s Sizzle profile identified her as an “active” member. What did that mean? He sure hoped it didn’t mean she was out on a night like this. Especially since Beau told him she’d recently traded in her ranch truck for a bright red, impractical chunk of low-clearance tin called a Mini Cooper. Beau said she’d thought it was cute. Cute! Ford didn’t care if it had dimples and a lollipop, mini anythings were not safe. This was Texas. People went big in Texas, and that included vehicles. If a truck, or even a goddam deer, smacked into a mini whatever, it was going to do some serious damage. That bit of obviousness, combined with the fact that Claire drove her car even faster than she ran her mouth, worried the shit out of him.


         And it shouldn’t. Because she wasn’t his to worry about, and God knows he was no Prince Charming.


         That boot didn’t fit.


      


   




   

      

         

            Chapter Three


         


         Claire was not going to panic. Her car had stalled. That was all. And she was maybe a mile from her trailer. She didn’t relish walking in this weather, though, so she checked her phone for a signal again.


         Nada. Coverage was spotty on the ranch, and nonexistent in low-lying areas, which is where she and her adorable new Mini Cooper currently sat.


         Lightning flashed, illuminating the sign identifying Wailing Woman Creek. She opened the door to see how much water was flowing across the concrete surface of the low-water crossing. It looked to be about the same as the last time she’d checked, just a few inches. She hated to ruin a perfectly good pair of heels. Maybe someone would come along…


         Nobody would be out driving around in this, and the only people on her side of the creek were Ruben and—she gulped—Ford.


         She strummed her fingers on the steering wheel and chewed her lower lip. It was raining so hard she could barely see. She pressed her nose against the window as dread crept up her spine.


         She shook her hair and rolled her shoulders. Wailing Woman hadn’t seen a flash flood in years.


         About time for one.


         The creek was usually no more than a trickle, and the low-water bridge going across it typically dry. But every ten years or so—on nights like this—the crossing earned its designation as a flash flood zone.


         She turned the key in the ignition one more time, just for grins.


         The car did not start. It had either stalled in the few inches of water she’d stupidly driven into, or…


         The low fuel light was on, but the operator’s manual said the Mini Cooper could go another hundred miles after it lit up. Surely, she hadn’t run out of gas. Only idiots did that!


         She was pretty sure she’d run out of gas.


         She smacked the steering wheel, and the car shuddered.


         A bit of panic set in. Had her car just moved?


         Claire cracked the door again and peeked out. The water looked higher.


         She held her breath. Would the car shake again? Maybe she’d imagined it.


         Nope. It shook again. Actually, it shimmied. She put her hand on the door handle. Abandoning her new car in the dead of night seemed dramatic. But so did clinging to a tree like a drowning possum.


         She gritted her teeth. Like it or not, she was going to walk.


         Huddling beneath her umbrella, Claire slammed the car door with her hip. It made a sturdy, solid sound. But floodwaters could lift her little car up like a toy and carry it downstream, smashing it into trees and bridges and the cars of other idiots. She looked down at the water rushing across her Laurence Dacade heels.


         Shit was getting real.


         Claire tiptoed through the rising water while the wind whipped at her hair. Relief washed over her when she made it to the bank. Now all she had to do was hike a mile in wet stilettos.


         No problem.


         Her heel snapped on the third rocky step. She toppled over, smashing her umbrella and dropping her purse.


         Dammit! She stood up on shaky legs—the shoe was broken beyond repair, so she tossed the heel—and looked back at her Mini Cooper.


         It was rocking. Violently. She squinted, shielding her eyes against the rain with her hand, just in time to see her precious lifted up and carried away! Anguish bubbled up like globs in a lava lamp, but it gave way to panic as the wind became deafeningly loud.


         Only the sound wasn’t wind.


         It was water. And Claire hadn’t cleared the flood zone, not by a long shot.


         With her heart pounding, she kicked off her shoes—$348 on sale—and ran for her life.


         She could do this.


         And she would have, had her foot not caught on a root. Down she went again, smacking her chin on the ground. She hadn’t yet reached the top of the knoll, and the sound of the water was all-encompassing. She swallowed the knot in her throat and tried to get up while turning to look back at Wailing Woman Creek.


         She didn’t need to look very far. It was at her feet.


         

            *  *  *


         


         Ford finished his bowl of soup while tucked away nice and dry in his sturdy cedar cabin. The rain pounded the metal roof, its clattering tempo chasing Oscar under the couch until only the tip of his twitchy black tail poked out.


         “Scaredy cat,” Ford muttered.


         A big bolt of lightning struck somewhere nearby, and the smell of ozone filled the air.


         There went the lights.


         Ford flipped his emergency radio to battery mode and went back to listening to the Big Verde police and county deputies chatter back and forth.


         He sure was glad they’d gotten the herd off the river property this afternoon. This was the kind of weather that washed cattle away.


         He rinsed his soup bowl and set it in the rack to dry. The radio was seventy percent static and thirty percent intelligible conversation. Deputy Bobby Flores made periodic reports as he patrolled the low-water crossings. His voice broke through the white noise. “Flash flood at Wailing Woman…”


         Ford raised his eyebrows. There it was. Just what he’d feared.


         But he had nothing to worry about. He was safe. The cattle were safe. There was no reason for the stirring sense of…what was it? Panic? Whatever it was, it was making his skin feel too tight.


         Claire. Why couldn’t he stop worrying about her? She might be exasperating, but she was smart. Sure, she had a high tolerance for adrenaline and was a bit of a thrill junkie. But she wasn’t stupid. Hopefully she was where she should be on a Friday night during a severe thunderstorm warning—at home in that little tin can. And if she wasn’t? She’d grown up in Big Verde. She wouldn’t drive into a low-water crossing during a flood watch. She’d know to go the Harper’s Hill route and come across the bridge at the east entrance to the ranch.


         He slammed his hand on the table. She couldn’t do Harper’s Hill in that stupid little car.


         He picked up his phone, but he hesitated to call. She was a grown woman, and she’d most likely cuss him out and remind him that she wasn’t his business anymore.


         As if a woman who set your heart on fire like a never-ending case of indigestion could be referred to as business.


         Deputy Flores’s voice crackled over the radio. “Can’t get across, but Wailing Woman looks clear. I’m setting up a barricade on this side.”


         “You probably should have done that earlier, pal,” Ford muttered.


         Ten minutes later, Deputy Flores’s voice broke through the radio again. “Car floating…”


         Ford turned up the volume. Flores was breaking up, and Ford could barely hear him. But two words came through loud and clear: Little and red.


         The blood in his veins turned to ice. Without another thought, Ford grabbed his hat and rushed to the closet, where he grabbed a spotlight. He might need it to scour the creek’s banks and trees.


         He opened the door. The rain hit him in the face, but he barely felt it as he ran to his truck. With shaking fingers, he turned the key in the ignition, and then he peeled out.


         The rain hit his windshield like a wall of water, rendering his wipers practically useless. It was a bit over a mile to Wailing Woman Creek. In good weather, it was maybe a five-minute drive.


         Ford made it in two, and then sat in his truck, staring in shock. If it seemed like he’d come up on Wailing Woman too quickly, it’s because he had. It was a raging torrent of swirling brown water, well outside of its bank. He got out of the truck and walked as close as he dared. Claire’s car—and it was Claire’s car, he just knew it—had been seen floating. It would be way downstream. Claire would be trapped inside, unless she’d climbed out. People tended to panic and climb on the roofs of their vehicles when stranded at water crossings. What if she’d done that?


         He turned to search the bank.


         He felt crazed, and his thoughts came in images that tore his heart out. What if she was trapped in debris underwater? Or lying cold and lifeless along the shore?


         He shut his eyes. Clasped a hand over them. But it didn’t stop what he saw.


         Watch Abby while I’m at work. Don’t let her go down to the creek.


         He didn’t have time for flashbacks. He forced his eyes open. He had to remain in the present.


         A hand clasped his arm, and he spun, eyes wide.


         “What the actual hell?” Claire yelled. “You drove right past me!”


         She was soaking wet. Her hair was a tangled mess. She had a dirt smudge on her face, a bloody lip, and smeared makeup. He grabbed her and pulled her close, feeling the intense shivers that wracked her body. “Are you okay?”


         “S-s-seriously, Ford. I was on the s-s-side of the road waving you down. I had to freaking ch-ch-chase—”


         He squeezed tighter. She was half-drowned, possibly hypothermic, probably in shock, and one hundred percent pissed off that she hadn’t been able to hail a pickup truck in the middle of a flash flood with the delicate lift of her finger.


         Warmth spread throughout his body, even though the springtime rain was cold.


         “My car is g-g-gone!” Claire wailed.


         “Good,” he said. “It was a stupid car.”


         Claire gasped and pushed him away. Her nostrils flared, her eyebrows dove down in a menacing glare, and dammit, she was sexy as hell.


         “You,” she said, with a measured pause, “are a j-j-jerk.”


         Probably. But she had no business driving that little car. It was most likely tangled up in a tree somewhere…and she could have been in it. Was her life so full of rainbows and unicorn farts that she didn’t understand what could have happened?


         Claire’s life was untouched by tragedy. Hell, it was untouched by unpleasantness. She probably couldn’t fathom the reality of what she’d barely escaped. She lived in a fairy tale.


         “What were you thinking trying to cross the creek during a flood watch? Did the piece of crap stall out on you?”


         “It’s not a piece of c-c-crap and I’m not sure it s-s-stalled out on me. I might have run out—”


         She shut her sweet little pie hole like a steel trap and stared at him defiantly.


         “You ran out of gas?” Shit. Who ran out of gas? Like, who did that? “Get in the truck,” he ordered.


         “No.”


         He recognized the tone, and he wasn’t in the mood for it. He wanted away from this water now. This was no time for Claire to dig in her heels.


         A sharp pain stabbed him between the eyes. She knew he couldn’t leave her here. It wasn’t like anyone else was coming along. She was literally up Shit Creek without a paddle, or a car, or shoes, for that matter. “Claire. You’re cold, wet, and barefoot. You’ve got no car. Get in the truck.”


         “No.”


         The last drop of patience left his body. Without another word—from him, anyway—Ford bent over and grabbed Claire just below her ass, straightened up with her over his shoulder, and while she did the classic beat man on back with fists of fury move, he carried her to his pickup.


      


   




   

      

         

            Chapter Four


         


         The man had hoisted her over his shoulder like a sack of flour. And then he’d plunked her on the seat of his truck before buckling her in like a child and angrily shutting the door.


         He was a horrible rescuer. Would it kill him to offer any amount of comfort after she’d nearly died?


         She’d entertained many reunion scenarios over the past few days. She’d practiced speeches, lectures, and various tirades, along with expressions of aloofness, as if she were trying to remember where she’d met him.


         Ford Jarvis? The name does ring a bell…


         He’d definitely rung her bell. Multiple bells. And that was all fine and dandy. But he hadn’t stopped there. Oh hell, no. He’d taken her home to meet his mother. Was she crazy for thinking he’d been serious about their relationship? Most men didn’t take a woman home for Thanksgiving just because they were currently ringing her bell. Did they?


         She’d fantasized about ignoring him. Slapping him. Kissing him.


         She had not prepared for any scenario where Ford saved her from a flash flood while calling her car stupid and indicating it was something she and it might have in common.


         “Lift up your legs,” Ford said.


         She lifted her legs, and Ford dug around beneath the seat before pulling out a blanket. He put it around her with a gentleness that didn’t match his voice, and Claire felt a bit of resolve melting and pooling around her feet.


         Ford started the truck and backed it away from the raging creek. Claire let out a ragged breath. She was ready to put distance between her and Wailing Woman.


         The truck’s headlights illuminated fallen branches through the onslaught of nearly horizontal rain, but they barreled right over them, heading to higher ground.


         Claire risked a glance at her savior. His wet hair shimmered in the dim light of the truck’s dashboard. Water dripped off the brim of his worn cowboy hat. Strong chin, straight nose, and full, luscious lips.


         They were still silent when they arrived at the fork in the road. Ford’s cabin was to the right, her little trailer to the left. “I’ve moved into—”


         “Beau told me.”


         Claire had known Beau and his twin brother Bryce her entire life. They’d been raised right here on the ranch. Their daddy had been the foreman for Rancho Cañada Verde for twenty-seven years. Since his retirement, they’d had trouble finding another reliable foreman.


         It was hard to get ranch hands to settle down, even on a ranch like theirs.


         “Beau was gossiping about me?”


         “Like a clucking hen.”


         “What else did he say?”


         “Nothing important that I can remember.”


         Claire narrowed her eyes. If Beau had told Ford about her Sizzle dates, she was going to strangle a cowboy.


         Ford turned left toward Miss Daisy. “Why on earth are you camping in a trailer? Your parents’ house is huge.”


         “I’m not camping. I live in Miss Daisy.”


         “Miss Daisy?”


         “My trailer.”


         Ford looked at her like she’d grown a second head. “Did you name your car, too?”


         “No.”


         Yes. Poor Rosie!


         “But why?” Ford asked.


         Why did she name inanimate objects? Or why had she moved from her parents’ house?


         “None of your business.”


         “Okay. I was just making conversation. I don’t really—”


         “I needed privacy,” she snapped.


         Ford raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything. He didn’t need to. For a guy with approximately three facial expressions, he sure could express a lot with that dang eyebrow. He was wondering what she needed privacy for.


         When they’d had their…thing…Ford had lived in the bunkhouse. No privacy whatsoever. And Claire had lived in her parents’ house, where there were plenty of doors with locks, but it would have been awkward as hell to waltz down for breakfast in the morning with a ranch hand in tow.


         They’d had to get creative. Hay barns. Horse barns. The bed of Ford’s pickup truck. Their favorite spot had been the ruins of the old stone chapel.


         Ford shifted in his seat and yanked the brim of his hat down low.


         “I can’t believe you might have run out of gas. Don’t Mini Coopers have dummy lights? Or do their owners think they’re too smart for those?”


         She glared at him. He was drenched, but he didn’t shiver. In fact, it looked like he had steam rising off his slick arms as he turned down the short lane leading to her trailer.


         Claire resisted the urge to ask him what was chapping his ass. Did it matter? Nope.


         “I’m not used to the gas mileage the Mini Cooper gets, and I miscalculated.”


         Ford shifted gears and the truck groaned. “Where the hell were you anyway? You know better than to go out on a night like this.”


         “I had a date,” she said.


         Ford stopped the truck. “I can’t believe it.”


         “Oh, you can believe it all right. I’ve had lots of dates—”


         “Claire, shut up and open your eyes.”


         She opened her eyes, but she was unsuccessful in shutting her mouth. There seemed to be a small river between them and her trailer. There’d never been a small river there before.


         “What is that?” she asked.


         Ford got out and walked to the front of the truck. He stopped and looked around for a minute or so, shaking his head the entire time, and then climbed back in.


         “Well?” Claire asked. “Can we get across it?”


         “I can’t see how deep it is, but by the way it’s moving, I’d say it’s a pretty good cut.”


         “What does that mean?”


         “It means you’re not going home tonight.”


         “That’s ridiculous. It’s just a bit of runoff.”


         He began backing up.


         There were risk takers, and there was Ford.


         “Can you just take me to my parents’?” she asked.


         “They’re on the other side of Wailing Woman.”


         “I know that,” she snapped. “Let’s go up Harper’s Hill.”


         “It won’t do any good. With Wailing Woman that far out of its banks, the bridge past Harper’s will be underwater.” Ford sighed. “You’re coming home with me.”


         Her heart pounded as she tried to come up with an alternative plan. But everything he said was true, and there wasn’t one.


         Excitement ran circles around irritation and worry. Because even after nearly being washed away in a flood, her body reacted strongly to the idea of spending the night with Ford.


         But she could never go down that road again. All he’d wanted was a good time.


         And she’d fallen in love.


         

            *  *  *


         


         Ford hoped his exterior didn’t match his interior, which was a jumbled mass of nerves and adrenaline.


         They were not going to have sex tonight. He had to keep his wits about him. And his clothes on.


         Easier said than done around Claire.


         He’d hoped time and distance would lessen the intensity of the attraction, but he glanced at the seat between them, and it seemed he’d unconsciously scooted closer to her.


         It’s like his charge was negative and hers was positive.


         Although, Claire was hugging the door. Maybe he was the only one feeling the tug.


         He followed the winding path through the cedar trees to the foreman’s cabin. A side glance at Claire confirmed that the chatter he heard was her teeth. He’d get a fire going as soon as they got inside.


         He wanted to gather her up in his arms. But he couldn’t. If anything, he needed to be brusque. A little harsh, even. Otherwise Claire would melt all over him, and then he was in trouble.


         The woods thinned to a small clearing, revealing the cabin sitting in the center. The windows glowed. “The lights are back on,” he said.


         “That’s a good sign, right? Maybe things are letting up.”


         “Maybe.”


         If he was going to spend the evening with Claire Kowalski, he’d prefer to do it in a well-lit room.


         The rain had slowed, and Ford got out of the truck to check the rain gauge nailed to a fence post. He was curious as hell to see how much rain they’d gotten, and he wasn’t anxious to get inside the cabin with a wet, sexy Claire. His hands were damp, and he couldn’t tell if it was rain or nervous sweat.


         Ford squinted at the gauge. They’d gotten two inches in about an hour. He got back in the truck. Claire shivered like a cartoon character whose limbs had turned to ice. She glared at him from beneath her matted mass of wet hair. “Must you lollygag so?”


         Ford didn’t know what that meant, but he had a sneaking suspicion, so with a barely concealed grin he closed the door, buckled his seat belt, adjusted the heater vents, and drove slowly through the gate, which now that he thought about it, really didn’t need closing.


         He put the truck in park.


         Where was she going to sleep?


         He opened his door and climbed out of the truck.


         What the hell was she going to wear after getting out of those wet clothes?


         He closed the gate.


         Should he check the rain gauge again?


         A door slammed. Claire’s bedraggled figure, illuminated by headlights, stomped its way up the lane.


         Ford ran after her. “Hey! You’re barefoot. Get back in the truck.”


         Claire spun and faced him. “I wouldn’t want my hypothermia to interfere with your meandering around checking on things.”


         “You’re going to step on a mesquite thorn. Stop being silly and get back in the truck.”


         Her nostrils flared at the sound of silly.


         “I’m halfway to the cabin,” she said. “It makes no sense to walk back to the truck on my poor delicate feet when they could take me to the porch in the same amount of time.” She started back up the lane, but Ford jumped in front of her.


         “There’s only one thing to do that makes any sense.” He’d already done it once tonight, might as well do it again. He took a step toward her.


         “Don’t you dare.”


         They were way beyond dares, and Ford had her over his shoulder in two seconds flat. She did more than beat on his back this time, and an errant foot grazed his crotch. He grabbed her ankle. “Stop acting crazy.”


         It was a good thing she’d lost her shoes. Otherwise he’d have said that about five octaves higher.


         She quit fighting and went limp. Then she shuddered, and Ford thought she might be crying. Well, hell. He couldn’t put her down barefoot, but he didn’t have to carry her like a sack of potatoes, either. He shifted and she slid down his chest. He stopped her just before her feet reached the ground and pressed her against the front of his body.


         Instead of kicking him in the shins, Claire wrapped her arms around his neck.


         That felt nice.


         She gazed at him with a little sigh.


         “Ford,” Claire whispered. “What are you doing—”


         “This,” he said, putting her down so that her bare feet rested on the tops of his boots. Then he leaned over, crooked his arm behind her knees, and lifted her in a more dignified manner.


         He’d just dodged the first bullet of the evening. And dammit, he’d fired the shot himself.


      


   




   

      

         

            Chapter Five


         


         Claire was being carried through the doorway. Across the threshold.


         She’d imagined the moment many times, only in her stupid fantasy she’d been dry, warm, and perfectly draped in a Vera Wang wedding gown. The same fantasy had Ford making love to her on a petal-strewn mattress surrounded by candles instead of plunking her unceremoniously in the middle of the room.


         “I haven’t been in the foreman’s cabin since I was a teenager,” Claire said.


         Ford removed his hat and tossed it on the table. His dark hair was mostly dry, but the rest of him was wringing wet.


         He gazed at her with his hazel eyes, which were often the only feature to hold any expression on Ford’s typically stoic face. He could laugh without cracking a smile. He could question everything you thought you knew with a single raised eyebrow. He could say I love you with a glance.


         Except he never had said it. And she’d only imagined having seen it.


         If there was one thing Claire had learned from her relationship with Ford, it was that she was horrible at reading people.


         Ford’s eyes traveled the length of her body. Her nipples, perky from the chill, were clearly visible through the wet blue silk, and they hardened even more from the heat of his gaze.


         When his eyes made their way back to hers, they seemed darker and more intense. There was a slight flush beneath his scruffy five o’clock shadow.


         Suddenly, he grabbed a towel off the counter and dropped it on the floor. “Here, stand on this,” he said gruffly.


         A small puddle had amassed at her feet.


         Ford shed his flannel shirt, revealing a white T-shirt plastered to his chest. “I imagine you’ll be needing a warm shower.”


         Or a cold one.


         Ford’s chest was as familiar a landscape as Rancho Cañada Verde’s back forty. Claire’s mind traced its angles and planes just as thoroughly as her fingers had once done. She swallowed, thinking about how firm and fit those abs were, and although she couldn’t see it now, she knew there was a delicious trail of hair dipping into the waistband of his clinging jeans.


         “Is it smaller than you remember it?” Ford asked. “Or bigger?”


         “What?” Claire asked. Was there a cartoonish thought bubble floating over her head?


         “The cabin,” Ford said. “Bigger or smaller than you remember it?”


         “Oh.” She looked around at the sparse surroundings. A single couch. A small table and two chairs. Faded curtains. “Smaller, I guess.”


         When the Montgomery family had lived here, the cabin had been cheerful and cluttered, yet somehow, even with the two rowdy Montgomery twins wrestling all over it, it had seemed much larger.


         Claire stepped onto the towel, irritated by how quickly her thoughts strayed into the danger zone. But there was some kind of weird sexual chemistry between her and Ford. Two years ago, she’d thought it was something more than chemistry, but she’d been wrong.


         Ford turned to hang his wet shirt on the coat rack in the corner. Claire watched the muscles of his back flex. She thought about how he’d effortlessly picked her up—even though she wasn’t exactly a dainty wisp of a thing—and the silky warmth that had taken over her body focused all of its attention between her legs.


         Ford walked briskly to the bathroom and turned on the shower.


         Lightning flashed.


         Storms like this were surely triggers for Ford, even though it had probably been two decades since his little sister had drowned.


         “You’re shaking like a leaf,” he said, coming out of the bathroom. “You might be in shock.”


         He tossed a log in the fireplace and stared at it like he could light it with his eyes. “You just came pretty close to dying. You know that, right?”


         “I almost had to swim,” she admitted in a low voice. “Although, I doubt I’d have stood a chance in that current…”


         Ford drew in a sudden breath. “No, you wouldn’t have. Now go take a hot shower. Just toss your clothes out, and I’ll throw them in the dryer.”


         “It’s silk,” she said.


         Ford stared blankly.


         “It’s ruined. Do you have something I can wear?”


         Ford nodded. “I’ll grab you something.”


         She headed for the bathroom, thinking about how stupid she’d been. Tonight could have ended very badly. How could she have forgotten to check her gas gauge? What had she been thinking about when she drove into that low-water crossing with the needle on Empty?


         The store. She’d been thinking about Petal Pushers and fantasizing about the many possibilities…


         Fantasizing. She’d also been thinking about Ford.


         And it had literally nearly killed her.


         She’d been warned time and again about flash floods. From the safety of a high bluff, she’d once seen the typically calm and meandering Rio Verde turn into a torrential wall of destruction. Her dad had taken her there specifically for that purpose, having predicted the event based on a week’s worth of thunderstorms.


         See that, princess? That’s why you don’t ever mess around with low-water crossings.


         The radio screeched and stuttered and Ford’s head whipped around. He went over and began fiddling with various knobs.


         Claire went into the bathroom and started the business of peeling off her wet clothes. The silk dress was ruined, so she dropped it into the trash. Then she stepped into the shower and beneath the warm spray with a sigh.


         By the time she’d gotten rid of the chills, the water felt a tad cooler than it had when she’d started. The water heater was small, and Ford would probably want a hot shower, too. She turned off the water, grabbed a towel, and dried off.


         Ford knocked on the door, and she jerked so suddenly that her head spun.


         “Yes?”


         “I have a flannel shirt you can borrow.”


         “Thank you. That’ll be fine.”


         The door opened a crack, and Ford’s arm popped in with the shirt. Claire snatched it, and Ford yanked his hand back and slammed the door.


         He hadn’t even sneaked a peek.


         Claire picked her panties up off the floor. Like everything else she’d had on this evening, they were soggy wet. Still, she made a go of it and slipped a foot in a leg hole. The fabric stuck to her skin and generally refused to cooperate, so she draped them over the side of the tub. She’d have to go commando.


         Clutching the soft flannel shirt by its hem, she held it snugly in place and stepped out of the bathroom just as the room went dark. “Ford?”


         A beam of light hit her in the face. She let go of her shirt to shield her eyes. “What the hell?”


         “Sorry,” Ford said, lowering the beam. “Electricity is out again.”


         He stuck the flashlight in his armpit and worked to light the mantle of a small propane lantern. Once that was taken care of, he motioned for Claire to sit on the couch.


         Smoothing the tail of the shirt against her rear end, she sat and looked around the room, now bathed in the glow of the lantern and the roaring fire.


         Lightning flashed and she jumped.


         “Everything will be okay,” Ford said in a soothing voice.


         “I’m fine,” she said. “The lightning startled me.”


         “I was talking to Oscar.”


         Claire rolled her eyes as Ford awkwardly patted the wincing cat. “Leave that poor thing alone. He can barely tolerate that piss-poor display of affection.”


         “It’s not affection. It’s pity.”


         The side eye he gave her made Claire wonder if he’d meant the statement in regard to her.


         She picked up a cushion and crushed it against her chest. “I like what you’ve done with the place,” she said.


         Ford looked over with a glint of humor in his eyes.


         Ranch foremen weren’t known for their decorating skills, but Ford was particularly hopeless.


         “Are you hungry? I can heat up some corn chowder on the gas stove.”


         Claire’s stomach growled. She hadn’t finished her salmon before abandoning the date.


         “I don’t know,” Claire said. “I ate on my date.” The ha! she wanted to add was drowned out by another horrific growl from her stomach.


         One corner of Ford’s mouth turned up. “Is that a yes?”


         “Maybe I’ll have a—”


         “And I’m sorry your date sucked.”


         “What makes you think my date sucked? It was ideal. The guy was really cute, very successful, and he took me to a super expensive steak place.”


         “Since when was a super expensive steak place ideal for a woman who doesn’t like to eat meat? And as for how I know your date sucked, you’ve been to Austin on an ideal date, driven all the way home to Big Verde, survived a flash flood, and then used up every drop of my hot water”—he looked at the clock over the stove—“all before midnight.”


         “It was our first date,” she muttered.


         “Must have been a doozy,” Ford said. “Our first date sure as hell didn’t end by midnight.”


         Claire controlled her facial features with difficulty. Their first date had ended at six in the morning when the wrangler walked into the stable to find her and Ford wearing nothing but hay, smiles, and an Indian blanket.


         

            *  *  *


         


         Ford’s heart pounded in his chest as he watched the memory of their first date play across Claire’s face. She never could hide what she was thinking, and he never could resist watching the fascinating facets of her thoughts. Damned near everything about her was fascinating.


         “Going out with him again?” he asked, hoping it sounded like he didn’t care.


         “You’re quite curious.”


         So, no, then. If Claire had a second date with the guy, she’d have said so with glee and a middle finger. He stole a glance at her as he ladled chowder into a small bowl. The glow of the fire lit up her face and made her hair dance.


         He put her bowl of soup on the table, already feeling his resolve to remain distant and brusque melt away. It was so easy to fall into a familiar pattern of chitchat with Claire, even though he typically wasn’t much of a talker and the topic was making his blood boil. “Where’d you meet this guy? The one who tried to feed you meat.”


         He knew where she’d met him. Sizzle. But would Glass Slipper admit it?


         Claire stood up and stretched, raising her arms above her head. He only had a side view, but it was a good one. Her breasts stretched the limits of his flannel shirt. And the hem rose higher and higher until…


         No underwear. The woman wore no underwear.


         Claire suddenly dropped her arms and grasped the shirt’s hem, plastering it against her legs. Ford turned toward the sink as if he hadn’t seen anything, and really, he hadn’t. Just creamy thigh and smooth hip and…


         Claire daintily cleared her throat behind him, and he heard her scoot the chair to the table. “Well?” he asked. “You meet him at a bar?”


         “No,” Claire snapped. “Who has time for that?”


         “Church?”


         He grinned as Claire sighed loudly.


         “It was a blind date.”


         “Who set you up? Anyone I know?”


         “I don’t think any of this is your business,” Claire said haughtily. “And aren’t you going to eat? Saving a damsel in distress must make you hungry.”


         “You saved yourself,” he said. “And I already ate. I do want a shower, though. You need anything else before I get in?”


         “No,” she said, picking up the spoon. The steam wafted up and she inhaled deeply, closing her eyes. “I’ve really missed your chowder.”


         But then, as if remembering all the things associated with him that she didn’t miss, she opened her eyes, furrowed her brow, and dipped her spoon into her bowl.


         “You miss anything else?” he asked.


         Jesus, why had he asked that? Maybe he was a glutton for punishment.


         Claire paused, spoon halfway to her mouth, as if pondering the question.


         “Yes,” she said. “I miss poor Oscar. And I hate that you’re all he’s got for company.”


         Ford glanced at the corner where Oscar was currently licking his asshole. It seemed that Ford was the one in poor company, not the other way around.


         Sensing he was being discussed by a beautiful female and not fully comprehending his lack of balls, Oscar jumped his scrawny butt up onto Claire’s lap.


         “Shoo,” Ford said, moving to knock Oscar off those luscious legs.


         “Leave him alone,” Claire said, rubbing the cat’s head. “And this is how you pet a cat, by the way.”


         “I know how to pet a cat, darlin’.”


         He hadn’t meant that to sound dirty. But he’d had absolutely no trouble making her purr.


         “I thought you said you needed a shower.”


         Boy, did he. A cold one. “If you want to lie down, you can take the bed. I’ll take the couch.”


         Claire shrugged and spooned some more chowder into her mouth, and Ford responded with a grunt before heading for the bathroom, where he closed the door and leaned against it in relief.


         Maybe he could just sleep in here. It was kind of cozy. He could put a blanket on the floor and if he curled up just so, there was enough space between the shower and toilet—


         Something pink and lacy was draped over the tub.


         Ford picked up the small slip of silk and lace. Claire’s panties. He swallowed. The woman liked her fancy underwear. He hung them up on the shower curtain rod, and then he stepped into the shower spray, unleashing a torrent of curse words when the icy cold water hit his back.


         She’d used up all his hot water.


         Twenty minutes later he emerged, satisfied that every part of him had been thoroughly prunified and rendered useless. He hadn’t thought to bring any clean clothes in with him, so he wrapped a towel around his waist and quietly eased the bathroom door open.


         He tiptoed out. The door to the bedroom was closed. He jiggled the knob.


         Locked.


         He turned and looked at the short, uncomfortable couch. With a frown, he grabbed a blanket from the closet. Then he shunned the couch and sat on the floor in front of the fireplace. After a few minutes of watching the flames dance, he stretched his cowboy ass out right there on the ground.


         He shifted on the hard floor.


         Maybe coming back to Rancho Cañada Verde was a mistake. He laughed out loud.


         Of course it was.
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