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            Dear Reader,

            It hardly seems possible that the Happy, Texas series is coming to an end with Luckiest Cowboy of All. Seems like only yesterday that we were anxiously awaiting the launch of the debut book, Toughest Cowboy in Texas. And then it was on the shelves and everyone wanted to know if Kasey and Jace were going to get their stories told. Thank all of you for that and for your support through the whole series.

            But all good things must come to an end, or so I’m told, and this is the last of the Dawson cowboys for now. Who knows about later? They could pop up in a future book because, after all, Texas ranchers do know each other. It’s not easy for me to tell characters who’ve been like family to me for over a year good-bye. Shhh…don’t tell anyone, but they even wake me up at night to talk to me about the next scenes in the story. But the time has come to move on.

            Before we do, I would like to say thank you to a few people. A book begins as an idea and goes through a process not unlike refining gold. Words cannot begin to thank my editor, Leah Hultenschmidt, who helps me take something that looks like common rocks and turn it into gold. She brings out a side of my writing that I had no idea was even there, and I appreciate her so much for it! Also to my whole Forever team—I’m grateful for each and every one of you!

            I would also like to thank my agent, Erin Niumata, and Folio Literary Management. Erin and I have been working together so long that we feel like family. We joke that we’ve been together longer than some Hollywood marriages.

            And a big hug to Mr. B. I couldn’t make it through my hectic schedule without his support. He’s always ready to drive me wherever I need to go so that I can sit in the passenger seat and take notes or eat takeout three nights in a row so I can meet a deadline. He’s a keeper for sure.

            And a big thank-you to Sara Richardson for permitting us to give you her book, Hometown Cowboy, as a double treat with Jace and Carlene’s story. Two cowboys for the price of one—you can’t beat a deal like that.

            Although one door closes as we say good-bye to the Dawsons, another one opens as we say hello to the Maguires! Cade Maguire kicks off the Longhorn Canyon Ranch series in May with Cowboy Bold…so keep your cowboy hats right handy!

            Happy reading to you all. Enjoy Jace and Carlene’s story as they work hard to overcome the past and dive right into the present.

            Until next time,

            Carolyn Brown

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Sometimes it’s too late to do what you should’ve done years ago. Aunt Rosalie had said that so many times that it should have been in a book of famous quotes.

         “I get the message loud and clear,” Carlene whispered around a lump the size of an orange in her throat.

         “You okay, Mama?” Her daughter, Tilly, ran from the porch out to the minivan. “Here, let me take that box. I can carry it inside.”

         Carlene shifted the box of stuffed toys into Tilly’s hands and picked up a heavier one to carry inside the little two-bedroom frame house. With its peeling paint and hanging rain gutters, it looked like the last wilted rose of summer right now, but come spring she’d put a coat of fresh white paint on it, maybe plant some bright-colored flowers around the porch, and it would look better then.

         As she headed from her bright red minivan to the porch, a bitter cold north wind whipped her long blond hair into her face, reminding her that spring was a long way off. Tilly opened the door for her and then closed it behind her.

         “I made you a cup of tea.”

         “Thanks, baby girl.” Carlene smiled. “Did you make one for yourself?”

         “I made me some hot chocolate,” Tilly said. “I liked our house in Florida better than this one.”

         “Why?” Carlene pulled a wooden rocking chair closer to the coffee table and picked up the mug of steaming chamomile tea. It was too hot to drink, but it warmed her hands. Tomorrow, when she and Tilly made a grocery store run to Amarillo, she’d have to remember to buy gloves for both of them.

         “This place smells funny,” Tilly said.

         “We’ll light some candles this afternoon and air it out on the first day we get some nice weather. When we’re settled, we’ll start giving it a face-lift. You’ll be surprised what new paint and a little fixin’ up will do.”

         “And we’ll get rid of that dead Christmas tree.” Tilly glanced at the brown pine tree in the corner. “That’s disgusting.”

         Carlene’s eyes went to the sad tree in the corner of the living room. Aunt Rosalie loved her live tree and always put it up the day after Thanksgiving, so by now it had been there almost six weeks. There was no telling how long it had been without water—no wonder it was brown and brittle.

         “Of course,” Carlene said. “If you want, you could start to unpack what’s in your room and I’ll get those last three boxes out of the van while my tea cools.”

         “Okay.” Tilly carried her cup of hot chocolate to the bedroom.

         With five moves in her eight years, Tilly was a pro at moving. Carlene had no doubt she was back there in her room organizing her stuffed animals and books everywhere there was a flat surface. But Tilly was in the third grade and it was time for them both to put down roots. So when Aunt Rosalie passed away and Carlene inherited the house and then immediately got a job offer to teach, she saw it as a sign that could not be ignored and came back to the town that she should never have left.

         Carlene leaned her head back on the rocking chair. It had been ten years since she’d been in the house. In those days Aunt Rosalie bragged that she’d never met a speck of dust she couldn’t conquer. There were now cobwebs in the corners and dust on everything. It would take days, possibly weeks, to get the house whipped into shape.

         “That’s tomorrow’s work. Today’s is getting Aunt Rosalie’s stuff sorted through to make room for ours. Happy New Year to us.” She raised her cup of tea and then set it on the table.

         Carlene drew her jacket closer around her chest and headed back out for the rest of the boxes. “Thank you, Aunt Rosalie, for leaving me everything in your will. At least I have a place to live and don’t have to pay rent.”

         As she stepped off the porch, she heard tires on the gravel road. Since this house was the only one on a short dead-end road, she was pretty sure the visitor would be pulling into her driveway any second. She tucked her hair behind her ears and shivered.

         Shading her eyes against the bright winter sun, she watched a big black crew cab truck come to a stop right beside her minivan. Cowboy boots were the first thing that appeared when the door opened and then a very familiar figure followed.

         Jace Dawson tipped back his hat and waved. In a few long strides he was close enough that she caught a whiff of Stetson aftershave—a scent that still created a stir in her hormones every time she smelled it.

         Happy, Texas, had a population of less than seven hundred, so it was a given that she’d run into Jace someday, probably sooner rather than later, but the first day she was there, before she could even get unpacked, meant that the gossip vines had not died in the past decade.

         “Carlene, I heard you were coming back to town. Here, let me help you get those into the house.” He picked up all three of the remaining boxes and headed off toward the porch. “So you’re going to be the new fifth-grade teacher, Mama tells me.”

         “That’s right.”

         He filled out those Wranglers even better than he had in high school and had maybe even grown another inch or two.

         “I’m real sorry about Miz Rosalie. She was a pillar in this town and the church. It’s hard to believe that she’s gone,” he said.

         “Thank you. It came as a shock to us too.” She was amazed that her voice sounded normal, considering the way her pulse had shot up at the sight of him.

         “Been a long time,” he said. “Where you been all these years?”

         She opened the door for him and he set the boxes in the middle of the living room floor. “Here and there. Moved around a lot. California, then Georgia and Oklahoma, back to Florida and then here.”

         “You plannin’ on livin’ here? Mind if I sit down?”

         “When did we get to be so formal? Of course you can sit.” She kicked off her shoes, padded barefoot across the cold hardwood floor, and sat on the sofa with her knees drawn up to her chin and her arms wrapped around them.

         Avoiding the sofa, Jace sat on a wooden rocking chair. He removed his black cowboy hat and laid it on the coffee table between him and Carlene, then raked his fingers through his dark brown hair. Carlene remembered that gesture well. Along with tapping his foot, it was what he did when he was nervous. She checked and sure enough, his cowboy boot was doing double time on the floor.

         “So you went to college?” he asked. “Where?”

         “California.” She could hear Tilly humming in her room and hoped she stayed there until he was gone.

         “And you’re comin’ from Florida, right?”

         “That’s right,” she said. “Can I get you something to drink? I’ve got root beer and apple juice. Haven’t been to the store.”

         “No, I’m good.” His hand went toward his hair again. “I missed you when you left.”

         “We were just kids, right out of high school, Jace.” She let her eyes drift from his chin upward, determined not to look at his eyes, but she failed.

         His gray eyes locked with hers across the room and he took a deep breath. “You promised you’d stay in touch. We dated our whole senior year. What happened?”

         “Life happened. Time and distance takes its toll.”

         Tilly had stopped humming and was talking to her stuffed toys, asking them if they liked the new house. Then her voice dropped to a whisper and Carlene couldn’t hear her anymore.

         “Come on, Carlene. Give me a little more than that. We were in love. You were going to text or call every night, and then you were gone and I never heard from you again,” Jace said.

         “Were we in love, Jace? Or were we just hormonal teenagers?”

         “I thought we were in love,” he said.

         She shrugged. The lump in her throat kept her from answering.

         “Okay, then.” He inhaled and let it out slowly. “Look, I don’t know how to tell you this…I’m real sorry to have to say it, but I bought this place from Rosalie last year. She was planning to move into a nursing home and said she needed the money.” He removed his hat and laid it on the coffee table.

         “No!” Carlene sank down onto the other end of the sofa and felt the color drain from her face. “She didn’t…she wouldn’t…she said…”

         “I can bring the deed to show you. You goin’ to be all right? I’m so sorry about this misunderstanding.” His eyes were filled with true remorse.

         “Sell it back to me.” Carlene met his eyes across the short distance separating them. “I have enough savings for a down payment, and we can get a loan at the bank for the rest.”

         Jace inhaled deeply and let it out very slowly. “You can see for yourself, it’s not real fit for livin’. Even so, I’d sell it to you and help remodel if I could, but it’s all been deeded over to the rodeo association.” Another deep breath. “Demolition is scheduled for February fifteenth. The contractors are starting the new buildings right after that.”

         “Dammit!” Carlene stretched her legs out, dropped her head into her hands, and covered her eyes. Surely this was a mistake. Aunt Rosalie would have told her if she’d sold the house. The lawyer who handled her affairs didn’t say a word about it when he called to tell them that she’d passed away.

         Jace had always had one of those faces that couldn’t hide what he was thinking and it was plain that he was not lying to her. Still, surely to God if Aunt Rosalie had sold the property, she would have told Carlene. They talked every single Sunday evening from eight to eight-thirty and she always said that her greatest wish was to die in the same house where she’d been born. That her roots were in the place and it would make her life come full circle.

         “The papers and the letter the lawyer sent are in that box. I’m going to dig them out right now. She must’ve gotten senile at ninety-five because she would’ve told me,” Carlene whispered, still finding it hard to believe.

         She left the sofa and ripped the tape from the top of the box marked IMPORTANT PAPERS. She pulled a big brown accordion file from the box and flipped through the tabs until she found the one she wanted. Removing a manila envelope from it, she shook out the letter from the lawyer saying that she’d inherited Rosalie’s personal belongings and had even sent a key to the house so she could “get what she wanted out of it.”

         “I have the deed, the papers that the rodeo folks signed, and everything in a folder at home. I’ll be glad to bring them over to you,” Jace said.

         “See, here’s her handwritten will, dated two years ago, giving me everything that she owns.” Carlene held it up.

         “I bought the place a year ago,” Jace said. “And I turned it over to the rodeo the next day with the understanding that we couldn’t start to build until Rosalie had passed or she went to a nursing home.”

         She turned up the envelope and shook it but nothing else fell out. She opened it wide and for the first time saw another little folded piece of paper at the bottom. Another fierce shake didn’t bring it out, so she ripped the side away and carefully removed the letter. With dread in her heart, she read it out loud:

         
            My dear Carlene,

            The lawyer says I don’t need to redo my will. It does leave all my possessions to you, but I should tell you that I’ve sold the house to Jace Dawson. Do what you want with the money. I just didn’t want you to be burdened with selling this place. It needs lots of work and should be torn down, but I was born here and it’s my wish to die here. My memories are all tied up in this place. Jace donated the land to the rodeo association. That’s a good thing and it makes me happy.

            Love, Aunt Rosalie

         

         “Well, now what?” She laid the letter aside and threw her hands up in defeat.

         “Now, you can live here until the wreckers come if you want. There’s not much rental property in town that’s fit for you to live in but there are a couple of places for sale if you’re plannin’ to stay.”

         “I’d thought this would be my last move,” she said. “I’m ready to put down roots and I always liked this small town.”

         “We’ll find you a place, I promise.” He reached out as if to touch her but dropped his hand in his lap. “You’ve got my word on it. I should be going unless you’ve got more boxes to carry in.”

         “No, that’s all of them. My house and land are going to be part of the rodeo grounds. I can’t wrap my mind around that.” She had decided to move to Happy so that Tilly could grow up in Aunt Rosalie’s house.

         “Upside is that it gets real noisy around this area when there’s a rodeo or bull riding going on,” he said.

         “You still ride?”

         “Sometimes. Bulls. But saddle broncs are my specialty. I never was any good at bareback broncs,” he answered.

         “Dammit, Jace.”

         “What?”

         “Nothing.”

         “Hey, I remember that look in those pretty brown eyes and you’re mad as a wet hen after a wild Texas tornado,” he said. “Spit it out.”

         “I’m mad about this house,” she said through clenched teeth. It wasn’t a lie. She was furious that she couldn’t even buy it back from Jace. Understanding the whys and wherefores didn’t make it a bit easier to accept. “I thought the place was mine. I was already figuring out ways to remodel it.”

         “Honey, it’d take more than paint and new curtains to make this place livable. The plumbing and wiring would all have to be replaced and the worst thing is that the foundation is termite infested and barely hanging on by the rusted nails. If it don’t fall down around your ears in six weeks, you’ll be lucky.”

         She got up and stomped around the boxes, out into the kitchen and back to the living room to the window, where she stared out at the two vehicles sitting side by side. “There’s no way you can ask the rodeo people to sell it back to me?”

         “Sorry.” He shook his head as he stood. “I should be going now, Carlene. But like I said, it’s no problem for you to stay here until the day before the wreckin’ crew arrives. And if I can help you move or help find a place or anything, call me.”

         “Thank you,” she said.

         His heart was still as big and kind as it had been in high school. He’d been witty and charming as a friend and had been an amazing boyfriend. Once they’d discovered sex together, they could barely keep their hands to themselves. But it had been that sweetness about his heart that had drawn her to him from the beginning and made her long for him years afterward.

         She turned around and stepped on a few bits of dead needles from the dried up Christmas tree in the corner. “Ouch!”

         “Let me help you.” He knelt beside her and gently removed the dried debris from her foot.

         His touch sent delicious shivers all the way to her scalp, just like it had when they’d dated in high school. If he reached up and traced her jawline with his forefinger like he did in those days, she’d be ready to drag him off to the hayloft.

         “There now.” He rose to his feet. “Want me to help you get rid of this thing? I can haul it out of here as it stands.”

         “No thanks. I’ll want to keep several of her ornaments, so I’ll take care of it later.”

         He headed for the door and stopped in the middle of the floor. “Mama says you still go by Varner. You ever get married?”

         She shook her head. “You?”

         “I’m still holding on as the most eligible bachelor in the panhandle.”

         “With that much power, surely you could sweet-talk the rodeo folks into selling me this house,” she said.

         “Can’t do it, Carlene,” he said.

         “Hey, look what I found.” Tilly burst into the living room, but stopped short at the sight of Jace. “Who are you?”

         Her hair was all tucked up under a stocking cap with the Florida Gators logo on the front, and big green sunglasses covered half her face.

         “I’m Jace Dawson. And you are?” He stuck out his hand.

         She shook his hand. “I’m Tilly Rose Varner. Look what else I found.” She turned around to face Carlene and held out an official stuffed alligator from the Florida football team. “I haven’t seen him in a whole year. I guess Aunt Bee packed him for me.”

         “She probably found him under your bed,” Carlene said. “Surely you aren’t finished unpacking all those boxes.”

         “Nope, but I’m hungry. I’m going to make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. You want one?” She laid the stuffed animal on the sofa and started toward the kitchen.

         “Your little sister or niece?” Jace asked Carlene.

         “No, I’m her daughter,” Tilly giggled as she whipped off the stocking hat and a cascade of curly red hair fell to her shoulders.

         An icy chill chased up Jace’s backbone. “How old are you, Tilly Rose Varner?”

         “I’ll be nine on February twenty-fourth.” She removed the oversized sunglasses and looked up at him with gray eyes sprinkled with gold flecks. Eyes that were exactly like his.

         Suddenly, there was not a single doubt in his mind that Jace Dawson was staring at his daughter.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Jace had trouble looking away from Tilly but when he did, Carlene was shaking her head. He was totally speechless as his gaze shifted from the petite blond girl he’d known in high school to the red-haired little girl not five feet in front of him. When he found his voice, the only word that came out was Carlene’s name and that was barely a raspy whisper.

         “Later,” she mouthed.

         He barely nodded. “Well, I really have to go now. If you need me to help with anything”—Jace put a lot of emphasis on anything—“my number is still the same, and if you’ve forgotten it or anything else…” He picked a pen out of a cup on an end table and grabbed her hand. Touching her skin for the second time that morning jacked up his pulse a few beats. He wrote his number on the palm of her hand and then blew on it to dry the ink. “I’ll be expecting your call real soon.”

         “Sure thing,” she said.

         Jace stepped out onto the porch and pulled his jacket tightly around his broad chest on his way back to the truck. When he got inside, he slammed the door and slapped the steering wheel. He’d known since Christmas that Carlene was coming back to Happy to teach fifth grade. His mother, Valerie Dawson, was on the school board and everyone in town knew she’d been hired.

         Despite her windblown hair, dark circles under her eyes, and looking like a bag lady in baggy sweats, Carlene was still the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. She was a little curvier than she’d been in high school but that would come with having a baby—his baby—that she didn’t bother to tell him about. Full, kissable lips were still the same as well as that thick blond hair that floated on her shoulders in big waves even if it did look like it did after a night in the bed of his truck.

         A vision of her the morning after their graduation materialized as he started the truck engine and backed out of the driveway. He’d awakened in the hayloft to find her wearing his shirt and looking out across the fields toward the sunrise. That night had been the only time they had taken a chance on sex with no protection. It was crazy but they both wanted to see what it was like with no barriers and he’d planned to pull out before that final moment. Just one time of complete and utter abandonment because they were so much in love—or he thought they were at the time. He shook his head and replaced the visual with the one of that little girl looking up at him with those stunning gray eyes and long lashes.

         His big hands shook as he started the truck engine and drove back toward town. He pulled over in front of the bank and parked because he couldn’t focus on anything, not even the yellow line in the middle of the road. Using his fingers and counting at least eight times to be sure he was right, he knew beyond even a faint shadow of a doubt that Tilly Rose was born exactly, to the day, nine months after that night he and Carlene had laughed at the idea that one time could never get them into trouble.

         “And she didn’t even tell me.” His hands clenched into fists. “I’ve got a daughter and she never let me know? Does that little girl even know?”

         He pulled out his phone and dialed Rosalie’s landline. Carlene answered on the fifth ring.

         “She belongs to me, doesn’t she?” he asked bluntly.

         “She’s mine and always has been.”

         “Does she know about me?”

         “She knows that we dated in high school. That’s what I told her when she asked after you left,” Carlene said.

         Jace threw his hat into the backseat and nervously raked his hands through his hair. “We need to talk about this, Carlene.”

         “I suppose we do,” she sighed. “I knew when I came back here to live that we’d have to address it, but can I at least get unpacked and settled first?”

         “No, I want to talk about it today,” he said.

         There’s one thing about an old landline with a corded phone—when a person hangs up, it’s with a bang. With ears still ringing and his mind going in circles, he tossed his cell phone onto the passenger seat and drove home to Prairie Rose, where he found his brother Brody in the kitchen making a fresh pot of coffee.

         “I hear that you didn’t waste any time going over to Rosalie’s to see Carlene. It’s gettin’ colder and colder out there. Wouldn’t be surprised if we get another snow or two before spring.” He turned around to face Jace. “Good Lord, brother. What’s happened?”

         Jace slumped down in a kitchen chair and laid his head on the table. “Carlene didn’t know that I bought that place. She had all these dreams of fixing it up and living there.”

         Brody poured two cups of coffee and joined his brother at the table. “So what are you going to do? That land has been promised to the rodeo association for over a year.”

         Jace ignored the coffee and went to the liquor cabinet in the dining room, poured a double shot of Jack Daniel’s, and carried it to the table. Rather than sipping it, he threw it back like a cowboy who’d bellied up to the bar in an old Western movie.

         “I told her that she could live there until the wreckers came and that I’d help her find another place. I was thinking about that cute little brick house about two blocks from the school, but property is the least of my concerns right now.”

         “What in the devil happened over there? It must be bad to have you drinkin’ at this time of the day,” Brody said.

         “Bad or good is a matter of opinion,” Jace said.

         “Spit it out,” Brody said. “Did you just figure out that you still have feelin’s for her and she’s married or something?”

         “Sayin’ it out loud ain’t easy.” Jace rubbed his chin and shook his head.

         “I remember Carlene being a smart girl in high school. Is she still as pretty as she was back then?” Brody asked.

         “She’s beautiful,” Jace said hoarsely. “Even in baggy gray sweats and her hair all windblown and no makeup, she’s still gorgeous.”

         “But? I think I hear a but,” Brody said. “Stop dancin’ around it, Jace. Did your little cowboy heart skip a beat when you saw her?”

         He took a sip of his coffee. “Yep.”

         “Maybe you’ll get a second chance like I did with Lila.”

         Jace sighed. “She lied to me. I guess it was a lie, anyway. Do sins of omission count the same as a lie?”

         “About what?” Brody asked. “Just tell me what in the hell is going on.”

         Jace hardly knew where to start or how to say the words. “You know we stayed in touch for a week or so after she left, and then she cut me completely out of everything. No phone calls or emails—nothing.” There was a long pause before he went on. “I tried. Honest to God, I tried. I really liked her a lot. I even asked her aunt Rosalie about her. It was the week before I went to college. I remember it because you and Granny had a little party for me at the church fellowship hall and I asked Rosalie if she had Carlene’s new number.”

         “And?” Brody asked.

         “She told me that sometimes it’s too late to do what you should have been doin’ all along. Never did figure it out until today,” Jace said.

         “And what did you figure out today?” Brody asked.

         “I have a daughter.”

         Brody set the coffee mug down with a thud and stared at Jace as if he’d grown a third eye right in the middle of his forehead. “You have a what?”

         Although Brody was a little taller than Jace, there was no doubt that they were brothers. They had the same chiseled jawline, the same dark hair and swagger. The only difference was that Brody had inherited the clear blue Dawson eyes and Jace’s were gray with little yellow flecks like the gold in peppermint schnapps. Just exactly like the eyes of a little girl who’d looked up at him when she whipped off that hat and sunglasses.

         “Wait until you see her,” Jace whispered. “She has my eyes. It don’t take a genius to know, Brody. She didn’t even tell me.”

         “Are you sure? Maybe Carlene has a red-haired ancestor,” Brody whispered.

         “There’s no doubt. Her age matches up exactly to that one night…” Jace trailed off, heat rising in his cheeks. “We didn’t use protection that one night and with that red hair, she’s got the same Dawson genes as Kasey and little Emma.”

         “What the hell are you goin’ to do?” Brody asked.

         “The first thing is talk to Carlene as soon as possible. I didn’t want to bring it up right there in front of the little girl. After that, I don’t know,” he answered. “What would you do? How on earth does a man start to be a father to an eight-year-old girl?”

         Brody chuckled.

         Jace pushed back the chair and began to pace around the room. “This isn’t funny in any sense of the word.”

         “You been moanin’ ever since Kasey moved back here with her kids that you wished you had children. Looks like you got your wish,” Brody said. “I can’t wait to get home and tell Lila.”

         Jace groaned. “What am I going to do, Brody?”

         “You’ll figure it out. I sure enough did.”

         “This is different. You were always in love with Lila.”

         “You sure enough moped around after she left and have brought her name up enough that I kind of thought you were in love with her,” Brody said.

         “I got over it,” Jace replied. “You never did get over Lila.”

         “Nope, I didn’t and I don’t really think that you completely got closure when it comes to Carlene, either. This will make you start up things again or end it for good.”

         Jace put his hands on the back of a kitchen chair. “Sharing a child means it will never be completely over, now, doesn’t it?”

         “You can both be good parents without being together. Folks do that all the time in this day and age,” Brody said as he pulled his phone from his hip pocket. “Got a text from Lila. The news is out that Carlene is at Rosalie’s place, so she’s on her way over there to welcome her back to town. If what you say is true, I won’t have to tell her anything.”

         “I swear it gave me chills to look at that little girl and I’m still trying to process the whole thing.”

         “Talk to Carlene in person, not on the phone,” Brody said.

         “No worry about that,” Jace said with a jerky nod. “My ear is still ringing from when she hung up on me last time.”

         
              

         

         Carlene was still in shock and stunned practically speechless for several minutes after she’d slammed the phone down in Jace’s ear. He had no right to demand that she talk to him that very day. Hell’s bells. She’d just gotten into town and found out that the house she thought she’d owned was about to be demolished. She had to be on the job on Wednesday and she had to find another place to live, get banking done, and all kinds of things—and he wanted to talk.

         Hey, back up. If you were in his shoes, how would you be reacting right now? There was Aunt Rosalie in her head and it wasn’t a bit difficult to imagine her with her hands on her hips and her eyes drawn into mere slits.

         “I’d give him time to catch his breath first if the roles were reversed,” Carlene argued, and then whipped around to make sure Tilly hadn’t heard her. She eased down into an old wooden chair with rockers worn so smooth that the chair would hardly even move back and forth. She shivered when the north wind rattled the glass in the window behind her.

         Maybe it was because she was sitting in Aunt Rosalie’s favorite chair, but there was that sassy voice loud and clear in her head again. Catch his breath, nothin’. You’re lucky he didn’t drop dead of a heart attack.

         “I thought I was over it, but I’m still angry, and I’ve got a right to be. I’m angry at you because you didn’t even have a funeral so we could have closure and because you didn’t tell me you were selling the house. And I’m mad at Jace because he still affects me the same way he did when we were in high school and I thought I was over him,” she confessed.

         She stood up and moved through the living room and kitchen. The house would be gone soon and memories would be all she had of the little place. She’d stayed with Aunt Rosalie more than she’d stayed home those two years they’d lived in Happy—the best years of her life. She ran a hand over the chrome kitchen table set where she’d gotten her homework done and ate many meals. There were always cookies or brownies or something for an after-school snack and the sounds of Aunt Rosalie bustling around with her dust rag making sure everything was shiny.

         Tears flooded her eyes and ran down her cheeks. Aunt Rosalie had been her stability those years. Her mother was in Amarillo working every single day and her dad—well, he was gone all the time with his military position. They’d planned to move to Amarillo when her father got transferred there, but Aunt Rosalie talked them into renting a place in Happy so she could help watch over Carlene. Not that she needed babysitting. After all, she’d been sixteen, but Rosalie thought she might get into trouble if she was left alone all day and half the night.

         “Boy, was she right, but it didn’t take living in Amarillo to do that,” she muttered as she looked out the kitchen window at the dormant pecan tree. That’s where she and Jace shared their first kiss and where he carved a heart with their initials into the bark. Would they cut it down when they tore down the house?

         She grabbed a kitchen towel and wiped away the tears. “Okay, so he deserves answers but not today. I’ve got too much to deal with for that.”

         “You okay, Mama? Sure you don’t want a sandwich?” Tilly asked as she headed toward the refrigerator.

         “I’m fine, sweetheart. I’ll eat something in a little while.” The thought of any kind of food, even chocolate, turned her stomach.

         “Then I’ll wait until we can eat together.” Tilly got out a juice box and carried it back to her room.

         She should be taking care of Tilly’s needs, not the other way around. She was so engrossed in being mad and feeling guilty over not even thinking about Tilly’s lunch, and all the memories surrounding her, that she didn’t even hear the car outside. When someone rapped on the door, it startled her so badly that she jumped up and got a head rush. It took a moment for things to stop spinning but when she did get across the room, she found Lila Harris standing on the porch with a bag in each hand.

         She threw open the door and the old-fashioned screen door and motioned Lila inside the house. “Lila Harris, I swear you haven’t changed a bit.”

         “Hey, Carlene.” Lila smiled. “I’d hug you but my hands are full. I came to welcome you back to Happy and I thought you might want some food.”

         Carlene followed her to the kitchen. “Thank you so much. Come in and please ignore the mess. Tilly and I’ll be workin’ all day getting things put away. And hopefully by tomorrow evening we’ll have that horrible dried-up Christmas tree out of here.”

         “I don’t envy you the job of taking those ornaments off those prickly branches. Don’t let me slow you down. We can visit while you work. I’ll just put this in the fridge for you. I brought milk, bread, and containers of black-eyed peas, collard greens, and smoked ribs for your lunch and a quart of vegetable beef soup for supper. Oh, and a chunk of chocolate cake.” Lila shook her head at the brown Christmas tree. “Rosalie always did love a real tree. I remember coming here when we were in high school during the holidays for a Sunday school party. Man, she made good snickerdoodles.”

         “Yes, she did.” Carlene dried her eyes again with the towel and tossed it on the cabinet. “I remember that party, but I’d forgotten that we need peas and greens for the traditional New Year’s dinner, so a double thank you, Lila,” she said. “Tilly and I will sure enjoy that. We need all the luck we can get.”

         “Tilly?”

         “My daughter. She’s in third grade. I’m sure she’ll come out of her room when she hears us talkin’,” Carlene answered.

         “Didn’t know you had a daughter, or I’d have tucked in cookies,” Lila said as she got things put away. “I’m going to clean out this fridge for you. Everything in here is probably out of date.”

         “Thanks, that’d be great. Except for the juice boxes. Tilly and I just put them in there a little while ago. Aunt Rosalie told me that you’d moved back to Happy and married Brody.” Carlene pulled the tape from another box—the one holding her books for the classroom. “We really will enjoy the home-cooked food, Lila. We were talkin’ about havin’ to go into Tulia this afternoon for a few things.”

         Lila raised her voice from behind the refrigerator door. “I haven’t kept in touch at all but I do have some good memories of us hanging out with the other kids at Henry’s old barn. Did you hear that old Henry’s nephew came back to town and is engaged to my sister-in-law, Kasey? They’re planning a spring wedding.”

         “Aunt Rosalie mentioned that the last time we talked.” Carlene swallowed twice before the lump in her throat disappeared. She hadn’t even cried when the lawyer called to tell her that her aunt was gone and her body had already been taken away to be donated to science but now that she was back in Happy and in Rosalie’s house, everything set off her emotions.

         When the trash can was full, Lila took the whole bag out to the Dumpster and then came back in through the back door. “Can I help any other way?”

         “No, that’s enough. Thank you so much.”

         Lila joined Carlene in the living room, pulling the rocking chair across the floor to be closer. “Rosalie did things her way. Not even Hope crossed her, and Hope’s been the queen bee of this place for as long as I can remember.”

         “That’s the gospel truth. I talked to her one Sunday like always and the next Saturday I get a phone call saying she’s passed and everything is over. I hate that there’s not even a funeral.” Carlene’s voice broke.

         Lila was a head taller than Carlene and she bent to wrap her up in a hug. “Have you even had a chance to grieve yet?”

         “Not really, but it hit me when I walked through the kitchen. So many memories,” Carlene answered, not willing to admit that a lot of them had to do with Jace. “That’s what funerals and family dinners are for, to remember and then to let them go. We didn’t get any of that.”

         Lila leaned back in the chair and sighed. “All that didn’t help much when my dad died, or at least I didn’t think so, but looking back, maybe it did bring closure. Why don’t we ask the preacher if the congregation could sing a couple of her favorite songs on Sunday and then we could go to the ranch for dinner? It wouldn’t be a funeral or a memorial but it might help you finalize it in your mind.”

         “I’d like that a lot,” Carlene said. “Thank you so much.”

         Lila wore her dark hair a little longer these days, but she still had that soft Texas twang to her voice and twinkling brown eyes. Carlene was always jealous of Lila’s hair but even more of her height. She always reminded Carlene of a runway model in her tight jeans and form-fitting shirts. Back when they were all teenagers, they’d never had a dull Friday or Saturday night when Lila had been in the crowd.

         “Hey, no problem. Granny Hope has been in a funk because Rosalie didn’t let them have a funeral. It’ll be good for her to have a little memorial too,” Lila said.

         Carlene sighed and went back to work. “I loved this place when I was a kid. I used to think that was the good Carlene and the bad one was when we’d all get together and go out to Henry’s old barn after Aunt Rosalie and I baked goodies all day.”

         “You got that right.” Lila smiled. “But we were just a bunch of bored kids who were just lookin’ for a good time in a small town.”

         “Rosalie did things her way. I bet she was a force when she was young—maybe a lot like you.” Carlene pointed at Lila.

         “Oh, come on now. I remember that you were pretty sassy yourself.”

         Carlene finished unpacking a box and carried it over to the other side of the room. “Before I forget, congratulations on your marriage. You and Brody always did have eyes for each other, but I figured when you left it was forever and ever, amen.”

         “I didn’t come back to Happy to stay, but…” Lila shrugged.

         “Well, I’m here to stay until they take me to the Happy cemetery when I’m past ninety-five years old. I want Tilly to have a permanent place to call home. We moved around so much when I was growin’ up that I never had roots and never felt like I belonged anywhere until we came here. Tilly has been shifted around to four different states already. It’s time to put down roots. Livin’ in Happy was the longest my family was in one place. I don’t want that for her.”

         “I lived here my whole life until I graduated from high school. Leaving was the next to the hardest thing I ever did.”

         “What was the hardest?” Carlene asked.

         “Comin’ back and facin’ Brody.”

         Carlene’s head bobbed a couple of times in agreement. “And how did that first meeting with him go?”

         “He came into the café and we flirted,” Lila said with a twinkle in her eyes. “Think you and Jace will do any flirting when you see him?”

         “I did see him. He came by earlier today, but I don’t think there was much flirting involved and most likely won’t ever be.”

         She wasn’t going to admit that just seeing him had made her feel like she was that sassy teenager again who’d been late for curfew too many times when she was out at Henry’s old barn on Saturday nights with all the kids in the area.

         “How’d he know I was here anyway?” Carlene asked. “It was after dark when Tilly and I got into town last night and we’re the only house on a dead-end road.”

         “This is Happy. Never forget the strength of gossip.” Lila laughed. “Fred was over at the rodeo grounds and called Jace.”

         “Jace told me about the plans the rodeo association has for the land,” she said. “Did you know that Aunt Rosalie was born in this house and lived right here her whole life and well, it seemed like…” Carlene wiped away another tear making its way down her cheek.

         Lila reached out and laid a hand on her shoulder. “It seemed like she’d live forever, right?”

         Carlene blinked back tears.

         “If you need a friend, I’m here,” Lila said softly.

         “Mama, I got my box of toys all put away on the bookcase in my room—” Tilly stopped as she realized her mom was with someone. “Hello, I’m Tilly Rose Varner.” She crossed the room and stuck out her hand.

         Lila shook hands with her and introduced herself with only a faint gasp.

         “Dawson, huh,” Tilly said. “Are you married to Jace? He came by earlier.”

         “No, I’m married to his brother, Brody.” Lila stared, blinked, and then blinked several times. “Your name again?”

         “Tilly. Rose. Varner,” Tilly said with a pause between each name and then turned to Carlene. “Mama, it’s goin’ to take me years to figure out everyone in this town and you said everyone knew everybody. Can I drag that box back to my room and get the last of my stuffed animals out of it?”

         “Of course you can,” Carlene answered.

         Tilly grabbed hold of the lightweight box and dragged it down the short hallway to her bedroom.

         “Sweet Jesus!” Lila let all the air out of her lungs in a whoosh.

         “That obvious, huh?” Carlene frowned.

         Lila slowly shook her head. “That word doesn’t even begin to cover it. She looks exactly like Kasey except for the eyes. Those are Jace’s without a doubt.”

         “When she was born, my mother took one look at her and threatened to come back here and shoot one of the Dawson brothers. I begged her to let it go because it was as much my fault as his. I didn’t want to ruin his life. Lord, we were only eighteen and he wasn’t ready to be a father. If it hadn’t been for my sister, Belinda, I don’t know that I could have managed the responsibility of being a mother. And Tilly doesn’t know. I’m hoping to break it to her in easy baby steps.”

         “Why did you come back here? Everyone is going to know the minute they see those eyes,” Lila said.

         “Stability for Tilly. She would have found out someday anyway, so I figured it might as well be now. And I needed a job. My school downsized and I’ve been doin’ sub work in all the area schools for the past four months. Besides, it was time for Tilly and me to get out on our own and, like I said before, put down roots.”

         “When are you tellin’ her?” Lila whispered.

         “I want her to have a few days to settle into another new school first,” Carlene answered. “Hopefully next weekend.”

         “And Jace?”

         “He knew the minute he saw her,” Carlene said.

         “Well, I sure don’t envy you this next week, but like I said, if you need to talk, just give me a call. And we’ll plan on that dinner Sunday to remember Rosalie. She did love to sing and to come out to the ranch for dinner.”

         “She sure did. I’ll bring snickerdoodles in her memory.” Carlene didn’t want her to go. Just having another woman there, one who understood the way things were in Happy, was comforting but she couldn’t think of a single reason to make her stay.

         Lila reached out her hand. “I should be going now and let you get back to work. Give me your phone and I’ll put my number in it.”

         Without a moment’s hesitation, Carlene picked up her phone from the end table and handed it to Lila. “Thanks again for everything, but most of all for the visit.”

         “Call me anytime you want to talk. Sometimes a woman just needs a friend. Kasey was here for me when I needed one, so I’m paying it forward. Besides, I remember that you were real good at keepin’ secrets, so I probably owe you big-time.”

         “Had to be. Mama would have sent me to a convent if she’d known what we were doin’ back then.” Carlene smiled.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Evidently folks were out and about early that Tuesday morning because the parking lot at the Happy Café was full. Jace pulled in beside the trucks belonging to Fred and Paul and started inside the café but when he saw the red van with a Florida tag, loaded full of boxes, he stopped in his tracks and walked around it twice. Either Carlene was leaving town or else she’d already found a place to move into.

         He didn’t know if he was relieved or disappointed. What if he never really got to know his daughter?

         Glancing toward the café, he could see Fred and Paul in one window and Lila carrying a coffeepot around to each booth and table. Then he looked to his left and there was Tilly, the morning sun sparkling in her red hair every time she wiggled. Carlene smiled across the table at her antics and they both sipped glasses of chocolate milk. She’d always liked chocolate—candy, milk shakes, cookies, and ice cream. He licked his lips and could almost taste her kisses after she’d finished a hot fudge sundae.

         He kicked a rock, sending it flying across the parking lot, where it then hit the café porch. Dammit! Whoever said that a person never forgot their first love was a genius because the day before had proven that Jace had never completely moved past Carlene.

         He pushed inside the café, waved at Fred and Paul, and glanced at Carlene and Tilly. He went straight for the counter and sat down at the bar. Without even asking, Lila poured a cup of coffee and set it before him.

         “What brings you to town this morning?” she asked.

         His hands trembled when he picked up the cup. “I had a meeting with the rodeo folks to discuss the new project. You workin’ all day or just through the lunch rush?”

         “Molly had a doctor’s appointment. She’ll be back before noon. So.” She leaned forward on the counter. “What’re you goin’ to do about Tilly Rose Varner?”

         He set the coffee down and lowered his voice to a whisper. “I don’t know yet. What’s with all the boxes in their van? Did they already find another place?”

         Lila lightly touched his arm. “You two need to talk and not in a public place like this. Paul and Fred already raised eyebrows when they saw that little girl, so you can bet that your mama is goin’ to know all about her in the next half hour.”

         He glanced over his shoulder and caught Carlene’s gaze. She didn’t look any too happy about him being in the café, but it wasn’t like he had a choice of a dozen restaurants in the little town of Happy. He looked back down at his coffee cup. If only it was a magic potion that could make this all disappear.

         He could hear his father now: Things will never, ever be the same. You’ve got a daughter and whether she’s part of your life on a daily basis or in name only, it can’t be undone.

         “Just tell me where she’s moving to, so I’ll at least know where to go to talk to her,” Jace whispered.

         Lila shook her head. “That’s not for me to tell. It’s for you to ask. This is between you two, not the whole town of Happy. But you can bet the ranch that the phone lines will be hot as soon as those two old guys get home and tell their wives. Or maybe they’ll call them on the way home so the gossip doesn’t get cold. You’re runnin’ out of time.” Lila left him sitting on the bar stool and picked up a coffeepot in each hand to refill cups as she made her way around the café.

         “Sink or swim time,” he muttered as he swallowed the last sip in his cup. Taking a long, deep breath, he crossed the wooden floor, his cowboy boots sounding like drumbeats. But the sound of them was nothing compared to the thump in his ears with every heartbeat. Without asking, he slid into the booth right beside Carlene. Hot sparks flashed through his whole body when their thighs touched and didn’t disappear when she quickly scooted as far away as she could.

         “Good mornin’, ladies.” He smiled brightly. “I see you like chocolate milk like your mama, Miz Tilly.”

         “And biscuits and gravy and waffles with peanut butter in all the little square holes,” Tilly told him. “That’s what we’re havin’ for breakfast this mornin’. What are you gettin’, Mr. Jace?”

         “I already ate but wanted to come over and talk to y’all. And you can call me plain old Jace, not Mr. Jace,” he answered. “So you’re in the second grade?”

         “Third!” Tilly held up three fingers. “I’m almost nine.”

         “I see. Well, you sure are tall for your age,” Jace said. “Before long you’ll be taller than your mama.”

         “I was the tallest kid in my class in Florida,” she said. “But I’d rather be short like Mama than stand out like an old wild sunflower in a bed full of pretty petunias.”

         “Who told you that you were an old sunflower?” Carlene asked.

         “I heard one of the teachers at my school say that. I didn’t tell you because…” Tilly concentrated on her waffles.

         “Because your mama has a temper, right?” Jace asked.

         “Yep, she does and sometimes”—she leaned forward a little—“I have one too. Mama says that it’s good they don’t show up on the same day.”

         “What else would you like to have like your mama?” Jace was amazed at how friendly the child was.

         “Wellllll…” She drew out the word dramatically. “I’d like to have her straight blond hair, but she says that mine probably won’t never change unless it gets gray when I’m old.”

         “Well, I think your red hair is beautiful and someday you’ll love bein’ tall,” Jace said. “Where are you goin’ this mornin’, Carlene?”

         “To Amarillo to buy groceries,” she answered.

         “And to take all them boxes to the animal shelter. We got all our stuff unpacked and we put Aunt Rosie’s stuff in the empty boxes and my room has a pink bedspread and that’s my favorite color,” Tilly said. “Mama said that you went to school with her right here in Happy and that y’all went on dates. Do you have kids? I’m lookin’ for some friends.”

         “I did go to school with your mama and…”

         Carlene touched him on the knee. The heat from her fingertips burned through his jeans and he forgot what he was about to say.

         “And?” Tilly asked.

         It took a moment but then he remembered what she’d asked. “And I don’t have any children, but I’m sure that you’ll make lots of friends tomorrow at school,” Jace said quickly.

         “How about you come by the house tonight and we’ll catch up? Tilly and I will make some brownies. I remember that you really like them.”

         Carlene moved her hand but his leg still felt as if she’d branded him and he lost his train of thought again.

         “Well?” she asked. “Do you have other plans?”

         “No, ma’am. I’ll be there. What time?”

         A man should feel an instant, overwhelming rush of warmth when he looked at his child for the first time. When Rustin was born, Kasey said that tears had dripped from Adam’s chin and that no one could drag him away from the nursery window. But Jace felt as if he were simply looking at his sister when she was a young girl.

         “Say seven?” Carlene said.

         “Seven what?” Jace asked, completely lost.

         “O’clock this evening when you are coming to our house. Are you okay?” Carlene asked.

         “I’m fine. Just woolgathering. Sounds good. I’ll be there.” He stood up and smiled down at Tilly. “You going to adopt a cat or puppy while you’re at the shelter?”

         Tilly’s head bobbed up and down. “Mama said I could have a kitten if we ever got out of the apartment where we lived but I won’t get it today. I have to think about it for a whole week and then I’ll know what color cat I really want.”

         “Well, my sister has a new litter out in her barn. I’m sure she’d love for you to come out to the ranch and pick out one.”

         “Is there a black-and-white one? I kinda like that kind,” Tilly asked.

         “There might be. Want me to check it out for you?”

         Tilly clapped her hands. “Yes. And if there’s one with white feet, can you let me look at it?”

         “I’ll tell her not to give away any with white feet before you see it. See you this evening then, Carlene.”

         She gave a brief nod and then turned to stare out the window.

         “And here’s your breakfast.” Lila stepped around him and set plates of food on the table. “Need anything else?”

         “Hey, Jace.” Paul winked. “I thought the disappearance of Henry Thomas was Happy’s biggest secret. Guess I was wrong.”

         “Wouldn’t know what you’re talkin’ about.” Jace quickly escaped out to his car and looked at the two pictures of Tilly he’d managed to take—one through the window from a distance and one in the restaurant when he was fiddling around with his phone. They weren’t very good, but he wanted Brody and the rest of his family to see her.

         He stared at the pictures without blinking until his eyes were dry. Nothing. Nada. Not a single tear or a feeling of instant love for the child. Maybe he wasn’t cut out to be a father. Maybe there was something genetically wrong with him.

         He drove straight to the ranch house and found his mother in the kitchen, loading a box with some of her favorite pans. “You won’t be using this big stock pot or this one that I like to make chicken and dumplin’s in, so I’m takin’ them to my new house.”

         Jace removed his coat and hung it on the back of a kitchen chair and tossed his black cowboy hat onto the other end of the table as he eased down into a chair. “Mama, come over here and sit with me a minute.”

         “I’m busy. Talk to me while I see if there’s any more pans I want,” she said.

         “Mama, we need to talk.” Jace’s tone held an edge of desperation.

         Valerie straightened up and pulled her phone from her hip pocket when it rang.

         “Don’t answer that, Mama. Let me talk to you first,” Jace said.

         Tall and slim built, Valerie could cut steel with her light gray eyes, and no one doubted that if she was angry, she would shoot first and ask questions later. Her hair had been as dark as her two sons’ when she was young, but now it was sprinkled with silver and the crow’s-feet around her eyes had deepened. Without a smile, she turned the phone off and laid it on the table.

         She pulled out a chair and sat down. “Is your granny all right?”

         “Granny Hope is fine.”

         “I can tell by your face this is bad news. Who’s died?” Valerie asked.

         “No one that I’m aware of.” Folks said that a picture is worth a thousand words, so he slid his phone across the table with Tilly’s picture right there.

         Valerie held it up to see the picture better and frowned. “What does an old picture of Kasey have to do with the weird way you’re acting this mornin’?”

         “Look at her eyes.”

         “Why, that’s not Kasey at all and this girl is too old to be Emma. Who is this child?”

         “That would be Carlene’s daughter, Tilly. She’ll be nine next month.”

         Valerie studied it a few moments and slowly the confused expression on her face changed to disbelief. She dropped the phone as if it were a hot potato. “Holy mother of God.”

         “They had breakfast at the café this mornin’ and you probably already have a dozen phone calls. I wanted to tell you first,” Jace said.

         “Did you know? For God’s sake, tell me that you haven’t kept this a secret for all these years and if you did that you did the right thing and have supported this child.”

         He shook his head. “No, ma’am, I did not know until I saw her yesterday. I’ve been trying to sort through my own feelings.”

         “What are you going to do?”

         “Have no idea right now. Proceed with caution, I guess. Carlene thought she’d inherited Rosalie’s house and they moved into it,” Jace said. “I told her she could stay until the wrecking crew arrives. But I hope that she moves soon. Rosalie’s house isn’t fit for her to live in.”

         Valerie picked up his phone and stared, unblinking, at the picture. “I may not turn on my phone for a month. Not until this blows over. Does your grandmother know?”

         “Yes, I do.” Hope breezed into the house through the kitchen door. “I suppose that you’re talkin’ about Carlene’s daughter, right? Gracie called me and that’s why I’m here. What are we going to do about this, Jace? Everyone in town will know by sundown and we have to figure out how we as a family will handle this. It’s not like Lila coming home. She didn’t bring a child with her.”

         She removed the bright red scarf from around her neck, tossed it onto a chair along with her coat, and headed straight for the refrigerator. She pulled out a pitcher of sweet tea and carried it to the table with a couple of glasses.

         “I’m going over to her place tonight to talk things over. Granny, I promise you I did not know about her being pregnant or…”

         Hope hugged him and then sat down. “I know that. I trust you.”

         Valerie couldn’t take her eyes off the picture. “It’s uncanny how much she looks like Kasey and those eyes—oh my sweet Lord—those are yours for sure, Jace. How did this happen?”

         “I expect it happened the same way all babies are made,” Hope said bluntly, and rolled her eyes.

         “What are we going to do about this child?” Valerie slid the phone over to Hope.

         “Not ‘this child.’ That sounds like an orphan. She’s your granddaughter and my great-granddaughter. She’s family and Dawsons take care of their own. Holy smoke! She’s the image of Kasey at that age,” Hope said.

         Valerie took the phone back and looked at the picture again. “Are you sure you didn’t have any clue about this little girl? You and Rosalie were good friends. She went to visit her relatives once a year, so she had to know.”

         Hope threw up her hands. “Hey, she kept her secrets and I kept a few of my own. If you’ll remember, none of us knew that she’d decided on not having a funeral or a memorial. Looks like she could have told us lots of things, don’t it?”

         “Lila and Carlene are planning a little get-together with a few friends on Sunday,” Valerie said. “Tell me again that you didn’t have any clue at all that Carlene was pregnant when she left town, Jace.”

         Jace toyed with his coffee mug, turning it around several times. “I had no idea and that’s the truth. All I ever got from her was a postcard with no return address and she changed her phone number. When I asked Rosalie about it, she was all evasive.”

         “Rosalie told me once that she was going to college out on the West Coast and living with her sister, who’s in the military,” Hope said.

         Jace raked his hand across his square chin. “I didn’t even know that much.”

         Valerie laid her hand on his arm. “We are all in shock but we’ll get through it, and it’s never too late to step up.”

         “And that means?”

         “Well, it don’t mean proposing to the girl,” Hope answered. “But you should probably see a lawyer about child support and visitation if we all want to have a relationship with this child. And speaking of relationships…” Valerie handed the phone back to Jace and glared at her mother.

         Hope pointed a finger right at Valerie. “Hey, it’s not my doin’ that Henry showed up at Christmas and decided to stick around at Nash and Kasey’s a couple of weeks. He’s loving getting to know those kids and Nash can use the help.”

         Jace could still see the shock on his grandmother’s face when she opened the door and there was Henry Thomas. He and Hope had dated when they were teenagers and had lived on adjoining ranches. But he’d gone into the military and she’d married someone else. Then his father had gotten ill about the same time he’d retired, so Henry came home to help out. After both his parents died, he’d simply disappeared.

         It had been the great mystery of Happy, Texas—something that folks still gossiped about—until a few weeks ago when he simply showed up again. Now he and Hope were…Jace frowned. Were they dating? Flirting? Whatever it was it sure put a new spring in his grandmother’s step and he was happy for her.

         “They say trouble comes in threes. I’m thinkin’ it comes in fours,” Valerie said.

         “Four? Do you have a child we don’t know about?” Jace asked.

         “No, but sometimes raisin’ a mother is as tough as a child. The way she and Henry are acting like a couple of teenagers, good Lord,” Valerie sighed.

         “Hey, now. I passed the legal age to be a consenting adult many years ago.”

         Valerie blushed. “Mama!”

         “Well, I damn sure did, so don’t lecture me. Besides, you should be careful—your turn could be next,” Hope said.

         “It’s already my turn. I’ve got a granddaughter that I don’t even know,” Valerie said.

         Hope snatched the phone from Jace’s hand for another look. “No wonder Gracie called and said there was no doubt she was kin to us.”

         “There’s certainly no reason to run a DNA test,” Jace said. “And that child has no idea she’s even kin to us. That’s what Carlene and I will be talkin’ about tonight.”

         
              

         

         Carlene and Tilly started at the bank in Happy that Tuesday morning. The teller behind the counter sent them to a small office down a short hallway to talk to someone who took care of new accounts.

         A dark-haired lady with a wide smile and an expression that said she knew Carlene looked up from her desk. “Well, hello. I thought I might see you today.”

         “You did?” Carlene asked.

         Who was this woman? Had she gone to school with Carlene or maybe spent a few Saturday nights out at the old barn with the group?

         “Of course. You start teaching tomorrow morning so you need to get your business taken care of today. To start with, you were on all of Rosalie’s accounts. You will remember signing papers to that effect, right?”

         “Yes.” Carlene nodded.

         The woman’s voice sounded so familiar, but she couldn’t place it.

         “I got a friend named Natalie in Florida.” Tilly pointed at the nameplate at the edge of the desk.

         “Natalie!” Carlene said out loud. “You were a blonde in high school and you wore glasses.” She glanced down at the nameplate right in front of her. “Natalie O’Dell. You aren’t married?”

         “Found out that blondes don’t have more fun and I was married but that’s been over for a couple of years now. Kind of had a thing for Jace that I couldn’t get over but I can see why he couldn’t be roped.” Her eyes shifted toward Tilly for a second or two. “He’s sure kept that secret well. Now what can we do for you today?”

         “It’s easy to keep a secret when no one knows about it. And I need to open a checking account,” Carlene said quickly.

         “Well, how about that? Bet that rocked his little boat.” Natalie chuckled.

         “Little bit. Did you ever move away from here?” Carlene tried to change the subject.

         “Went to Tulia for a couple of years, but”—she shrugged—“my roots are here.”

         “Seems like Happy affects folks that way,” Carlene said. “I’d like to know what’s in all the accounts with my name on them.”

         Natalie hit a few keys, then rolled her chair back a couple of feet and retrieved a paper from the printer. “Here you go. That’ll be her savings.”

         “Thanks.” Carlene folded the paper and stuck it in her purse without even looking at the figures.

         “Now on to the new checking account.” Natalie turned her attention away from Carlene as she brought up another screen on her computer. “Do you think you’ll like it here, Miss Tilly?”

         “Well, I don’t like the house so much, but Mama says we’re goin’ to find another one,” Tilly answered honestly.

         “What’s wrong with the house?” Natalie asked.

         “It smells funny and there’s this dead tree in the corner and”—she lowered her voice—“I think I saw a mouse yesterday. But I didn’t cuss—even though I wanted to—because that gets me into trouble.”

         Natalie giggled. “Outspoken just like another redhead I know real well.”

         “What other red-haired girl do I remind you of?” Tilly asked.

         “A friend of mine. You’ll probably meet her sometime before long.” Natalie winked at Carlene. “Did you know that Kasey’s livin’ with Henry’s nephew on Texas Star these days? Henry showed up at Christmas and is stayin’ at the old place with them. I hear that it’s only for another week or so but it’s hard to believe he’s back after all this time. Remember those stories the boys used to scare us with about him being killed in the barn and his ghost was still there? Scared me right out of…” She blushed and laughed. “Kids these days can’t even go out there to party and have fun at the old barn anymore.”

         They finished their business and went outside to a beautiful sunny day. A brisk January wind blew out of the north. They passed a house on the west side of the street for sale and Carlene pointed at it. “What do you think? Buy a house or rent one?”

         Tilly shrugged. “We never lived in a house till now. Just apartments in the same place as Aunt Bee. Can we get a swing set for the backyard?”

         “Definitely.” Carlene was glad that the comment Natalie had made about secrets had gone over the top of Tilly’s head.

         Tilly’s eyes lit up. “And a trampoline?”

         “No, ma’am. You know how I feel about those things.”

         “Well, shhh…crap!” Tilly muttered.

         “Tilly Rose Varner!” Carlene scolded.

         “I didn’t cuss and Aunt Bee says that word all the time.”

         “That don’t mean you can say it or any other bad word. Now let’s talk about something else,” Carlene said. “How about kittens?”

         “Jace says he’ll see about us gettin’ one from his sister. Does she have kids? Will they be in school with me? You think I’ll make friends with them?”

         “Slow down. I hear that Kasey has three children. Two boys and a girl, but I would think they’re all quite a bit younger than you are. However, you’ll probably be seeing them in church and in other places, so maybe you’ll be friends with them,” Carlene answered.

         How was Tilly going to feel about having cousins and all that family around her? It had always been just Carlene and her sister, Belinda, for the most part. Belinda’s military posts changed every couple of years and she’d insisted that Carlene and Tilly move with her. Up until last summer, Carlene had had no trouble finding and keeping a teaching job wherever they went.

         Tilly threw her hand over her forehead dramatically and said, “I bet them three kids will want all the kittens.”

         “We’ll see.” Carlene was just glad not to have to answer another question or make a promise. “Now off to buy food.”

         “And stuff to make brownies for Jace. Do you think he’s pretty?”

         Carlene laughed. “Do you?”

         “I think he’s sexy as…a word that Aunt Bee says but that I can’t because you say it’s a dirty word.”

         “Good grief. What do you know about sexy as…”

         Tilly huffed and crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m almost nine and me and Natalie talk about sexy guys all the time.”

         “Like who?”

         “Blake Shelton and Josh Turner and Dustin Bennett,” she said.

         “Who’s Dustin Bennett?” Carlene frowned and fought the urge to flip off a man who cut in front of her and grabbed a prime parking space at Walmart.

         “He’s Natalie’s new crush. He’s in the fourth grade and he’s got blue eyes and blond hair and he chases her at recess. He’s real sexy,” Tilly said wistfully.

         “So Natalie is into the older guys, is she?”

         “Yep, and they tried to fix me up with his friend Billy Smith, but it didn’t work,” Tilly said seriously. “I’m not ready to date just one boy.”

         “My God! You are eight, not eighteen,” Carlene sputtered.

         “Almost nine.” Tilly shot a look her way as a reminder. “Besides, Billy Smith is a sissy. I could beat him up with one hand tied behind my back. I’m way taller than he is and he wears his jeans way down on his butt so folks can see his underwear. I can say butt, can’t I?”

         “Yes, but fanny sounds better.” Carlene drove around the lot twice before she landed a decent parking spot.

         Tilly rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. “Girls have fannies. Boys have butts.”

         Carlene undid her seat belt. “Is that so?”

         “Yes, Mama, you got to keep up. Girls are pretty. Boys are sexy.”

         “But you said Jace was pretty,” Carlene argued.

         Tilly drew her eyebrows down. “That’s not the right word. Sexy is what Aunt Bee would say, but his eyelashes are so long that I guess that’s why I said pretty.” Her expression changed to a cute smile. “When can I have makeup?”

         “When you are twenty-one and only then if I think you are ready,” Carlene answered.

         “Mama!” Tilly groaned as she crawled out of the vehicle and tucked her hand into her mother’s.

         
              

         

         As soon as they got home and had the groceries unloaded, Tilly went right to her room to call Natalie. Carlene caught bits and pieces of the conversation as she told her all about Happy and the cowboy who went to school with her mama. And that the bank lady liked him but that Jace had a secret and Tilly was going to find out what it was.

         “They don’t miss a thing,” Carlene muttered as she slid a pan of brownies into the oven and got her briefcase ready for the next day.

         Every nerve ending in her body was on high alert and yet when she heard the crunch of tires on the gravel driveway at five minutes to seven, it was strangely calming. Jace had arrived. Now it was just a matter of convincing him to give her a few days to let Tilly settle into school before she told her. His hand was raised to knock when she swung open the door.

         “Come in, Jace. Can I get you something to drink? Water, sweet tea, beer, a shot of whiskey?”

         “Nothing, thank you,” he said.

         “Well, I’m having a shot.” She went to the cabinet and brought down a bottle, poured a double shot, and dropped a cube of ice into it from the refrigerator. “Take off your coat and hat and have a seat.”

         “Where’s Tilly?” he asked.

         “She’s watching a movie in her room. I thought we’d talk before I call her out to have brownies with us.”

         “So?” Jace removed his coat and hat and sat down in the recliner across the room from the sofa.

         Afraid to sit beside me, is he?

         “I want to buy a place. I have a small savings that I can put with what you gave Aunt Rosalie for this property and I don’t want to move twice. So tell me about any houses for sale right here in Happy.”

         He took a long breath. “There are a couple of nice places up for sale, but you know very well that I’m not here to talk about land or houses.”

         “I know you deserve an answer, and the only one I have to give you is that I didn’t want to ruin your life. Or mine. We were eighteen—way too young to be making any kind of lifetime decisions. You would have hated being tied down to changing diapers when all your friends were having fun at college.” Her voice was high and squeaky in her own ears.

         “I would have done the right thing no matter what,” Jace said coolly.

         “Yes, but would you have been happy?” she asked.

         He raked his fingers through his hair and his foot started to tap. “I had the right to know and to at least help with child support even if you didn’t want to marry me.”

         She eyed him carefully. “You aren’t sure how you feel about all this, are you?”

         “Truthfully, no. But you’ve dropped this on me out of the clear blue. I feel like I’m trying to walk on water in cement boots, but, Carlene, we might have made it through the tough times just fine.”

         “Of course you would have, but I would have always felt like I ruined your life and you would have thought you’d been roped into a marriage that you weren’t ready for. A marriage that I wasn’t ready for. I already had to take care of a baby. I couldn’t imagine trying to get used to a husband too,” she argued as she sat down on the end of the sofa.

         He stared at her for a full minute before he went on. “Maybe you are right, but we’ll never know now, will we?”

         She folded her arms over her chest. “Hey, I only found out the day before we left town. Daddy’s new post came through a month earlier than we expected, so it was a rush move and I was still in shock. And it seemed like the thing to do at the time.”

         “Imagine how I feel after all these years,” he said.

         “So what kind of problem is this going to make for you?”

         “Everyone in town knew the minute they saw her, Carlene. My whole family wants to see her, and I want her to know that I’m not a deadbeat dad who skipped out on you.” He sighed. “I’m more than willing to pay child support, even back support. But truthfully, I’ve got to catch my breath here and figure things out.”

         “And Tilly has to get used to a brand-new school. Give us this week to get used to that, and I promise I’ll tell her over the weekend. We can all sit down and talk about it together after I tell her,” Carlene said.

         She wiggled around so the spring pushing its way up through the cushion would stop poking her on the left cheek of her fanny.

         Girls have fannies. Boys have butts. Tilly’s words came back to her.

         Jace was sitting on his butt, so she couldn’t see it but she knew it still looked amazing. When his eyes caught hers, she quickly blinked and dropped her gaze to his mouth.

         Dammit! Just looking at his lips made her want to kiss him and she should focus on the serious conversation they were having.

         “Fair enough. Will y’all come to supper tomorrow evening so we can meet her?”

         “That’s way too soon for something that big. Let us all get used to the idea for a few days. How about waiting until Sunday? Lila is planning a little memorial for Aunt Rosalie. Just a few of her favorite songs at church that morning and then Sunday dinner at the ranch. That will be a good time,” Carlene said.

         “You always were as stubborn as a…” He hesitated.

         “As a Dawson?” she finished for him, and scooted over to the middle of the sofa to get away from the spring that was poking her on the fanny.

         “I was going to say as a rebellious teenager.”

         “That’s not as bad as a Dawson. You set your mind and your heels and God couldn’t change it,” she snapped.

         She met his eyes.

         Not a wise thing.

         She quickly shifted her gaze and focused on his broad chest. His blue shirt stretched out over hard muscles that had known a lot of work in the fields, not in a gym or a health club.

         “I know about the memorial. Granny is real happy about it.”

         She couldn’t keep staring at his chest forever. Her eyes went to his big oval belt buckle with the Prairie Rose brand engraved on it. Heat started at her neck and traveled around to her cheeks as she thought about how many times she’d undone his belt. He said something but it was a buzz in her ears.

         “So?” he asked.

         “So what?” she asked, completely oblivious to whatever he’d asked before.

         “Can I drop by and see her before Sunday?”

         “Fine,” she said.

         “Fair enough. Now about those brownies?”

         “We should talk about rent,” she said as she got up and headed toward the kitchen.

         “Make me a plate of brownies or cookies and deliver them every Sunday and that should cover it.”

         “Sounds like a deal to me. For every Sunday that I live here, I will bring brownies to church on Sunday for you,” she said.

         Jace held out a hand. “Shake on it?”

         She braced herself for the vibes and wasn’t a bit disappointed when the simple touch of her hand in his created sparks. She pulled her hand free and fought the urge to take a step forward, put her arms around his neck, roll up on her toes, and kiss him.

         Footsteps in the hallway brought her back to reality with a jerk. Tilly came in wearing a big smile and carrying her stuffed gator in her arms. “What were y’all shakin’ hands for?”

         “A rent agreement until we can find a place,” Jace said quickly.

         Tilly followed her mother to the cabinet. “I’ll pour the milk, Mama, while you put the brownies on the table. You like a little kick in yours, Jace?”

         He followed behind them and frowned. “What?”

         Carlene giggled. “Her aunt Belinda takes a little kick of Irish whiskey in her coffee.”

         “And we take a little kick of chocolate in our milk,” Tilly explained. “Do you have a dog? I see you with a dog and not cats.”

         “Yes, I do have a dog but I like cats and, yes, I do want chocolate milk,” Jace answered.

         “What kind? Can I see it? Does it bite?”

         “My dog is a flop-eared, redbone hound and his name is Red and you can see him anytime your mama wants to bring you to my ranch, and Red doesn’t bite pretty little girls.” Jace turned on the charm.

         “When can we go, Mama? I want to see Red. Did you name him after that Blake Shelton song about a dog?”

         “Yes, I did. So you like country music, do you?” Jace asked. “We going to sit at the table or take this to the living room?”

         “At the table,” Tilly said. “That’s where the brownies are, and Mama put a pretty cloth on it and even lit a candle, so we’ll have our party in here. Is this a date?” She picked up the chocolate syrup. “One squirt or two?”

         “I think I’d like three,” he said.

         “That’s the way I like it too,” Tilly said.

         “Must be—”

         Carlene shot him a look.

         He coughed into his hand and started again. “Must be the right way to drink chocolate milk.”

         “Are we sitting at the table or taking this to the living room?”

         “At the table,” Tilly said. “That’s where the brownies are and Mama put a pretty cloth on it and even lit a candle so we’ll have our party in here. Is this a date?”

          “Depends.” Jace pulled out a chair for her.

         “On what?”

         “Whether I like the brownies,” he teased as he seated Carlene next.

         “Are you bat-crap crazy? Who doesn’t like brownies?”

         “Tilly!” Carlene scolded.

         “Well, I didn’t say the other word.” Tilly’s eyes twinkled. “And only someone who was that crazy wouldn’t like my mama’s brownies. They’re the best in the whole world.”

         Jace finally sat down across from Carlene. “Been a long time since I had them. She might have lost her touch.”

         “Boys!” Tilly rolled her eyes. “Why did God even make them?”

         “To drive little girls bat-crap crazy.” Jace chuckled.

         “Well, it worked.” Tilly took a brownie and pushed the platter toward him. “She puts caramel and nuts in them but that’s only part of her secret.”

         “What’s the rest?” Jace whispered.

         “She lets me kiss the spoon before she stirs them up.”

         Jace winked at Tilly. “This is even better than I remembered. Must be her new secret that makes them so good.”

         “Do you like any other country singers besides Blake?” Tilly asked.

         “Yes, I do.” Jace bit into the brownie and something stirred in his heart.

         “I like country music too,” Tilly told him. “Blake is my favorite. I listen to him all the time, don’t I, Mama?”

         Carlene picked up a brownie. “She also likes the old artists like George Jones and—”

         “George Strait,” Tilly butted in. “I decided I want a black-and-white cat and it’s supposed to have at least two white feet.”

         Jace took a couple gulps of the chocolate milk. “And you changed the subject. I remember when your mama did that.”

         “Did what?” Tilly asked.

         “Changed the subject in the middle of the conversation,” Jace answered. “I’ll check on those kittens.” Oh, yes, there was a definite flutter in his heart. She was funny and smart and so danged cute that it would be easy for her to wrap him tightly around her little finger.

         “Good.” She licked a brownie crumb from her fingertip. “You got my mama’s phone number? I’d give you mine, but Mama says I’m not old enough for my own phone. I have to wait until I’m thirteen and I can’t wear makeup until I’m twenty-one.”

         “You’ve got a smart mama,” Jace said.

         Tilly wiggled in her seat and then jumped up. “It might not be proper and all since we’re all on a date, but I got to go to the bathroom.” She pushed back her chair and was barely a blur as she left the kitchen.

         “Kids!” Carlene giggled.

         “And I want a black-and-white cat. Remember that, Jace!” Tilly yelled from the bathroom. “Huh-oh!”

         Carlene didn’t like the sound of that and was on her way across the room with Jace right behind her when Tilly called out again. “Water is runnin’ out over the top of the potty and gettin’ all over the floor.”

         “Can’t say it hasn’t been an interesting first date.” Jace grabbed the plunger. “And this just proves my point about this house.”

         “Don’t gloat.” Carlene slapped his arm. “Now I know why Aunt Rosalie keeps the mop in the bathroom. And this is absolutely not a date.”

         “But I really do like those brownies.” Jace winked at her and then went to work on the toilet until it flushed twice without a problem.

         “Man, this has been a fun night. Can we do it again?” Tilly said from the doorway.

         “Sure we can,” Jace answered. “But I should be going now. Tomorrow is your first day of school here in Happy and it’s probably getting close to your bedtime.” He picked up his coat and hat and opened the door.

         “Hey, Jace, thank you,” Carlene said.

         “Want me to come over when you…”

         She shook her head. “Let me do it my way.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         The fifth-grade students were at their desks, feet on the floor and quiet for Carlene’s first day, which was a miracle after a long holiday. They all stared at her as if trying to figure out if she was going to be one of those tough teachers or if she’d let them get away with murder. That first day was the most important one of the whole year to set the tone.

         “Good morning. I’m Miss Varner and I’m very glad to be your new teacher. I know this is quite a transition for all of you. Losing a teacher in the middle of the year isn’t easy and I’m sure you all loved Mrs. Anderson. She taught school here for many years and even though I didn’t have the privilege of being in elementary school here, I do know her. I’ll need your help to get to know everyone and if we work together it won’t be any time at all until we have things running as well as they did for you and Mrs. Anderson,” she said.

         A hand went up near the back of the classroom.

         “Yes.” She checked the chart. “Melissa, what’s your question?”

         “Is Mrs. Anderson ever coming back?”

         “I don’t think so.”

         Another hand.

         She ran her finger down the chart. “Yes, Thomas.”

         “We’ll see her in church on Sundays, so that’s okay, Melissa.”

         “Thank you for that, Thomas. Now let’s get out our history books,” Carlene said.

         “You goin’ to be as mean as Mrs. Anderson?” asked a kid from the back of the room without raising his hand.

         “Ten times worse,” Carlene said. “Any more questions before we get to work?”

         A couple of kids shook their heads. Most of them got busy getting out their books. One smarty pants taken care of, Carlene thought as she started telling the children about the American Revolution. The morning went by fast and at noon she walked her children up the hall toward the cafeteria. She was near the door when she caught sight of Tilly heading outside with a little dark-haired girl. They were both talking at the same time, gesturing like crazy. Tilly looked across the room, pointed at Carlene, and waved. She looked happy, and Carlene breathed a long sigh of relief.

         She turned back to her own students just in time to see one of her boys put his hands on the back of the girl in front of him and give her a shove. Like a row of dominoes, the little girl fell forward into the boy in front of her, who hit the scrawny kid in front of him, and they all wound up on the floor. The little girl was the first one up with her hands knotted in fists and then suddenly the boy who’d been in front of her was on his feet in a boxing stance. Carlene took a step forward and got between them and gave them her meanest teacher glare.

         “What exactly happened here?” she asked.

         The blond-haired boy she’d fallen into said, “She pushed me, Miz Varner.”

         “Did not. Andy Bob shoved me and that made me fall into Slade,” the dark-haired girl declared. “They’re both mean boys.”

         “Gloria ain’t supposed to be in our grade. She’s a fourth grader,” Andy Bob argued.

         Carlene turned to face Andy Bob. “Young man, I will not abide bullying. I don’t care if Gloria is supposed to be in first grade or eighth grade. This is where she is and you’ll respect her. Do you understand me?”

         Andy Bob tucked his chin to his chest. “Yes, ma’am.”

         She turned her gaze to Slade. “How about you? Were you going to really hit a girl?”

         “No, ma’am.”

         “What about you, Gloria?”

         “I would’ve decked him if he’d hit me first. Andy Bob and Slade have been mean to me all year.”

         “Did you tell Mrs. Anderson?” Carlene asked.

         Gloria shook her head. “I’m not a rat, and besides Slade is a teacher’s pet. She wouldn’t believe me.”

         “Am not!” he said.

         “Enough,” Carlene said. “I will not put up with bullies or fighting in my class. Not in class, in the cafeteria, or on the playground. If it happens, there will be severe—and I do mean really hard—punishment, so think twice before you’re mean to another student. Now, let’s go have our lunch. We’ve wasted five minutes of noon recess with this, but if it happens one more time, you’ll all be writing essays in the classroom during playtime for a solid week.”

         Carlene carried her food tray to a table close to where Andy Bob and Slade were sitting so she could keep an eye on them. She’d taken the first bite of some pretty good meat loaf when another teacher sat down across the table from her.

         “You handled that situation well. Andy Bob and Slade are cousins and they aren’t bad kids unless they’re in the same class all day. It’s like they feed off each other’s ability to get into trouble. If they’re apart most of the day, it’s not so tough but you’ve got them both.”

         “Guess I’ve got my work cut out for me. I’m Carlene Varner.”

         “I’m Regina Watson and I teach fourth grade. I had Gloria for about three weeks last year. She’d been homeschooled before that and probably should’ve been bumped up to sixth grade, but her parents were worried about her being with kids who were so much older. She’s brilliant and that…well, you know,” Regina said.

         “Thanks for the background. It helps to know these things,” Carlene said.

         “If you need anything, my classroom is just down the hall from yours,” Regina said. “I understand that you lived here when you were a teenager.”

         “Yes, ma’am. Graduated from here but we moved that summer.”

         “Married?” Regina asked.

         “No, ma’am.” Carlene had the distinct feeling that Regina was fishing. Talk travels fast in small towns. “Are you married?”

         “Not yet but maybe by summer.” She leaned over and lowered her voice. “I heard you and Jace Dawson were an item back in the day. Did you take this job so that—”

         “No,” Carlene butted in before she could finish.

         “Miss Watson?” A little girl tapped Regina on the shoulder. “I don’t feel so good. Will you call my mama?”

         “See you later,” Regina told Carlene. “Duty calls.”

         “Leave your tray. I’ll take care of it for you,” Carlene offered.

         “Thanks.” Regina tucked the little girl’s hand in hers and hurried across the floor.

         
              

         

         The wind whipped dead leaves against his legs as Jace held on to his hat and hurried across the yard to the house at the Texas Star Ranch, where his sister, Kasey, lived with Nash Lamont. She threw open the door before he made it across the porch. “Good mornin’. Think this little breeze will blow up a storm?”

         He hurried inside and didn’t stop until he made it to the kitchen. “That’s a full-fledged norther out there, not a little breeze.”

         “Coffee is made. Help yourself and tell me about Carlene and your daughter. Folks say she looks like me and Emma.” Kasey followed along behind him.

         He hung his coat and hat on the back of a kitchen chair and poured two mugs of coffee. Then he pulled out his phone, found the picture, and handed it to Kasey.

         She carried it to the table and slid into a chair. “My God, Jace. There’s not a single doubt. Mama said that she could be my twin, but this is uncanny. What are you going to do?”

         Jace paced the floor. “Everyone keeps asking me that question, and I don’t have a clue how to answer other than try to do the right thing. I’m still in shock, sis. Carlene says that she’ll tell her this weekend, and she’s a real cute little kid. But the weird thing is that I…” He stopped and took a sip of coffee.

         Kasey continued to stare at the picture. “All this turmoil has little to do with the child. It’s got more to do with Carlene, right?”

         Jace stopped and looked over her shoulder at the picture. “I can’t get a handle on how I feel about her, and now there’s a child she didn’t tell me about. I like Tilly. She’s a cute kid, but…” He paused again.

         Kasey slapped his arm. “Wake up! You were barely eighteen and so was she. Marriage when y’all were that young would have probably been a disaster.”

         He rubbed his biceps and sat down across the table from her. “You’re mean.”

         “Had to be. I had two older brothers.”

         “She’s had nine years to tell me. I’m sure that Rosalie kept her informed.”

         Kasey handed him back the phone. “I’d bet Rosalie didn’t tell her jack crap about you.”

         Her phone rang and she held up a finger as she answered it. “Okay, I’ll bring it to the office. Thanks for calling.”

         “What?” Jace asked when she’d set the phone aside.

         She headed toward the stairs. “Rustin forgot his homework. I need to take it to the school.”

         “I’ll do it,” Jace said. “That way you won’t have to take the kids out in this miserable cold. Isn’t Nash off to Amarillo to get sheep feed? Henry went with him this morning.”

         “Thank you, Nash,” Kasey answered. “And, yes, he is, along with visiting the therapist. He’s hoping that she says he only needs to come back every three months after this one. Things are going really well for us, Jace, and we’re so happy.”

         “Still thinking about a spring wedding?”

         “Plannin’ it for the end of March. Nothing big—maybe a small family affair at the church and then a reception in the fellowship hall. Nash still isn’t really comfortable with big crowds.”

         “I hear that Henry is staying until the first of the week.”

         “Middle, actually. He’s got flight reservations for a week from today. We’re going to bring him with us to the little memorial on Sunday,” Kasey said. “I’ll run upstairs and get Rustin’s papers. I appreciate you doing this for me and if you see Carlene, tell her that she’s welcome here anytime.”

         He shrugged. “No problem at all. I’m on my way to Amarillo for a roll of barbed wire anyway.”

         “Maybe you’ll see your daughter. One of these days that daddy feeling will kick in. It might be slow in coming and it might happen in an instant. Nash says that it was instant with Silas but that it took a little longer with Rustin and Emma. Your daughter—that sounds strange in my ears,” Kasey said, and then yelled toward the dining room. “Emma, stop bossing Silas.”

         “Where are they?” Jace asked.

         “I built them a tent with a sheet over the table. She wants to play Barbies and he wants to build a tractor out of Lego blocks.”

         Jace chuckled. “And you could hear Emma?”

         “Like I said—the instinct might be lyin’ dormant, but it will kick in and then you’ll have kid superpowers too,” Kasey said.

         “Right now I’m just trying to wrap my mind around that word daughter.”

         “And the feelings that Carlene has stirred up, right?”

         “Something like that.” He sighed.

         When Kasey returned with the pages of homework, he already had his coat and hat on and was waiting at the bottom of the stairs.

         “You never did say why you stopped by this morning.” She handed the papers to him. “Did you need something?”

         “I wanted to show you the pictures of Tilly and ask if there’s any kittens out in the barn big enough to give away.”

         “Old white mama cat has a litter of four out there ready to find a home. Why?”

         “Tilly wants a cat and Carlene says that she can have one. Thought maybe I’d see if there was a black-and-white one in the litter.”

         “She’s welcome to however many she wants,” Kasey said.

         “Thanks, sis. See you later and I hope you are right about that instinct stuff. Right now all I feel is turmoil.” He gripped the two sheets of homework in one hand and held his hat on with the other as he jogged toward his truck.

         Jace hadn’t been inside the Happy Elementary School in years but like riding a bull or a saddle bronc, it all came back, bringing memories of several years of his life, both good and bad, as he went toward the principal’s office. He dropped off the papers in the principal’s office and had made it halfway across the playground without even a glimpse of Tilly when someone called his name. He turned around and saw Tilly and a little dark-haired girl that he recognized as the daughter of a hired hand at Prairie Rose running toward him. He let go of his hat to wave and it went tumbling across the dirt.

         Tilly grabbed it as it rolled past her.

         “Well, hello, Maribel and Tilly.” He smiled.

         “You already know Tilly?” Maribel asked.

         “Yes, I do. How are you pretty ladies today?” Jace asked.

         “Maribel is my new friend.” Tilly handed him the hat. “Better get you a stockin’ hat. It’ll stay on your head.”

         “And me and Tilly are goin’ to be best friends.” Maribel beamed. “We’re goin’ out on the playground now and we’re goin’ to hide from the boys who chased us at the mornin’ recess. Don’t tell ’em where we are, okay?”

         Jace made the sign of the cross on his chest. “I promise I won’t.”

         Giggling and holding hands, they ran toward the swings. He hadn’t taken two steps when another voice called his name. Thinking that he was only imagining that Carlene was close by, he turned slowly. Wearing a cute little skirt that skimmed her knees and a bright red coat with the collar turned up, she wasted no time covering the distance between them. She didn’t stop until she was only inches from him, the sparks flying around like fireworks on the Fourth of July.

         “Are you stalking me and Tilly?”

         “Hell no! I came to bring Rustin’s homework. But a heads-up, I’ve told my whole family about her, and she’s made friends with a little girl whose father works on Prairie Rose. Please tell me that you haven’t changed your mind about Sunday.”

         “I said I would be there and I will. It is for Aunt Rosalie, after all.”

         With her so close that he could get a whiff of her perfume with every breath, it was all he could do to resist drawing her into his arms and nuzzling his nose into her neck right there on the school yard. He blinked half a dozen times to recall whatever they’d been talking about. Oh, yeah! It was about her and Tilly coming to the ranch on Sunday.

         “Okay, then. How’s your first day of school goin’?” he asked, reluctant to walk away from her.

         “Already had to break up a fight, so I’ve shown them I’m mean. Mrs. Anderson ran a tight ship, so that helps.”

         “She was my fifth-grade teacher. I could have told you that she was old school. Feet in front of you, sit tall, don’t talk unless you raise your hand and never pass notes.”

         “And I bet you obeyed every one of those rules, right?” Carlene drew her coat tighter around her body and buttoned it.

         “We won’t talk about that. But if I remember right, you didn’t have a halo and wings back when you lived here,” he teased.

         “Well, hello, Jace.” Regina was suddenly between them. “Hope I’m not interrupting, but Carlene and I have playground duty until the bell rings.” She looked from one to the other. “So sorry. I see that you were having a private conversation.”

         “Carlene and I go way back to our days at good old Happy High School.” Jace smiled. “I should be going. Good day, ladies.” He tipped his hat and caught one more sight of Tilly on the swing set as he was leaving. Her ponytail was sticking straight out, and from the look on her face, she and Maribel were having a contest to see who could make the swings go the highest. He wanted to go over there and push her, but that wouldn’t be a good idea, so he watched her from his truck until the bell rang. If Carlene wanted to call that stalking, then so be it.

         
              

         

          “Women should carry around hot flash pills for when they cross paths with the likes of that cowboy,” Regina sighed as she and Carlene made their way to the edge of the playground to keep an eye on the kids.

         “I’m surprised he’s not married,” Carlene said.

         “Every woman in the panhandle has been after him and Brody for years. Lila came back to Happy and boom.” Regina clapped her hands. “Brody is off the market, but we still have hope for Jace. What was he like in high school?”

         “Sexy as hell,” Carlene said honestly just as the bell rang and kids started inside in a rush. “And thank goodness for the bell,” she muttered as she found her way through the maze of students to her room. She slumped in her chair, crossed her arms, and laid her head down on her desk. In five minutes a bunch of energetic students would burst inside the room, so she had to get control of the butterflies in her stomach.

         It was time to get down to business, which meant she had to get the vision of Jace out of her head and think about math. But no kids rushed in, all excited from running and playing, hanging their coats on the long rack of hooks. She checked her schedule; physical education after lunch three days a week, music on the other two days.

         She inhaled deeply and let it out slowly. “Thank you, sweet Lord. I need a thirty-minute break to get myself together,” she whispered. “I was crazy to move here, but it seemed like Fate was pushing me. And now I’m talkin’ to myself. What am I going to do?”

         You are going to accept what you can’t change. You knew what would happen when you took this job. Aunt Rosalie was giving advice again.

         Carlene couldn’t change the fact that she had to move out of the house. She couldn’t change the fact that Tilly belonged to Jace. But she had a few weeks before she had to move and a few days before she had to tell Tilly about Jace. She raised her head. The plan was to get through the next three days, and then sometime Saturday she’d tell Tilly about Jace. Once she had a plan written in stone, she could face anything. She’d proved that in the past when she decided to bow out of Jace’s life.

         The afternoon went faster than the morning and when the final bell rang, Carlene’s smile was genuine and not pasted on. Like always, Tilly came straight to her room, talking nonstop about her day just like she used to do in Florida.

         “I’m glad we moved so you don’t have to be a substitute anymore and can have your own room. Did you see I got a new friend, Maribel, and she’s got cats at her house and her daddy works for Jace, that cowboy that came to our house and guess what, he was here at the school today and can we have spaghetti for supper?” She finally stopped to take in a lungful of air. “Maribel says that Jace is real nice and the ranch where her daddy works is real big and she gets to go four-wheel ridin’ out there on it sometimes with her daddy. And can I go with her if I be real careful and guess what else?”

         “Slow down.” Carlene laughed. “I’m so glad you made a new friend, but we’ve got the rest of the afternoon and evening for you to tell me all this.”

         “Spaghetti?”

         “Of course, and ice cream with caramel on top to celebrate us both getting through our first day at the new school.” Carlene packed her well-worn shoulder bag with papers to grade that evening. “Ready?”

         “Mama, I like that Jace cowboy. Why don’t you ask him out on a date?”

         Carlene had to think fast and even then she stuttered. “Girls wait for guys to ask them out.”

         “Why?” Tilly went out ahead of Carlene and waited for her mother to turn out the lights and lock the door.

         “Because that’s the way it’s done.”

         “Not on television. The girls ask the boys out all the time,” Tilly argued. “When I get big enough to go on dates, I’m going to ask the boys.”

         “Why?” Carlene asked.

         “Because I want to. And, Mama, when I find a boy to fall in love with, he’s going to be a cowboy like Jace. Why don’t you call him and ask him to eat spaghetti with us.”

         “I will not, Tilly Rose Varner,” Carlene gasped. “And please tell me that you didn’t do that, either.”

         “Nope.” Tilly crawled into the van and fastened her seat belt. “But I wanted to.”

         Jace Dawson wouldn’t like being called pretty. She smiled.
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