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To my parents, who made my life possible.

	
Chapter One

				That damned rooster was crowing again.

				Brandt Conner pulled the pillow over his head and tried, in vain, to catch another five minutes’ worth of winks. When the rooster sang again, he cursed, slid the pillow aside, and glanced at the clock. Day was breaking outside, and his father would already be at the kitchen table poring over the newspaper and sipping his morning coffee. Brandt struggled from the warm blankets and, naked save for his underwear, plodded toward the closet. He pulled on the first pair of jeans he found — they were neatly folded so he figured they were clean — and quickly buttoned a flannel shirt across his chest. Socks and Western work boots completed the ensemble. In the bathroom, he did his business, finger-combed his hair, and yawned all the way down the stairs.

				It was never quiet in the old ranch house. The stairs squeaked, the ancient nails shifting in and out of the risers with each footstep. The walls settled and groaned at all hours of the day. The place was well-insulated behind the lath and plaster — it’d been blown in just two years earlier — but nothing could stop the march of time, the floors sloping here and there as the stone foundation settled beneath antique floor joists. Brandt knew it’d take a gut job to fix all that was wrong with the place, but his father insisted the house had great bones and would outlast them all. A noncommittal “maybe” was the only answer Brandt could ever muster in most situations.

				Mitchell Conner sat in his regular chair at the kitchen table, the one he’d repaired with nails and wood glue more than a few times. It squeaked and groaned like everything else in the house. He shared his son’s brown hair, though it’d gone grey at the temples a long time ago, matching his weathered face. He sipped from his coffee cup — he drank it black, stout enough to walk on its own, never adding milk or sugar. Brandt had tried that once, and found out quickly that he’d rather drink tar or crude oil than to ever again try coffee without milk.

				“Good afternoon,” Mitchell joked. Brandt considered a rancorous comeback for a moment before he reconsidered. It was just his father’s way, he knew — he’d been trying for twenty-five years to turn his only child into an upright man, and maybe he’d succeeded. Brandt still lived at home and helped take care of the ranch, despite his college degree. The degree was superfluous, however, because Brandt had never wanted to be anything but a cattle rancher. Being a cowboy was as easy as breathing; being a dutiful son was more difficult. Brandt took a seat at the table, and kept his thoughts to himself. His mother, Laura, was a tad gentler, a more sympathetic counterpoint to her gruff husband.

				“Good morning, sweetheart,” she said, her back turned to him. She stood over the range, the newest appliance in the house, and plated breakfast for him. She rested a hand lightly on his shoulder as she set eggs, toast, and bacon before him, joining it a moment later with a glass of milk.

				“Thanks, Mom,” Brandt said before he picked up his fork and dug in. This was usually the calmest, most serene part of his day: dishes clinking together, the rustling of the newsprint as his father flipped through it. His father read the paper deliberately, quietly, and Brandt could never remember him voicing an opinion over its contents. He and Laura made small talk as she ate her own breakfast, and that was that.

				“Brandt.” Mitchell folded the paper closed and father and son locked eyes.

				“Yeah, Dad?”

				“Don’t forget I need you to head into town this morning and pick up that new roll of fence at the farm store.”

				Brandt chewed for half a minute before he answered. “You don’t need me to check the herd this morning?”

				Mitchell shook his head quickly. “I’ll get Rawlings to help me with that. Besides, you need a better rapport with people. Most everyone finds you a little … ” Brandt’s mouth dropped in a frown at one corner. “Broody.”

				Brandt lifted an eyebrow. “Okay. As soon as I’m done eating, I’ll head into Layton.” He cleared his throat. “Is it on your tab or … ”

				Mitchell pulled a wad of cash from his pocket and passed it across the table — five twenty-dollar bills. “That oughta cover it.” He shoved his chair back, its legs scraping the pine boards, and stood. “Drive safe, son.” He pulled his hat from a hook near the back door and left without another word.

				“He’s not trying to be harsh,” Laura insisted, and Brandt knew it was to his benefit to listen. “He’s just from a different generation. Warmth is not his strong suit.”

				Brandt nodded and finished his breakfast. “I know,” he replied, shoving the bills in his jeans. He stood, grabbed his cowboy hat, and nearly had it slung atop his head before he remembered to give his mother a kiss on the cheek. “Later, Mom. Don’t work too hard today.”

				She smiled up at him warmly, both hands locked around her own cup of coffee. “I’ll try not to, sweetie.”

				The Conner ranch covered not quite forty-five acres on the outskirts of Layton, a town where everyone was a farmer, a future farmer, or a farmer’s daughter. This was the section of Kentucky that featured gently rolling meadows, a safe respite from the rocky foothills and limestone canyons that dotted points north and east, the verdant pastures and meadows providing ample land for cattle grazing. Other farms featured a passel of hogs, goats, even sheep, but the Conners never cottoned to anything but beef cattle and poultry. And that was just fine with Brandt — cattle were enough work, and he’d been dragging pails of milk and baskets of eggs in the house since he was big enough to walk. It was a lifestyle that both his parents were born into, and complaining about it wouldn’t have done much good — he had an advantage on both of them, having been indoctrinated in the importance of a college education by his parents from an early age. He’d read Shakespeare, researched in that big library until his eyes had gone crossed, learned all about the difference between the philosophies of Aristotle and Plato, and earned that four-year degree. There were times, when he was alone with his thoughts, that he couldn’t understand why all of it was so important — it wasn’t like he’d ever had to recite a sonnet down at the farm store. You asked for feed, or fence wire, or iodine. You paid the clerk or had it put on your father’s tab. Not exactly rocket science.

				There was some advantage to being an only child, and primary beneficiary of his parents’ affections. If Mitchell was somewhat gruff and distant, Brandt had never wanted for anything. His closet was full of flannels and jeans, and he had plenty of nice boots and warm coats. Good gloves that kept his hands from getting raw and chapped in the winter. A few nice Stetson hats. A black truck that was in his name and still under warranty. His dad paid only the insurance, and upkeep otherwise fell on his shoulders. As hard as ranch life could be from time to time, Brandt figured he was luckier than most — how many kids got to live out a childhood dream every day of their adult lives?

				It was early spring, the world outside the truck windows greening back to life. The redbuds were still colored with their bright blooms, the green leaves a few days away from bursting forth. Brandt cracked his window long enough to get a taste of the chilled air, then powered it back up and into place. It was a few miles into Layton, and this was the biggest stretch of quiet he ever got to experience. There was no silence to be found on the ranch, whether in or out of the house. There was always something more to do, something else to worry over, someone yelling for you to get your muddy damned boots off the back porch … 

				Here in the truck, though, he heard nothing but the hum of the engine and his subtle breathing. He rolled on toward town, past the high school with its brand-new bleachers and running track paved in broken asphalt. In his years there, he’d consistently baffled the track coach, who couldn’t figure out why someone with a sprinter’s legs didn’t try out for the team. Brandt had always shrugged it off; he’d outrun a few bulls in his time, mainly because he didn’t listen to his father’s carefully-worded warnings not to piss them off. No matter — he’d never been injured on the ranch, aside from Mitchell reaming him up one side and down the other. Laura always defused conflict before it reached critical mass, a better peacemaker than anyone at the Ambassador’s table.

				Brandt had always been closer to his mother, from the time he was born. Mitchell had taught him everything there was to know about ranching, how to brand a cow or inoculate a calf, even how to turn a bull into a steer, but so much of that was technical, distant, as though the elder Conner was keeping his son at arm’s length. “Do this, not that. Stand up straight, don’t pout.” And so it went. Maybe that was the real reason he’d been marched off to college, he considered, pulling his truck into a diagonal space at the front of the farm store.

				To keep him and his father from coming to blows.

				• • •

				Different day, same routine.

				In the week since Marissa Sloan had started her job at Layton Farm and Supply Company, she’d done the same tasks each day: swept the floor every morning before they opened for business, but not before she’d inventoried and straightened all the shelves, wiped down the checkout counter, and started the coffee in the employee lounge that was little more than a cubbyhole between the restroom and storeroom. The manager, Mona Larkin, was a longtime friend of her mother who’d secured this job for her. The only stipulation was that she had to move from her hometown, not quite fifty miles away, which was no hardship — she had nothing holding her there, and thus far her college degree had proven useless. She was now renting the apartment above the farm store, the one that always smelled like seasoned lumber and feed corn. As she put away the broom, she gave the store a once-over — the interior was covered in aged wood, and looked like it would turn into a tinderbox if she breathed on it too warmly. Mona had given her a customary greeting as she unlocked the front door before heading back into the sanctuary of her office. Mona would never have made manager without a strong degree of nepotism — she didn’t display a whole lot of friendliness outside of superficial greetings: “Hi, how are you?” or “How is your (insert family member’s name here)?” was about as deep as she ever went. Still, Marissa was exceedingly grateful for this job, and the opportunity to earn a paycheck. She’d been without both for too long.

				She was settling in for another standard day, her butt planted firmly on a stool beside the cash register, when her world was knocked sideways. He ambled into the store, coughing as dust motes filled the air, a hitch barely noticeable in his gait. The white Stetson was pushed low, shielding his eyes from view. As he stepped close to the counter, she looked up into his gaze.

				Her eyes swept over a wiry, rangy frame, his jeans and shirt well broken-in. He pushed up the brim of his hat and she caught her first glimpse of those green eyes — darker than an oak leaf, closer in hue to a blade of grass. His face was lightly tanned, nearly blending in with his brown hair. He had a sharp jawline but little else to distinguish an otherwise handsome face. When their gazes met, the back of her neck went hot, and she was suddenly relieved she’d worn her hair down that day. He cleared his throat and gave her a small smile.

				“Good morning,” he said in a roughened timbre.

				“Good morning,” she replied.

				“I’m here to pick up an order,” he murmured.

				“Okay,” she said, a little taken aback by his abruptness. She rifled in her pocket until she found the key that opened the storage locker under the counter, the usual place where special orders were housed.

				“Haven’t seen you around here before,” he continued, and she noted he’d shoved his hands in his pockets. Don’t look at his pockets, she chided herself. Don’t look anywhere but his eyes — beautiful, green, mysterious.

				“I just started this week … ” she said, trailing off as Mona entered the corner of her vision. She’d undoubtedly heard the whoosh of air when their first customer arrived for the day and come to supervise. Marissa reminded herself once more that she needed this job and would slowly have to earn Mona’s respect.

				“Brandt,” Mona said, somewhat tersely.

				“Mrs. Larkin,” he replied.

				“I noticed your mama wasn’t in church Sunday. I hope she’s feeling okay.”

				He nodded politely, but Marissa noted the square set of his jaw, as though speaking required great effort for him. “She was feeling a little under the weather. She’s fine now.”

				“Good,” Mona replied. Marissa set the bundle of electric fence atop the counter and Mona shot her a mildly exasperated look. “Don’t forget the insulators, Marissa. They should be right alongside the fencing.”

				Marissa found the bag of yellow plastic insulators immediately and laid them next to the fence. She was perceptive enough to notice the uncomfortable pose displayed by manager and customer, standing far apart on the other side of the counter, as though a chasm had opened between them. She wondered what that was all about, and then realized it was none of her business.

				“Brandt,” Mona said in a measured tone, “this is Marissa Sloan. She just started working for us.” He extended his hand across the counter and she shook it. His handshake was firm, the skin warm and work-hewn.

				“Nice to meet you,” he said.

				“Likewise,” she replied. She noted quickly that he couldn’t speak to anyone without meeting their eyes. Eye contact wasn’t her strong suit but this cowboy or whatever he was had her seemingly hypnotized. Their hands parted and he looked down at his purchases before meeting her eyes again.

				“How much do I owe you?” She totaled the items, told him the price, and money and change was traded.

				“Do you need a receipt?”

				He nodded. “Tax purposes. You understand.”

				“Of course,” she said, playing along. She dropped the receipt in his bag and he started to go. “Have a nice day,” she quickly remembered to say.

				He gave her an appraising look, then spared another smile. “You too, ma’am,” he said, touching the brim of his hat. She watched him the whole way, only breaking her stare when he disappeared and the door closed behind him. She felt the blush creep along her neck again, her insides turning molten. She met Mona’s eyes — she swore they were black, a totally unnatural color for anyone’s irises — and found them staring back at her hard.

				“Who was that?” Marissa asked, trying to keep her tone nonchalant and disinterested.

				Mona frowned. “Brandt Conner. His family owns a big cattle ranch outside of town.”

				“Cattle ranch?” She gave her boss a quizzical stare. “I thought people called them farms around here.”

				She shook her head. “Most do, but I guess the Conners have a better PR agent.” She laughed under her breath. “Most farms have a variety of animals, but the Conners only deal in cattle. And they keep a few chickens around for eggs.”

				Marissa stared at her fingers as she began tapping them on the plastic covering that formed the top of the counter. “He seemed friendly.”

				“Oh, he is,” Mona retorted. Their eyes met again, and Marissa didn’t like what she saw there.

				“You said his name was Brandt?”

				Mona nodded. “You’d be wise to wipe that interested look off your face, young lady. Brandt is a first-class player. His parents might just as well install a turnstile at the top of their stairs. He’s already left a trail of broken hearts from there to here,” she said, sweeping her hand from the front of the store to the back. “If you’re looking for love, come to church with me this week. There are plenty of well-spoken, God-fearing men there who are looking for long-term commitment. With Brandt Conner, commitment lasts about as long as it takes to get his pants off.”

				“I’ll try to remember that, Mona,” Marissa replied quietly, anxious for the woman to be out of her hair and no longer spouting gibberish. She’d literally gazed upon Brandt for the first time five minutes ago — and while she was undoubtedly attracted, she hardly needed Mona to dissuade her from anything. She was old enough at twenty-four to make her own decisions, to form her own view of the world. Her own father had shown her that male reliability was not a given, and her luck with past boyfriends had been mixed. But this was a new town, a fresh start, and Mona was the only person here she knew. As her manager walked back to the safety of her office, Marissa couldn’t help but think she’d like to add Brandt to her short list of friends. With Mona’s door shut tight, she pulled a ledger from beneath the counter and scanned its alphabetical listings. The Conners had a standing account, and looked to be frequent customers. With any luck, she’d see Brandt again soon.

				Time would tell.

	
Chapter Two

				Brandt turned the radio up on his drive home, beleaguered from that one short trip to the farm store. Nothing like a visit with Mona to turn a man’s entire day to shit in a hurry. He rolled his eyes and kept his focus on the road ahead. He’d be home soon enough, listening to cows bellow. Listening to his father bellow. “God,” he said aloud. “Sometimes I’d just like to run away from it all and never come back.” No matter how much he loved the ranch, there were days that he thought his head might explode. He turned under the ranch sign and pulled up into the driveway, and found his father standing near the barn with Brandt’s best friend, Rawlings McCoy.

				Brandt couldn’t remember a time when he and Rawlings weren’t friends — the origin went back further than either of them could recollect, and Rawlings had pretty much grown up on the Conner Ranch. Without indicting the McCoys too harshly, Brandt knew that Mitchell and Laura had done a better job of rearing Rawlings than his own parents had. The McCoys had just had too damned many kids, with middle-child Rawlings falling through the cracks but always finding a safe haven at the Conner home. He might just as well have been Brandt’s brother — he had a lighter shade of brown hair, brown eyes, and they were about the same height. If Rawlings wore a tall enough boot, they could see eye-to-eye. Upon reaching his eighteenth birthday, Rawlings had left home and moved to a small bunkhouse on the ranch and set about learning everything there was to know about beef cattle. He considered that his form of higher education. Brandt had been away at college, and in some ways Rawlings had been the stand-in son, though it had long been clear that Mitchell and Laura loved him not as a surrogate child but as if he was their own. Brandt couldn’t imagine loving that guy more if they were blood kin. Not that men ever talked about love in such a manner. It was enough knowing that he and Rawlings always had each other’s backs.

				Rawlings lifted a hand to wave at him as he pulled his truck into park and rolled down the window. Mitchell was, as usual, more subdued.

				“I want you two to get that fence completed today,” Mitchell reminded them. “We don’t need any escapees this year.” Brandt recalled how they’d spent the better part of two days last year, in the hottest part of summer, trying to round up two stray calves than had gone in search of a fresher pond. He went off milk for a week after that one, the very sight of it turning his stomach.

				“Yes, sir,” Rawlings replied.

				“Yeah, Dad,” Brandt said in his usual monotone. “We’ll get right on it.” Rawlings was sliding into his truck just as quickly as he engaged the door lock, and Brandt pulled into drive without sparing his father another glance. They were headed across the ranch, but his mind remained firmly on Marissa.

				“I shut off the breaker.” Rawlings pointed out, clearly eager to start conversation. “Mitch told me not to forget and I didn’t.”

				“Good man,” Brandt replied.

				“What’s wrong?”

				“Hmm?”

				“You and your dad. There’s enough tension between the two of you to pull a four-wheeler out of the mud.”

				“Same old, same old,” he murmured. “Dad always seems to think I lack initiative or I’m just too damned lazy to care. He doesn’t consider that I might just be a quiet sort of fellow.”

				“Uh-huh,” Rawlings teased, adjusting his black hat. “So how was Layton this morning?”

				“Uneventful.” Brandt bobbed his wrist atop the steering wheel. He could practically drive this section of pasture blindfolded, and with one finger. It was smooth, free of obstructions, one of the herd’s favorite grazing spots. “They’ve got a new girl working down at the farm store.”

				Rawlings’s already bright face lifted even more. “What’s she look like, man?”

				Brandt tried to remember her in his mind’s eye: long, straight blonde hair, halfway down her back, not fixed any special way. Cute nose, cute mouth, nice, round face. Blue eyes, maybe? He couldn’t recall. Sweet voice. Breasts straining against her shirt. Skin that he was already eager to taste. “She was freakin’ hot, man. She looked good.”

				“When was the last time you got laid?” Rawlings asked without preamble. Brandt nearly choked on his own saliva. He did a few mental calculations before answering.

				“It’s been a while,” he surmised. “What about you?”

				Rawlings laughed. “Um, what year is it?” Brandt gave him a quick glance and their eyes met. “Exactly. It’s been that long.”

				Brandt shook his head. “Dry spell for both of us.”

				“What about Dee Wilson?” Rawlings asked, recovering quickly from his embarrassment.

				Brandt chuckled hoarsely. “A part of me wanted her. You know which part. Luckily my brain said no, and that’s what I listened to.” He shook his head again. “Do you know how many men she’s tried to rope into engagements by saying, ‘Oops, I’m pregnant’? And then it turns out there’s never a baby. I didn’t trust her not to poke holes in the condom.”

				“Speaking of women, did you see Mona?”

				Brandt groaned. “Unfortunately.” The truck hit a bump and they both bounced against the seatbelts. “She still hasn’t gotten over it.”

				“She thinks you broke her daughter’s heart.”

				He laughed ruefully. “I may have been dating Britt Larkin, but I wasn’t the only man she was seeing. You know what I mean.”

				Rawlings snorted. “You ain’t gotta paint me a picture, Conner. I guess what Mama don’t know won’t hurt her.”

				“Maybe.” Brandt parked along the edge of the ranch and shut down his engine. “I don’t know where this reputation came from that I’m some kind of hound dog. All I ask for is monogamy in a relationship. Even if I know it’s never going amount to nothing more than good sex, I’m still a one-woman man.”

				“Hell,” Rawlings said. “I’d settle for just the good sex at this point.”

				Brandt smiled. “You’ve gotta get off this ranch a little more often, pal. Get out into town, see what’s happening in the real world.”

				“Like you, loverboy? Flirting at the farm store?” Brandt grinned and gathered up his supplies. Rawlings already had the pliers in his coat and was itching to work.

				“Maybe,” he said.

				“So what’s this mystery girl’s name?”

				Brandt closed the door behind him and checked the old wire. It wasn’t hot, so he and Rawlings set to work removing it and the worn insulators from atop the metal stakes.

				“I think it was Marissa. Mona introduced us, albeit reluctantly. Like I was radioactive sludge all young women should avoid.”

				Rawlings removed the insulators while he coiled the wire, brittle and rusted in places. “Maybe you oughta tell her the truth.”

				Brandt was careful not to unleash a huge laugh at that one. “Mrs. Larkin, I hate to break it to you, but your twenty-five year-old daughter isn’t a virgin. In fact, she’s had more bedmates than the average young man of her age.” He smirked at his best friend. “That’d go over like a lead balloon.”

				“Good point.”

				“Besides,” he continued, “unless you’re like my parents and marry the only person you’ve ever dated, it’s hard to get through life without breaking someone’s heart. I didn’t like the way things went down between us but you don’t see me running around town besmirching her good name.”

				“That’s because you, Mr. Conner, are a gentleman,” Rawlings said in a good-natured, albeit affected, tone. They walked slowly with the new coil of fencing, unspooling it and securing it with insulators as they went. Rawlings held the coil as Brandt hammered each section into place. “Had you ever seen this Marissa before?”

				Brandt shook his head. “Uh-uh. Must not be from around here or we’d have seen her in school at some point. She’s probably about our age, if I had to guess.”

				“Blonde, brunette, or redhead?”

				“Blonde — natural too.”

				“Nice.”

				“I don’t know, Rawlings,” he said, pausing to stare at a copse of trees. “It feels kind of like … ”

				“Like what?” he asked with carefully veiled impatience.

				“Like I just got hit by a bolt of lightning.”

				When they worked together, and on a fairly basic task, they generally finished with time to spare. Still, they inspected each yard of fence carefully — Rawlings, eager to impress his boss, and Brandt, less than eager to hear from his father that he’d missed something. Brandt found that there was something of a burden to being an only child — true, he didn’t have to fight a sibling for a place in the ranch, but he also couldn’t make one misstep without it being viewed a catastrophe. Laura had told him once or twice that they’d tried for other children, but it just wasn’t meant to be. She was happy to have one perfect child, while Brandt figured Mitchell had resigned himself to the prospect many years earlier. Sometimes Brandt felt sorry for his father — and other times, he just felt sorry for himself. Then again, he thought, there was Rawlings — big family and no place to fit in. Thank God they were friends. Thank God Rawlings was the buffer he needed, the one Mitchell never had to criticize.

				“You wanna come over to my place for lunch?” Rawlings asked excitedly. They were climbing back in the cab now, and Brandt slung the old, rusted wire in the bed of his truck.

				“What you got?” he asked with a smile.

				“Chili in the crockpot. Made it myself,” Rawlings said proudly.

				His smile was contagious, and before he knew it, Brandt was grinning like a fool. “Sure,” he answered. “I’d love to.”

				• • •

				“I saw my brother this weekend.”

				Brandt had been glancing around the bunkhouse, the place every inch a bachelor pad. The entertainment center had been constructed from concrete blocks and two-by-fours, and was as sturdy as anything from a furniture showroom. The couch and chairs were mismatched. Even the dining table was a cast-off from the Conner home, now down to two spindly chairs. The nicest thing in the whole place was the television — and maybe the crockpot.

				“He’s married, right?” Brandt asked to fill dead space in the air. He knew Rawlings wasn’t close to his brother or three sisters — or was it four? — so he didn’t press the issue.

				Rawlings handed him a steaming bowl, the room now redolent with the scents of tomatoes, chili powder, and saltine crackers. They both dove into their lunch without hesitancy. “Yeah,” he answered around a mouthful of hamburger and beans. “They just had a baby boy.”

				Brandt nodded. “Saw that in the paper.”

				“Uh-huh.” He swallowed, then grimaced a bit. “He said Dad didn’t even drop by the hospital.”

				Brandt noted the sadness behind his friend’s eyes, the carefully-crafted exterior. On the outside, Rawlings was stainless steel. On the inside, he craved love as much as anyone. “That sucks.” He swallowed and cleared his throat. “They’re happy though, right? Brady and his wife?”

				“Yeah,” he replied, his face lifting. “Pretty rare and special thing, that, when you look at where we came from.”

				“You’re happy,” Brandt prodded. “Huh? Huh?” He grinned until Rawlings joined him.

				“I guess,” he said with a quick laugh. “I have a great job and a pretty good life. Mitch treats me like I’m blood.”

				“You’ll always be welcome around here,” Brandt said, cocking his head to one side for emphasis. “Though someday, I figure one of us is gonna get married and move off the place.”

				“Shit, no,” Rawlings protested. “Remember when we were kids, and we swore we’d never get married?”

				Brandt nodded. He finished his chili and laughed. “We also swore we’d never kiss a girl. I guess that’s a promise both of us have broken.”

				“More than once,” Rawlings agreed. He stood and carted the two bowls to the sink. “Hey, maybe this Marissa girl will have a friend, and we could double date.”

				Brandt laughed some more. “I just met the girl, I’m pretty sure she doesn’t even know my last name, but you’re creating a relationship for me and you. Smooth, guy, smooth.”

				Rawlings leaned back against the counter, crossing one booted ankle over the other. “They always did say I was a crafty devil, Brandt.”

				“And they were right,” Brandt agreed, his mouth broadening into a huge smile as he simply shook his head.

				• • •

				Marissa had survived another day. She hung up her sales clerk tag for the evening.

				Mona had given her first the stink-eye and then the cold shoulder, presumably for daring to even smile and then show interest in Brandt. What was she supposed to do — ignore the cowboy whom she didn’t know from Adam based on a snippet of small-town gossip? That didn’t constitute good customer service, and coming from her background, she knew better than to take another’s jaundiced word seriously.

				As a small-town girl herself, the progeny of an absentee father and a mother who meant well but often stumbled along life’s journey, Marissa was well-versed in the power of slings and arrows, barbs others cast without realizing she was within earshot. Oh, they’d always apologize: “I didn’t mean anything by it, dear,” but only because they’d been caught. She’d never gone hungry — her mother had worked to ensure that Marissa always had the essentials — so what right did anyone have to put her down? If she never saw Brandt again or he dropped by every day with a cup of coffee, it was certainly none of Mona’s business.

				“I’m overly defensive,” Marissa whispered to herself, “and great at creating fantasy relationships inside my own head.” Which was true, to a degree. She had no actual memories of her father, only old photos. He’d left before she’d developed an awareness of him, even a sensory memory. Some fathers smelled like tobacco or sawdust or peppermint, but her father just smelled absent. She imagined, often, what he looked like now, how he must be aging, his sandy blonde hair turning platinum with age. To her knowledge he’d never remarried or had other children, but she also lacked even basic knowledge aside from his address, inked in on yearly correspondence. He sent her a birthday card, like clockwork, arriving in the correct week each year. And that was it — he sent a check, so he must have a job, some livelihood that occupied his days. Marissa wished, perhaps foolishly, that she might occupy his thoughts, if he ever wondered how she was, not as the product of a short-lived marriage but as his progeny, a flesh-and-blood thing with hopes and dreams and fears and petty annoyances. Maybe she’d never find out.

				She was at the supermarket now, muttering to herself as she examined canned foods. She’d never really developed a taste for any particular cuisine. She would eat pretty much anything her mother cooked, and was glad to have it, just the two of them eating quietly in their yellow kitchen. If her mother had been pissed or disappointed at being left to raise her daughter alone, she never let it show. She’d worked to get Marissa the best life and education possible, even as the worry lines formed along her eyes and mouth year after year. Or perhaps Marissa was wrong, and her mother cried alone in her room at night, her hands aching after another eight-hour shift at the cardboard box plant.

				Marissa felt a sudden pang of guilt at moving to Layton, even though her mother had encouraged it, finagled the job for her. How lonely she must be, with Marissa miles away, in another state. She resolved then to call her that night, even if the minutiae of her day were pretty boring. She had kind of met a hot cowboy. That was worth sharing.

				She was switching a box of spaghetti in her cart for a box of penne when a familiar shock of red hair caught her eye. No, it couldn’t be. “Rowan?”

				A tall woman with curly red hair turned around, her face of surprise turning quickly into a smile. “Marissa Sloan, how in the hell are you?” They exchanged a quick hug. Marissa and Rowan had never been that tight in high school, but they’d been casual friends, sharing a lot of the same classes and even a few group projects.

				“I’m good,” she replied, still a little bewildered. “How … ”

				“How did I wind up in Layton?” she guessed. She moved her shopping cart out of the middle of the aisle, where she’d been tying up traffic. Marissa nodded. “I moved here last year, took a teaching job at the high school. It’s been pretty good, actually. The kids here are curious and willing to learn, or at least more so than the ones from my student teaching days. It’s been refreshing, to say the least.”

				“I just moved here last week,” Marissa replied. “It seems like a nice place to live.”

				“Do you know anyone around here?” Rowan inquired. “I’ve mainly just met colleagues at school.”

				“A few people,” Marissa said. “Mainly the Larkins, who own the farm store. My mom knows the manager, Mona, from way back. And after two years of unemployment, I was ready for the first thing that came along.”

				Rowan frowned. “I hear that. You finished college, right?”

				Marissa nodded. “I spent hours working on graduate school applications and essays, burned through entire weekends focused on nothing but. I had all these ideas and plans about how I wanted to parlay my degree into something therapeutic. Joke was on me, I guess. No graduate school wanted me, nor did any employer.”

				“That really sucks,” Rowan answered. Marissa could see the genuine empathy and concern emitting from her green eyes. “I’ll keep my ears open for any job openings in the school system.” She glanced around quickly, checking for eavesdroppers or anyone within earshot. It wasn’t a large store. “Just between you and me, if you’d be willing to complete the requirements, you’d make a far better guidance counselor than those hacks at school.”

				Marissa laughed. “We had those in our day too, didn’t we?”

				“Uh-huh.”

				“Anyway, I’d appreciate that.” Marissa looked in her cart, noticed that she was buying pasta but no sauce, cereal but no milk. She really was a space cadet. “Look, I should give you my phone number. That way I can say I have at least one friend in town.”

				Rowan opened her purse and began to jot down her contact information. “Are you married yet?”
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