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Dedication

 

Wildflower Redemption is a romance, but romance doesn’t happen in a vacuum. Romance leads to love, becomes intermingled with love, can’t truly be separated from love. And family has always been the best part of love in my life. So this book is dedicated to my nine incredible grandchildren, who are living reminders of their parents’ childhoods yet are their own people: Hermione, Tiari, Athena, Daniel (our Jr.), JC, Gia, Caroline, Ryan, and Neo, my much loved kaleidoscope of kids.
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Chapter One

Aaron Estes stood at the window, one hand pulling back the drapes to clear his view. Outside, clouds hovered along the horizon, but he doubted it would rain.

Someone from town— Ross something? —had stopped by earlier and offered to do work. The handyman had scoffed at the chance of rain. “Always cloudy,” he’d grumbled. “Never rains.”

Aaron had shrugged and told the man politely that he didn’t need help. And he didn’t—at least, not physical help. Spiritual help, maybe, mental health—the kind of health that comes with peace and contentment. The kind of health he’d probably never find again. He closed his eyes and listened for any sound of six-year-old Chloe waking, but heard only silence. Unwelcome memories tried to push in, and he pressed his lids tighter against his face, unwilling to give in again to the pain.

The memories came anyway: the loud, angry words of a marriage shattering. The cheery morning greeting from the one thing he and Stella still shared—a tiny, precious miracle of motion and light.

Chloe’s loud kiss and plaintive complaint when her mother tried to leave without kissing Aaron goodbye hovered near the surface. He could still feel Chloe’s huge kiss on his cheeks, hear the petulance in her voice when her mother tried to step around them.

“Mommy, you forgot Daddy’s kiss.” Stella pecked him on the cheek, and Chloe tugged on her mom’s blouse.

“Mommy, don’t be silly. Mommies kiss daddies on the mouth.”

With lips so tight he could feel her anger, Stella stood on tiptoe and touched her mouth to his. Then he watched as Chloe grabbed her mother’s hand, delighted that she was playing mom today, not cop. To Chloe, the world was a game, and everyone in it, players.

He closed his eyes, but the burning didn’t go away, so he went back to staring blindly outside. There were no daffodils here, as there were in Alabama, but he heard that just miles north spring came in on carpets of bluebonnets and waves of flaming Indian paintbrush. All the locals raved about the Texas wildflowers. They said he should go see them, but he knew he couldn’t.

The scene he’d rushed to just over a year ago crowded in: the hysteria, the cop cars with their flashing red and blue lights; the crumpled body of a child, an injured teacher being wheeled toward an ambulance; and an officer who knew Stella pulling him aside. She’d taken a bullet for a kid, the officer told him. Unfaithful, maybe, arrogant often—but nobody doubted Stella Estes’s courage.

The tears rolled down his cheeks and he wiped them away with the back of his hand, trying not to remember that there’d been blood on the daffodils the day the world ended.

• • •

Luz Wilkinson tugged on the girth again and nudged Pompom’s belly with a knee. “Let it out, girl,” she urged. The little pinto sighed heavily and turned around to nose Luz just as the cell phone in her pocket went off. Her horses would have shied at the sudden blast of sound, and the other ponies would have lifted their heads and pricked their ears. Pompom stood there with that complete lack of interest that indicated absolute lack of intelligence.

Frowning over the pony’s deficiencies, Luz fished the phone out and hit the button to silence it. She didn’t recognize the number. She hoped it wasn’t a bill collector, but knew that it probably was.

“Hello?”

“Uh…hi. Is this Eden Acres?”

“Yes.” Luz scratched Pompom’s ear while she tried to connect a physical image with the deep, masculine voice. She often toyed with visualizing strangers from their phone calls, and almost always was wrong. Silence pricked her into awareness. Perhaps the caller expected someone more enthusiastic, more helpful. Someone who could offer more than one word answers…

“May I help you?” she prodded when he didn’t go on.

Another long pause, then came the abrupt questions: “I heard you have therapy horses? And ponies?”

Luz hesitated. Sometimes children from a group foster home came out to ride, and occasionally a counselor who worked with troubled children recommended exposing them to riding. But therapy? She wouldn’t go that far.

“We have horses and ponies,” she said carefully. “But who told you we have therapy horses?”

“Esmeralda Salinas,” the voice said, no longer hesitant.

Luz wrinkled her nose, picturing the elegant redheaded school guidance counselor with her neat suits and perpetual pep. Living in this tiny community, they’d crossed paths several times. They didn’t much like each other, but Esmeralda loved horses. That was usually a sterling quality, but this time, Luz’s main yardstick for measuring “good folks” didn’t hold water, because the counselor struck her as conceited, plastic, and sneaky. Although they avoided each other as much as possible, she boarded the woman’s pricey Appaloosa. Undoubtedly Esmeralda would have liked finer stomping grounds for the horse and herself, but no one else boarded horses in this arid, dying community. Very few still owned livestock.

Nevertheless, Luz was surprised that the counselor had referred any male new to town. The director of the children’s group home was an elderly woman, and the other referrals were long-time residents, parents in established relationships, but Esmeralda sending a guy her way? He was not single, then, apparently.

“You’re Ms. Wilkinson?” Doubt tinged the deep voice. She’d confused the caller. Didn’t matter. Confusion was a constant companion these days.

“Yes,” she replied. One word again. He could state his business or not. She didn’t care.

“Ms. Wilkinson, I need to talk to you about riding lessons for my little girl, Chloe. Or maybe—” Another brief pause, as if he wasn’t sure what he wanted. “Maybe even buying a pony. I need advice on what would be best.”

He was a client then. She should be happier than she was. She pasted a smile on her face, hoping it would make her voice warmer, more caring. “Great. Advice is what we do best.” Quick questions confirmed he knew how to find Eden Acres, and she clicked the phone off and returned it to her pocket. She realized, a little late, that asking the man’s name might have been both friendlier and more professional.

“Screw it,” she muttered with unusual ire. “Professional never worked for me, anyway. Come on, old lady. Some kid might actually get a pony ride today.”

Half an hour later Luz was feeding the menagerie when she heard tires on the gravel drive. She called the motley collection of rescued animals her menagerie, because it took too long to go into the species, circumstances, and problems she dealt with trying to feed and shelter them day to day. Candy, the burro, butted her as she turned away, and the kitten with no name left its feeding dish to run away from some unseen menace, almost tripping her. She wiped her hands on the sides of her jeans and shut the door separating the odd animals from the handful of horses that were both her treasures and bread-earners.

By the time she made it outside, a dark-haired, broad-shouldered man was leaning against an SUV, frowning. He wore long sleeves and a tie, hardly south Texas pony-buying attire. But she wasn’t expecting anyone else.

She walked over and held out her hand. “I’m Luz Wilkinson. Welcome to Eden Acres. Are you—?”

“Aaron Estes.” He shook her hand briefly, and then cast another look around the premises. Not disapproving, exactly, she thought. It was more a look of disappointment.

“Why don’t we go into the office?” she suggested. “It’s cooler.” And it was well decorated with new paint and shelves of her mother’s trophies, recently polished.

They walked into the barn. The half-open stall doors caught his attention. He pointed at one of the horses. “Pretty. Yours?”

“No.” She shook her head, and paused to pet the broad blaze of white running down the mare’s face. “This is Domatrix. One of my boarders.”

“Doma—isn’t this Esmeralda’s horse?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact.” She leaned against the stall door, slanting a glance at him, surprised that Esmeralda had apparently described Domatrix in detail to a man new in town. No wonder Aaron Estes hadn’t flinched at the name, even shortened as it seemed to be. Then again…she thought of the tall, regal redhead and the dearth of men in Rose Creek. A man with a daughter likely meant a married man. That would lessen Esmeralda’s interest. Wouldn’t it? She pushed away from the mare’s stall, and he followed the remaining few feet to the office. She waved a hand at the chairs and took her own place behind the small, bare desk.

“So tell me how I can help,” she invited.

He looked down for a minute at his hands before looking at her. When he did finally lift his eyes, she could see why Esmeralda had pounced. The man’s perfect features and startling green eyes would stop traffic in lots of places, let alone this one-horse, one-eligible-man town.

“My little girl—Chloe—needs a hobby. Something she’ll like that’s safe.”

Luz studied him, perplexed. Somehow the pieces of the big, attractive man across the desk didn’t add up. She supposed she was using stereotypes, but he seemed too hesitant and unsure for his own body. Not as if he was uncomfortable in his own skin, maybe, but almost as if he were fearful of something.

She puzzled over the discomfort he seemed to feel, trying to figure out his connection to Esme. He wasn’t family; the Rose Creek gossips knew everyone and every relative, no matter how far flung. The counselor had aging parents and a half-brother down in Laredo. A friend? She discarded that. Esmeralda didn’t work weekends, and if he were a friend, she would be here. So the relationship had to be professional. Maybe the daughter he’d mentioned was Esmeralda’s client?

“‘Safe as opposed to bike riding or playing with dolls? Or safe, fun, and a perfect springtime activity—I’m not sure I know what you mean by safe,” Luz admitted. “Riding has risks—the same as pretty much everything.”

Aaron Estes growled something that sounded profane and hunched forward over the desk, his face tight. “Don’t you think I know that?” After a moment, his face muscles eased into smoother lines. His lips twitched, as if they’d known how to smile, but forgotten. “I’m not as weird as I seem. Just a tad nervous and overprotective.”

“But you’re not in denial,” she observed. “That’s got to be good.” She smiled. “So, tell me about your Chloe.”

Pure, absolute love washed across his face. His lips remembered how to smile and he straightened in his chair. “Chloe’s my life,” he said simply.

Luz returned the smile, but prodded gently for more insight. “How old is she? Does she like horses? Has she ridden before?”

“Six, yes, and no.”

Luz blinked, trying to understand the simple, one-word answers. Saw the dimples appear, and then deepen in Aaron Estes’ cheeks. She’d always had a weakness for dimples, dammit! Was he one-upping her? “So, is this payback, or do you always keep things so short and simple?”

He actually chuckled. It was a short little rumble of laughter, but a chuckle.

“Payback, definitely. I was nervous enough about calling and you were anything but friendly.”

She thought back on her hesitation to answer the phone, how she’d focused on the pinto rather than concentrating on encouraging conversation. He had her pegged, but she didn’t care. Wouldn’t. She needed customers, but wasn’t in the market for relationships of any kind. And professional? She allowed herself a quick mental shrug. She no longer had a profession. She’d been a teacher, and a good one. She’d surrounded herself with kids and poured energy and love into their lives. Then she’d lost it all, including her daughter Lily. Not her daughter, she reminded herself: Brian’s daughter, given to her as one more false promise. Now she rescued discarded animals when she could, and was going broke doing it.

So she pounced on something he said. “You were nervous? About asking if we had ponies?” Slight derision might have crept into her words, because he flinched and drew away again.

“Not about ponies.” He paused, looking for the right words. “We don’t know each other. Esmeralda recommended riding as a form of therapy.” He shrugged. “Telling a stranger your kid has problems is hard.”

Her cheeks burned with embarrassment. “I owe you an apology—of course it is.” She stood up abruptly, annoyed with herself. “Guess it’s attack a stranger day—I’m just not sure why. Would you like to look at Rumbles? She would be the pony Chloe would work with first.”

“Sure.” He got up too, ignoring her apology, and stretched. Outside the office, one of the horses whinnied, and another kicked at the stall. The pungent scents of the stable reminded her it was time to muck stalls—again. Already. Out of the corner of her eyes, she saw his nose wrinkle.

“Do you even like horses?” she asked, curious.

He slanted a glance down at her and shrugged. “Don’t know. Haven’t been around them. Not really an animal person.”

Before Luz could murmur a response, he stopped, turning towards her and holding his hands out in apology. “Not that I don’t like them, exactly. I used to travel, and before that—well, I just wasn’t raised around them.”

“Okay.” Luz gave him her own shrug. “So I guess Chloe’s mom will be the main go-between here?”

A muscle in his jaw twitched, and the nervous tension he’d shown in the beginning visibly tightened his body. “Chloe’s mom,” he said through clenched teeth, “is dead.”


Chapter Two

Amazing what a few bumps in the road could do to you. Luz slipped into the turquoise blouse and frowned at her image in the mirror. When had she become…like this? She was dour and suspicious of everyone. She’d given in to pain—but she wasn’t alone in that. Some drank, some slept around. Some stepped off high bridges. She shuddered. Some threw their kids off high bridges, too. But her husband hadn’t done that. No, Brian hadn’t taken his life. He’d ruined hers.

The phone rang, startling her. She looked at it blankly for a moment then reached for it, but it quit ringing. A quick glance showed her the caller. Aaron Estes. A tiny part of her wanted to smile. He’d called her twice, preparing himself for Chloe’s first visit. Somehow she suspected the little girl would take to riding better than her father took to just the idea.

She grabbed her ball cap and pulled it down over hair that she wished she’d combed more carefully and headed for the door. Not at a jog, exactly, but not dawdling. She wanted to meet Chloe. She hoped she wouldn’t be as awkward with the child as she had when Aaron had told her of his wife’s death. She’d stared up at him, muttered an incomprehensible word of sympathy, and more or less avoided any further discussion of the situation. How did you talk to a stranger about his wife’s death? Or to a child about the loss of a mother?

By the time Luz got down to the stable, Aaron was opening the door of the SUV. A thin, pale little girl scrambled out, looking around with interest. Chloe’s green eyes regarded Luz without apprehension.

“Hi, Aaron. Chloe.” She smiled at the child. “I’ve been waiting to meet you. Your dad thought you’d enjoy coming out to meet Rumbles.”

“Rumbles?” The pale blond eyebrows went up a little. “What kind of a dumb name is that?” The eyes might be her father’s, but the coloring must be her mother’s—and the slight air of disdain, too.

“Chloe! That’s no way—”

Luz waved off the rebuke. “When you hear her talk to you, you’ll understand,” she assured the little girl. She gestured at the open door. “Come on. Let’s get you ready to ride.”

They walked into the shadowy stable together, and Chloe’s glance darted from stall to stall. “They’re all so pretty!” For the first time, a touch of nervousness flitted across her face. “Big, too, huh?”

“Yeah, but these aren’t the ones you’ll start on,” Luz reassured. “We’ll bring out a pony for you. Just wait here a minute.” She went into the next to the last stall and emerged leading a caramel-colored Shetland pony. Rumbles’ mane and tail fell in thick platinum shimmers, and Luz smiled at Chloe’s gasp of delight.

“Pretty girl, isn’t she?”

Chloe glanced up at her dad. “She’s mine, right?”

He smiled, but shook his head. “Not so fast, friend. You don’t even know if you’ll like riding.”

Chloe might have argued, but the mare’s ears pricked with interest and she lifted her head to nicker. The nickering went on and on, a surprisingly deep tone that had given Rumbles her name.

Aaron stared. Chloe giggled. “Horses don’t sound like that!” Excited, she rushed forward. The pony threw up her head, and only Luz’s quick arm, thrust out as a barrier, and stopped Chloe.

“Hold on, Chloe. You never run up to a horse,” she warned.

Chloe’s mouth turned down petulantly. “But—”

“Is this the gentlest thing you have?” Aaron asked. “You said—”

Luz breathed out a short puff of exasperation, not unlike Rumbles’ muffled snort. If I could handle a room full of first graders, I can handle one.

“Chloe, horses—even ponies—are bigger than you. If you scare them, they hurt you. Even when they don’t mean to.” She patted Rumbles then brushed the pony’s long forelock aside.

“She’s got a crown on her head!” Chloe crowed, and Luz smiled.

“Isn’t it something? Horse people call it a star, but you’re right—it’s a crown.”

“You should have named her Crown, then,” Chloe suggested, but without the disdain this time. Suddenly she giggled again. Or even ‘Royal Highness’—’cause she’s a shorty!”

Luz laughed with her. “That would have been a cool name,” she agreed. “But what about ‘Princess’? Bet that’s your nickname.”

A look of dismay darkened Aaron’s face, almost as if he knew what Chloe would say.

The child’s face turned hard, too hard for someone so young, and disdain became contempt.

“I’m no one’s princess,” she said. “Mommy said never, ever let anyone call me princess. She hated princesses.”

Luz hesitated briefly, but beneath the scorn, she heard a note of pain.

“Why did she hate princesses?” she asked gently, and Chloe shrugged her thin little shoulders.

“They’re weak and afraid of everything,” she explained, as if any fool would know that. “They’re only in fairy tales anyway.”

Luz shrugged. “Okay.” She held out a hand. “Come meet Rumbles, slowly.”

Chloe inched forward, and Luz grinned. “Hold out your hand and let her sniff it.” She demonstrated, and Chloe slowly held out her own palm. Rumbles sniffed and brushed it with her velvety muzzle, and Chloe giggled again.

“She’s funny,” Chloe decided, reaching out slowly to trace the white crown. Rumbles lifted her head and blew softly at the little girl’s cheek.

“She thinks you’re funny, too,” Luz translated. “Let’s get her saddled and you can ride her.”

While Luz showed her how to lead the pony, Aaron mumbled something about being right back. By the time he came back, Luz was showing her how to check the girth to be sure the saddle was tight.

“We’re just about ready, pr—” she assured Chloe, aware of the girl’s impatience. She cut off the hated ‘princess’ that almost slipped out. Her stepdaughter Lily had loved the nickname, had immersed herself in the fairy tale world of princesses and happily ever after, but this was a different girl. Not even a girl she knew well, though kids Chloe’s age always captivated her.

A soft thud sounded behind them, and Luz couldn’t help gaping at Chloe’s father. He had a helmet, elbow pads, and kneepads clutched to his chest. A large bottle of hand sanitizer dangled precariously from under an elbow, and the oversized white box on the sawdust-covered floor was emblazoned with a bright red cross.

No. Accidents could happen, even from a short fall, on deep sand, from a walking pony. She would not laugh at him. But remembering her own wild races across pastures and over fences in the pre-awareness days, she wondered how long he’d stay if he knew how oblivious of such equipment she’d been.

He flushed a little, as if he actually could read her mind, but didn’t yield. “Safety first,” he told her gravely, but the dimples that came and went appeared briefly.

“You know, it doesn’t snow here much,” she answered, and he lifted both eyebrows. She waved a hand at the gear. “We can use the time we save putting on snowsuits for all that.”

“Look, if she falls, I want her shatterproof. She needs to bounce.”

Chloe looked a little concerned. “Me? Bounce?”

“Well, only if you fall really hard from a really high place. And then you’ll be really glad I made you wear all this stuff.”

He held out the helmet, then the kneepads and elbow pads, watching as she put each item on. When she was suitably padded, he grinned at Luz.

“What do you think? Will she bounce?”

Luz looked the little girl over again. “Sky high,” she agreed, making Chloe giggle again. “I’m not sure we can get her on Rumbles before she does, though.”

Her dad shrugged. “I’ll just lift her up—”

“No.” Luz waved him off as he hoisted Chloe into the air, looking like a mini-balloon from the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade. “I have a rule about the children who ride here. They learn to take care of their own mounts. At least to whatever extent they can. I’ll show Chloe how to get on.”

“But—”

“Put the kid down and step away from the pony,” Luz ordered, and Chloe laughed and squirmed until her father set her back down.

“Good.” Luz ignored the anger tightening Aaron’s lips, and stood by Rumbles’ head. The pony wasn’t a biter, but better safe than sorry. Especially, since she’d never been ridden by a Martian before. She beckoned Chloe closer. “Always mount from the left side.”

Chloe looked at her skeptically. “Why? What difference does it make?”

Did the girl question everything, darn it? “I read it in a book,” Luz answered, trying not to show her irritation. A six-year-old needed answers from her? Answers she either didn’t remember or had never learned? “So just do it.”

Chloe looked at her dad, then at Luz. “But books aren’t always true.”

“This book was true.” Luz bit back the “dammit!” “It was non-fiction. That means—”

“I know what that means,” Chloe sniffed. “They taught us that stuff in Kinder. And I’m in first grade now.”

“Look, captains go down with the ship and people mount horses from the left,” Luz muttered perversely. Lily had never questioned her wisdom, darn it. Even without words, Chloe managed to express disbelief. And disdain.

“Listen to Ms. Wilkinson,” Chloe’s father interjected. His tone suggested rather than ordered, but Chloe’s shoulders shrugged faintly and she stepped towards the pony’s side.

“Today I’ll hold the reins,” Luz said. “Just turn the stirrup toward you, put your foot in, then hold on to the horn, and swing up.”

Chloe looked at the saddle blankly, and then back at her. Then she sighed. “Bikes are easier. Even without the baby wheels.”

“You’ll get the hang of it,” Luz assured her. She reached past to turn the stirrup towards Chloe. “Put your hand here, on the saddle horn, and just swing up.”

Chloe put a hand on the horn, but cast a doubtful look at her dad. He looked apprehensive and as unsure as his daughter, but finally nodded. “What she said,” he offered by way of assurance. “Swing up.”

So Chloe tried to swing, but Rumbles took a sideways step, and Chloe hopped awkwardly along in mid-swing.

“Try again,” Luz urged, stopping the pony and reaching out to help Chloe regain her balance.

“I’ve got you, baby!” Aaron assured, approaching in a rush and reaching out to hoist Chloe.

And hoist he did. Chloe cleared the saddle, rubber padding and all, and plopped off on the other side. Rumbles turned her head to sniff disdainfully.

“You threw me over the pony!” Chloe accused.

“Oh, God! Did I hurt you? Baby, are you all right? I didn’t—what hurts?”

“You threw me!” Chloe repeated, walking behind the pony to confront her dad.

Neither Chloe nor Aaron realized that Luz didn’t breathe until the six-year-old cleared the pony’s rear. Rumbles occasionally kicked.

I’ll tell her later, Luz promised herself silently, and pasted a smile back on her face. “Everyone okay?”

“Take me home,” Chloe demanded, and her dad fished in his pockets for keys.

“No!”

Chloe, Aaron, and Rumbles turned to look at Luz.

“You always get right back on when you fall off,” she explained, not wanting the girl to be traumatized. She’d had enough of that in her young life, apparently.

“Another one of your ‘just because’ rules?” Aaron muttered, hesitating with the keys dangling out of his clutched fist.

Chloe considered the explanation before shaking her head. “I didn’t fall off,” she said reasonably. “Dad threw me over the stupid pony.”

Her dad looked stricken. “I—I—”

He stopped, and Luz raised an eyebrow. For a six-year-old with no interest in princesses, she had the diva attitude down pat. Part of her wanted to laugh. Another part tugged on the little portion of her that still felt compassion and reminded her that he’d lost a wife. Chloe had lost a mother.

So she stepped between the two.

“Seriously, Chloe, you’re not going to wimp out. Try it again. Rumbles won’t move.”

Chloe looked at the pony, then at Luz, but not at her father.

“And you couldn’t just lift me up?”

“Maybe this time,” Luz agreed. “Some people never get on their own horses.”

She stepped nearer and picked Chloe up. The girl’s body was tense, but weightless. Fragile, somehow. Something deep inside pulled at her. She tamped it down.

“Like who?” Chloe demanded. “Who doesn’t get on her own horse?”

“Well, of course, a princess never would. They have—”

“Put me down.”

“But—”

“I’ll get up alone.”

Luz smothered her grin against pale hair almost the color of Rumbles’ mane and set her down. “Try again, then,” she urged.

Chloe obediently put her hand back on the horn and pulled up. Rumbles stood frozen in place, and Chloe settled into the saddle glowing with accomplishment.

“I did it!”

“Sure did!” Luz winked at the little girl. “It’s easier when your dad doesn’t throw you all the way over, isn’t it?”

Chloe giggled, not at all worried by her father’s scowl and murmured protest. “Now what?”

Luz unwrapped the long lead she’d been using as a belt and clipped it onto the pony’s halter before handing the reins to Chloe.

“Now? We ride!”


Chapter Three

Aaron looked across the small table in the Rose Creek Diner, trying to listen to Esmeralda, but his mind was on other things. The counselor was animated and flirting openly, all silk and sophistication, eyes as green as his own or Chloe’s.

Across the table the overly loud clink of silverware on a plate and the sudden silence told him he’d drifted off on her again. What was wrong with him? The redheaded woman had turned every head in the room when she walked in. Esmeralda could have stepped off the runway in her short skirt and high heels, and his libido should have been surging. He frowned, aware of a distinct lack of interest in his eye-stopping dinner partner. He had warned her this wasn’t a date, though, so she shouldn’t be as annoyed as she seemed.

She didn’t seem to realize Chloe was all he had, all he could think about when he left her alone, because he knew, too personally, how quickly life could be snatched away. Everything could become nothing in the time it took for an angry kiss or the slam of a car door or … a bullet.

He brushed at his dark thoughts and focused instead on Chloe as she’d been yesterday, after her third riding lesson. She was alive with excitement and as happy as she’d ever been. Herself again. His lips twitched as he remembered the over-enthusiastic high fives that had Luz cringing away complaining of damaged palm syndrome.

“Well!” Esmeralda’s tart retort pulled him back into her presence. “Rejoining me, Aaron?” Under the table, her almost bare foot stroked his ankle. He resisted the urge to jerk away. But she needed to know—

“Relax,” she purred, so he obviously hadn’t fooled her. She made him uncomfortable. He’d been alone so long, much longer than the year since Stella’s death. Alone, really, since their marriage began and the crazy relationship they’d established at college matured. And died. Yet in spite of any sudden surge of desire, he wanted nothing more than to head for the door.

“I told you this was a mistake. Stella—”

“Is dead.” Esmeralda didn’t say it meanly, just with finality. “It’s time to move on.”

He shook his head. “Not much more than a year. Not much time at all.”

He always felt apprehensive when his feelings for Stella came up, afraid that he’d give too much away. He opened his mouth to lie, but Esmeralda’s gasp of surprise saved him.

She was staring in obvious amazement as the waitress led Luz Wilkinson to a booth near the back of the small diner. He stared, too. He’d never seen her in a dress before, would never have expected her to wear something so flowery and feminine. He couldn’t pull his gaze away. Her blonde hair shimmered as it tumbled down her back, freed for once from the practical ponytail she always wore. He had the impression that her eyes were bluer than he’d noticed, but he supposed that makeup and the loose hair just made him look longer and more appreciatively at her face—and the rest of her. Where Esmeralda’s dress shrieked femme fatale, Luz’s dress whispered it. The gauzy material drifted around her, moving enticingly around her as she walked. He couldn’t get over this Luz, the one he hadn’t met. And he didn’t know why seeing her here surprised him; it was the only eatery in town. From the startled glances and belated greetings from other diners, though, clearly Esmeralda and he weren’t the only ones taken aback.

Luz settled into the booth, and then she saw them. A slight smile and a nod, and she turned back to the menu.

“Well!” Esmeralda took a sip of wine, then brushed her hair back over her shoulder and straightened in her chair. “Haven’t seen her out in a while.”

“Why is everyone so shocked? There’s nowhere else to go—”

Esmeralda shrugged. “She doesn’t leave the barn very often.”

“Why don’t we ask her over? She seems to be alone—”

“You’re kidding, right?” Esmeralda’s silky voice turned shrill. She apparently heard it, because she immediately lowered her tone and spoke just above a whisper.

“We can’t. She’s probably waiting for her boyfriend.”

Aaron glanced over at her booth. “She’s ordering,” he pointed out.

Annoyance tightened her face. “Luz doesn’t have a regular boyfriend.” She seemed to hear the cattiness, and rephrased her words. “That is, her boyfriend lives out of town. He’s a trucker, and even when they make plans, sometimes he doesn’t show up. Maybe she’s ordering for both of them so she can move on to the main course.”

Again, her foot touched his as she winked. “Maybe he’ll show up before we leave,” she purred. “Sort of sad what some women settle for.”

Aaron glanced again at Luz’s table, and then reluctantly turned his attention to Esmeralda. There was no point in encouraging her obvious dislike for Luz Wilkinson. Who could dislike Luz? Yeah, the woman had too many horses. She was aloof and a little unkind—to him. To his daughter—he caught himself halfway into a headshake.

“What’s wrong?” Esmeralda demanded with a quick, red pout.

“Nothing.” Except that my daughter thinks she’s the world. And I’m not sure how I feel about that.

• • •

Luz tore her bread into tiny bits and played with her salad. She’d chosen her usual seat, if you could call a chair you sat in two or three times a year “usual.” Too late, she realized that she should probably have chosen the other, turned her back to them, and stared at the wall.

I’m pathetic! She stuffed a forkful of lettuce in her mouth. Esmeralda cast a look at her, then turned back to reach up and touch Aaron’s temple, running her fingers into his hair.

There were all these cute little pictures and sayings on the Internet. Things her friends sent her—the ones who still kept in touch, who didn’t avoid her like the proverbial leper. Many of her colleagues had turned their backs the minute she had been escorted out of her classroom, accused of child endangerment, harm to a child, and criminal negligence—charges no one took lightly in her profession.

She moistened her lips as the old pain came back, and forced herself to remember the little cartoon. The caption read, “Millions of men and I only want hers!” Damn! Four years and she hadn’t noticed anyone, been interested in anyone—wanted anyone—until Aaron Estes turned his pained green gaze on her.

Abruptly, she stood up. No point lingering here. Any desire she’d had to avoid the loneliness of her drab little kitchen was gone.

“Something wrong with the food, hon?” Pam bustled up, her face concerned. “Noticed you didn’t eat a bite—and I didn’t even bring out the real stuff yet!”

“Nah. Just remembered I didn’t lock the pasture gate. Don’t need any livestock getting out on the road.”

“That’s for sure! Let me go put it all in a box for you.”

She would have refused, but there were all those mouths to feed. Sure, you weren’t supposed to feed animals restaurant food, but if you’d paid for it anyway… Besides, keeping food on hand was a struggle. And what kitten, guinea hen, or donkey wouldn’t like a bit of potato?

While she waited, Aaron stood up, helped Esmeralda to her feet, and they strolled toward the register.

“Hey, there.” Aaron greeted her first, his smile the same, warm smile he greeted her with anytime they met. Esmeralda’s thin lips pulled up at the ends and she linked an arm through her man’s.

I don’t give a darn, Luz thought. She wished she had the nerve to tell the redhead she could just have him. She wasn’t in the market, and wouldn’t compete for a man anyway. She’d learned that lesson well, and you’re only stupid if you don’t learn the first time around…

“Hi, Luz. How’s it going?”

“Good, Aaron.” She took the bag Pam brought back just then, and managed a smile that included all three. “Thanks, Pam. Nice to see you, Esmeralda.”

“You, too,” the redhead responded coldly, nudging Aaron towards the counter. “Pay and let’s go.”

“You gonna eat all that, Luz?” Pam asked. “Or are all those spoiled critters gettin’ a treat?”

Aaron turned around, pocketing his receipt. “Horses eat leftovers?” he asked curiously.

Pam shot Luz a puzzled glance, but didn’t say anything else when Luz frowned at her.

“Of course not.” She hoisted the large bag, aware that Pam knew much more about the menagerie than Aaron had figured out. “Midnight snack.”

“Better be careful,” Esmeralda warned. “Those are the worst kind.” Again, she stepped back into Aaron. “If you’re talking about food, anyway.”

They turned to go, but suddenly Aaron stopped. “Oh, I know! Esme told me you were waiting for your—boyfriend?”

“Aaron!” Esmeralda hissed.

“But—”

“Let’s go! Can’t you see Luz doesn’t want to talk?”

Aaron’s mouth opened, but nothing came out. Luz couldn’t think of anything to say to him, either, so she watched as the other woman led him out into the night.

“Idiot!” she muttered, as she handed a card to the cashier to pay for her food. So Esmeralda had told him there was a man in her life? Well, hell. At least she’d been lucky enough not to fall for a man as gullible as Aaron Estes. As easily dominated. As…she bit back the word hot, and drew a deep breath.

At least she’d been lucky enough not to fall hard for a man like Aaron Estes.

• • •

Tears ran down Luz’s face as she bent over the pit bull’s battered body. Cautiously she reached a gloved hand toward it. The dog lifted her head slightly. Her eyes pleaded for help and shrieked hurt. Gently, Luz patted the broad head.

She wasn’t a pit bull person. Here in Rose Creek they weren’t as popular as in urban areas, like San Antonio to the north or Laredo to the south. But the mangled animal didn’t deserve to die on the side of the road. She pushed the vet’s button on her phone.

“Hey, girl.” Dr. Ann Cottwell’s voice came on immediately, crisp and reassuring. “Let me guess—Candy got herself caught in a neighbor’s barbed wire, or a pony got a foot through your floor again?”
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