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Chapter 1

Trouble rolled into downtown Sweet on the spinning wheels of a yellow Hummer. Inside the gas guzzler, the crew for cable TV’s makeover show My New Town waved their arms out the windows to the legions of enthusiasts extending a big Texas welcome.

On an ordinary day, there wasn’t much to attract outsiders to a town that progress had ignored. No interstate to bring in the tourists—­just a poorly paved road with too many ruts to be comfortable even in the most luxurious limousine. With the exception of Goody Gum Drops—­the candy store painted like a peppermint stick—­most of the town’s cedar-­sided shops were faded with age. Their metal overhangs more rust than steel. Their signs in various stages of chip and peel.

A few years back, Mayor Gary Gleason had promised to put a little zing into the ancient buildings that lined Main Street. Talk was he never got any further than the side-­street boutique rumored to have a back room that sold naughty lingerie and large quantities of AA batteries.

Frustrated with the mayor’s lack of gumption, the over-­seventy crowd who met on a daily basis at Bud’s Nothing Finer Diner for coffee, pie, and gossip, put their gray-­haired heads together. They conjured up the outrageous idea to contact a reality makeover show to come in and give the town a face-­lift.

The harebrained proposition churned up gossip for weeks and kept the town abuzz, like the hive wreaking havoc below the marquee at the Yellow Rose Cinema.

So on this steamy summer day, with wildflowers dotting the meadows and a curtain of brilliant blue draped across the sky, Tinsel Town came calling.

Everyone was excited about the change.

Everyone except Reno Wilder, who stood in the shade of the warped overhang above Wilder and Sons Hardware & Feed watching the parade of trucks and trailers thunder down Main Street.

Dust and gravel kicked up in the wake of the intruders as the community jumped up and down like they were at a Rangers doubleheader.

Arms folded across his chest, Reno leaned a shoulder against a rough-­hewn post and crossed one booted ankle over the other. The muscles in his neck tightened as he shook his head.

He wanted no part of this insanity.

There wasn’t a damn thing wrong with his hometown.

Sure, it was a little weathered at the wings. Tarnished at the joints. But that’s what gave it character and charm. Yeah, maybe the place had been established in the mid 1800s, and all the downtown buildings were original. What was wrong with that? He liked historic. Traditional. If folks wanted new and trendy, they could go to Austin. He liked his little town just the way it was—­like his favorite pair of boots. A little worn at the heels but real comfortable.

“They’ve all lost their minds.” The statement came out a grumble.

“Come on.” Former Army Ranger Aiden Marshall chuckled as he dumped the bag of dog food he’d just purchased into the bed of his truck. He reached through the open window and gave the golden retriever and border collie waiting in the cab a rub between their ears. “This is the most excitement we’ve had since I came home from Afghanistan.”

Reno raised a brow. Within weeks of Aiden’s return, he’d reconnected with Paige Walker, the love of his life. Word had it a wedding was in the works. An invasion from Hollywood hardly seemed a fair comparison.

“Yeah, well, that would be the Army part of your brain working in the wrong direction.”

Aiden laughed out loud. “Then I guess that means the former Marine part of your brain is working overtime.”

“Semper Fi, my man.”

The good-­humored ribbing they tossed back and forth wasn’t unusual or meant to be unkind. Didn’t matter what branch of the military a man served, they were all brothers in arms. The joking helped bury the memories they’d rather forget. Eased the pain that still lingered.

After one of the darkest days in America, many enlisted. That list included Reno and his brothers. Aiden and his best friends. Some came home. Some didn’t. Reno knew that grief too well.

“Think they brought any good-­lookin’ women with ’em?”

In unison, Reno and Aiden glanced down at the bald pate of the old codger standing between them. At eighty years old, Chester Banks was every bit the skirt chaser he’d been all his life. Reno didn’t know if Chester had been a handsome man in his youth; today he was all nose and sunken eyeballs.

“Doubt it,” Reno said. “Looks like you’ll have to stick with Gertie Finnegan. I hear she’s taking fox-­trot lessons over at the senior center just for you.”

“Pfft.” Chester waved an arthritic hand. “That woman ain’t got no sense. She should be learnin’ that cha-­cha like they do on Dancing with the Stars. ’Course, Gertie ain’t built like those hot little dancers.”

“Don’t expect she is.” Reno squinted against the glare bouncing off another truck bearing the TV show logo. “Hard to maintain a killer bod when you’re pushing ninety.”

Chester’s hopeful smile slid into the abyss. “Ain’t that a fact.”

“Paige mentioned something about the designer host’s name being Charli,” Aiden said.

“Probably light in the loafers.” Chester gave an all-­knowing nod.

“That’s an awfully big assumption,” Reno said.

The old man looked up at him. “I don’t see you pitchin’ a hissy over polka-­dot chintz or chandeliers with them dangly little crystals.”

“I’m not much into fabrics or lighting,” Reno agreed. “Unless my sheets need washing or my Maglite needs new batteries.”

“Exactly.” Chester said this in the same way one would holler, “Eureka!”

“Why are y’all standing over here?” All three men looked up as Paige Walker—­honey blond pony­tail swinging—­jogged toward them. “The party’s across the street.” She came to a stop in front of Aiden, grabbed hold of his T-­shirt with both hands and pulled him in for a kiss. Paige had always been a take-­what-­she-­wanted kind of girl. Not that Aiden seemed to mind.

“We can see fine from here,” Reno answered. Not that she was really listening. Reno’s heart cramped as he watched his buddy’s arms go around the woman he loved.

He’d had that once. That crazy, can’t-­get-­enough-­of-­her fire in his blood. Like everything else, he’d lost it. Tragically. Horribly. Unforgettably.

Never one to take no for an answer, Paige lifted her head, wrinkled her nose, and zeroed in on the weak link of the bunch. “Chester? Don’t you want a better look?”

“Ah.” He waved a shoofly hand. “I ain’t interested in no girly men.”

Paige laughed. “Girly men?”

“You know,” Chester said, doing a little dance on bowed legs. “The tiptoe-­through-­the-­tulips type. Like that Charli fella.”

“You mean Charlotte Brooks? The designer?”

Chester’s rheumy hazel eyes widened. “Charli’s a girl?”

“Was the last time I saw her on TV.” Knowing she’d won at least one of them over, Paige gave a victorious grin. “She’s kind of a knockout too.”

“Now you’ve done it,” Reno said, as Chester found a sudden giddy-­up to his get-­along.

“Y’all come on.” Halfway across the street, Chester waved the three of them over. “In case I have me a heart attack.”

“I’m good right here,” Reno mumbled. He had no intention of setting foot anywhere near those who planned to seek and destroy his quiet, humble little town.

“No, you’re not.” Paige grabbed both him and Aiden by the arm. “And if y’all are having any ideas of taking off for the hills, think again,” she added, “I’ve got on my running shoes.”

Didn’t matter that the front door to his hardware store stood wide open, Reno knew better than to mess with any female who had Texas running deep in her veins. They built them strong in the South. And when a Southern woman used that tone, they meant business. A lesson he’d learned years ago and would not soon forget.

Paige hauled them across the street and pushed them toward the front of the crowd, where the big yellow Hummer and parade of trucks had rolled to a stop at the curb of what the folks liked to call Town Square. In reality, it was only a patch of grass with a few trees, picnic tables, and a gazebo with half the roof gone from a random windstorm last spring. Yet more weddings and birthday parties took place there than anywhere else within a ten-­mile radius.

With the mayor directing the Hollywood interlopers, the Hummer cleared the curb and drove up onto the lawn, mashing the grass Ernie Mc­Greavy had spent hours the day before meticulously mowing. Like a swarm of killer bees, the crowd of locals surrounded the yellow monstrosity and let out a cheer when the doors popped open. Cameras were already rolling when four passengers stepped out—­a tiny blonde with a studious look and a clipboard hugged to her chest and a ragtag trio of men who looked as though they’d pounded a few nails—­or heads—­in their day.

The last to emerge was the driver—­a brunette in a snug skirt that hit her midcalf and a blouse that molded like a second skin over high, firm breasts, and a narrow waist. A tall, curvy brunette, whose ankles wobbled when she stepped down from the vehicle. A tall, curvy, smiling brunette, whose skyscraper heels sank deep into Ernie McGreavy’s perfectly clipped grass.

Reno covered a laugh with a cough.

Looked like Charli was going to find out fast that her big city ways—­and shoes—­wouldn’t fly in this small Texas town.

“Whoops!” She giggled as the mayor reached out to steady her. Then she looked up with wide eyes, and asked the crowd, “Do you mind if I dispense with propriety?”

The crowd responded with a cheer.

Reno watched in surprise as she reached down, pulled off her shoes, and instantly shrunk several inches. She wiggled her painted pink toes in Ernie’s grass with a long “Ahhhhhh.” Then she flashed another smile through full lips tinted a soft coral.

Paige had been right.

The woman was a knockout.

Appearances could be deceiving. Anyone knew that. While Reno had to admit that Charli made a pretty package, it wouldn’t take long for the rest of the town to realize what he already knew. They’d made a huge mistake. They’d send her and her cohorts packing faster than roaches out the kitchen door of Mabel’s Grits and Grog.

“This is going to be so much fun.” Beside him, Paige practically vibrated in her white sneakers. She grabbed hold of Aiden’s arm and grinned. “Maybe we can even pick up some design pointers for our B&B.”

For what seemed like the millionth time that day, Reno shook his head. If Paige took so much as a hammer to Honey Hill, her Aunt Bertie—­the elderly relative from whom she’d bought the place—­would pitch a hissy all the way from the Texas Rose Assisted Care facility.

A loud screech of feedback ripped Reno’s attention back to the mayor and the TV star. After brief introductions, she took the microphone like she’d been born to hold one in her hand. Reno imagined that manicured hand had probably never seen a day of hard work. Most likely she used it for pointing and ordering others around.

As she addressed the crowd, Reno watched her perfectly bowed lips break into another smile, which flashed her straight white teeth. You could tell a lot about a person from their smile—­though these days it was hard to tell with all the collagen, Botox, and veneers going around. He ran his tongue along the slight chip in his front tooth—­a gift he’d received during a tussle with his brother about fifteen years back. Not everyone came perfectly put together. Some folks were a little rougher around the edges.

All the better in his mind.

The makeover star made eye contact with several eagerly nodding folks in the pack of humans squished together, vying to be in a camera shot. In Reno’s book, direct eye contact spoke volumes about a person. If a man—­or a woman—­wouldn’t look you square in the eye, you’d best figure out how to defend yourself. He’d learned that the hard way. Had the scars to prove it. There were other wounds inside him too. The ones in his heart might be invisible to the eye, but that didn’t mean they weren’t just as devastating.

After several syrupy comments from Ms. Brooks about how happy she was to be there and how those on the show planned to give Sweet a shot in the arm and help turn it into a wonderful tourist destination, Reno had had enough. He started to back out of the crowd, only to be stopped by the woman who’d raised him.

“Where y’all going, son?” Jana Wilder stood barely tall enough to reach the bottom of his chin, but she wielded a mighty sword that he and his brothers yielded to—­if they valued their hides. And they did. On most days.

By the flash in her bright blue eyes and the tilt of her big blond hairdo, he knew he was about to be on the receiving end of a lecture. “Left the door open on the store,” he said. “Need to get back.”

“This is Sweet, sugarplum.” She reached up and patted the stubble shadowing his jaw. “Who’s going to pay attention?”

He angled his head toward the makeover crew. “Strangers in town.”

“Oh pooh. Don’t be silly. These nice folks came here fixin’ to help. Not rob us.”

“That’s a matter of opinion.”

His mother smiled. “Don’t be such a fuddy-­duddy.”

“Yeah.” Paige gave him an elbow nudge. “Lighten up a little.”

Reno looked for a little masculine support from Aiden and Chester. Knowing they’d be wasting their breath, they both shrugged. Tempted to go the battle alone, Reno put on his best glare. “Y’all might want to reconsider your enthusiasm before this town you love so much disappears. You let something like this in, next thing you know you’ll have a McDonald’s and Walmart on every corner.”

His mother chuckled. “Didn’t your daddy ever tell you that life was just one big ol’ adventure, and you’d best snatch it up with both hands?”

“Yes.” The day before he died, in fact. Reno fought back the huge sense of loss that remained as powerful today as the day two years ago, when they’d buried the man who’d saved his life.

“Then turn around and grab it,” his mother dared with a big smile.

As Reno turned back to the circus, he found Fancy Pants leaning into that big gas guzzler. Her efforts hiked up her skirt and gave him, and anyone else who cared to look, a splendid view of the backs of her firm thighs.

Chester let out a wolf whistle. Paige gave the old skirt chaser a poke in the ribs. Reno had to admit that as much as he did not want change in his little town, he was a man. One who recognized a gorgeous woman even as everything inside him tried to ignore the warning bells and whistles.

The gathered crowd waited with hushed whispers until the TV host backed out of the Hummer with something in her arms. That something happened to be a tiny, apricot-­colored poodle sporting a sparkling rhinestone collar.

Charlotte Brooks took a step forward, coming close enough for him to catch a whiff of her sweet perfume. Her brown eyes traveled down the length of his body and slowly climbed back up to his face. She flashed him a grin that seemed to say she approved.

“Hold Pumpkin for me, won’t you, handsome?” Her voice was the kind of sexy low and husky a man wanted to hear in the bedroom. Whispering his name. As she begged him to take her again and again.

The sensual spell she cast crashed down as she thrust her prissy pooch in his arms, then sauntered away to continue wowing the crowd.

Pumpkin?

Reno glanced down at the pathetic excuse of a dog shivering in his arms. For Christ’s sake, it had glitter-­painted toenails on its raccoonlike feet. Who the hell would do that?

Chester elbowed him, leering and nodding like a bobblehead figurine. “She likes you.”

Reno could barely think beyond the irritation burning through his veins. That was when something warm and wet spread across the front of his shirt.

Shocked, he stared down into bugged-­out brown eyes that silently said, “Oops.”





 

Chapter 2

Charli successfully extracted herself from the initial meet and greet in the little town square that needed a lot of her love and attention. It hadn’t taken more than a quick glance to realize the place had plenty of potential and that it was probably one of the most important locations for her to renovate. This was where the community gathered, and she had to make it extra special. While her producer might not feel the location was important enough to put on the list of places to spruce up, Charli would fight to the last donut to make it happen. All within her squeaky budget.

Earlier, in a quick glance around the crowd, she’d seen faces both young and old, eager and excited about the changes to come.

That was when she’d spotted him.

Tall, with stiff broad shoulders. Dark, with slightly curly hair. Handsome, with eyes a deep chestnut that glared at her as though she bore a triple-­six tattoo on the back of her skull.

He was exactly the type of man she was attracted to and equally the type she’d sworn herself to leave alone.

For months, she’d been on a boy bust. A hunk hiatus, so to speak. At least until she figured out why she kept choosing the same kind of man over and over. At least until she learned to be attracted to members of the opposite sex who weren’t looking to break her heart or bail like a Recon paratrooper.

Yet, as she looked into that striking face, something wicked inside her busted loose.

Those narrowed eyes had issued a challenge.

And she’d never been one to wuss out.

Charli didn’t understand his reasons for such a dark frown in a crowd full of smiles, but she sure as hell planned to find out. In a moment of sheer madness, she’d chosen him to hold her little traveling companion. Because, really, who wouldn’t want to cuddle with an adorable fluff of fur?

Oh sure, she could have held on to Pumpkin herself, but he’d thrown down the gauntlet. And, thanks to a hot wave of hormonal lunacy, she’d decided to pick it up.

While the rest of the crew chatted with the community and listened to enthusiastic ideas on how to renovate the town, Charli slipped away to rescue Pumpkin. She’d only meant for the scowling dark-­eyed hunk to hold on to her doggie for a few minutes while she gave the residents a quick rundown on what to expect in the coming six weeks. Instead, he’d stomped off in a large pair of cowboy boots toward Wilder and Sons Hardware & Feed.

During her years in design, Charli had learned that first impressions were critical. And Main Street—­the heart of Sweet, Texas—­was in desperate need of a better first impression. As they’d come through town, the hardware store’s sun-­bleached cedar
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Excerpt from Sweetest Mistake


Chapter 1

In the split second before hell exploded, Jackson Wilder picked up his weapon and pounded the bastard back. His hands were steady. His mind focused. Sweat rolled down his back from the heat and the adrenaline.

The memories.

He shoved away any weakness that taunted him from the edge and dared him to fail.

He would not.

Could not.

Ever again.

In his book, fighting a fire that threatened to destroy lives was no different than combating the enemy on the parched soils of Afghanistan.

Same battle.

Different villain.

The only variation? This war he had a better chance of winning.

He ignored the ache in his bones from the busy shift he’d just completed with the San Antonio Fire Department and gathered all the oomph he had left to fight this structure fire for the Sweet, Texas, volunteer station.

He’d do anything to protect his hometown. Hell, he’d even gone to war.

Still was if anyone paid attention.

Except he wasn’t really the heart-on-your-sleeve kind of guy, so most folks couldn’t see what went on inside his head or heart.

Those battles he fought alone.

On the battlefield, it didn’t matter if the weapon was a hose or a military assault rifle—it felt good in his hands. Felt right. It gave him a reason. A purpose. An opportunity to help others and sink his thoughts into something other than his own colossal fuck-ups.

And he’d made plenty.

As fire licked up the side of the house, he moved forward—daring it to jump to the roof. Like a living, breathing entity, it paused, seemed to look at him, and accept the dare. When it made its move, he shook his head.

He who blinks first gets their ass annihilated.

One slight shift of the hose shot bullets of water that split the flame. Weakened its power. Forced it into submission.

Today, he could claim victory.

Tomorrow? Who the hell knew.

Minutes later, he finished helping with overhaul, then climbed back up into the engine. Head dropped back and eyes closed, he endured some good-natured ribbing on the way back to the station from the group of volunteers made up of ranchers, lawyers, and shop owners. The camaraderie he shared with them was different than the one with the guys from the big-city station. But no less important. He’d grown up with some. Learned from others. Respected the hell out of all of them.

Back at the station, he’d barely kicked off his boots and shrugged out of his turnouts before fatigue sank deep. Too tired to stop and shower, he tossed a wave to the crew, and, behind him, the steel door slammed shut.

Anxious for a quick combat nap before he picked up his baby girl for their Wednesday-night visit, he shoved his sunglasses on and headed toward the big silver truck parked in the back lot. Once inside the cab, he stretched, yawned, and stuck the keys in the ignition. The engine turned over with a low growl, and he eased out toward the road.

In his thirty-one years, traffic in beautiful downtown Sweet had never been more than a trickle or two of farm vehicles or mom taxis on their way to pick up the kids at school or shuffle those same kids off to soccer practice or a 4-H meeting. But lately, since a few businesses had been revamped by the TV show My New Town, tourism had picked up. The traffic flow as well. He didn’t like it, but there wasn’t much he could do.

The county sheriff’s SUV cruised by, with its black deer guard gleaming in the late-afternoon sun. Jackson lifted his hand with the locals’two-fingered version of a wave. Instead of continuing down Main Street, the patrol car swerved into the fire station driveway and stopped. The window rolled down with a squeal.

“Been looking for you, Wilder.”

“Aw, hell. What’d I do now?”

Deputy Brady Bennett—childhood friend and local chick magnet—chuckled. “I’m sure there’s something. Lucky for you I don’t need to haul out the handcuffs this time.”

“Ever,” Jackson reminded him.

“Only because you never got caught.” Brady grinned, knowing he’d been in on some of those wild-ass and death-defying capers too. “And might I add that you aren’t dead yet.”

Jackson rolled his tense neck muscles. “Feel like it.”

“Busy shift?”

“Four structures in the big city. Just mopped up one here too.”

“Eckels’splace.” Brady pushed back his Stetson. “Heard that over the radio.”

“Yeah. The missus . set a hot pot of fryer oil next to the gas grill to let it cool off. The mister popped on the grill to cook some Brats for lunch.”

“Poof.”

“Yep.” Jackson flexed his fingers on the steering wheel. “Caught it before it hit the roof.”

“Lucky for them.”

Jackson nodded. “So what’s up?”

Brady squinted against the sun. “She’s back.”

“She who?” Jackson nearly shook his head at the pointless inquiry. He knew who by the immediate tingle up his spine. The instant rush through his heart.

“Ms. Abigail Morgan.” Brady glanced down at the computer between the seats, then back up again. “Or I guess she’s Mrs. Rich now.”

In more ways than one. “When?”

“Rolled in yesterday around noon. She’s over at her folks’ place.”

“They come back too?”

Brady shook his head. “Saw one of those personal storage containers and a foreign car in the driveway, so I stopped in to check on things. Renters moved out. Abby said she’s there to fix up the house and put it on the market.”

A tangle of emotion coiled in Jackson’s soul. It took everything he had to stay cool. Keep his tone even. Neutral. “How’d she look?” Sheesh. That hardly sounded superficial.

“Smokin’.”

Hell, he knew that too. Abby had always been beautiful. Ethereal. Like a woodland fairy. Even when she’d been missing her two front teeth or had the chicken pox all over her face.

“I meant did she look ... okay?”

Brady gave an almost imperceptible shrug of his uniformed shoulders. “Seemed fine.” Then he glanced down the road, narrowed his eyes as an F–350 zoomed past. “Well ... got to go catch me a speeder. Just thought you’d want to know.”

“Thanks.”

While Brady put the patrol car in reverse, Jackson sat there staring out the windshield. His head buzzed. Heart tingled. He lifted his fingers off the steering wheel one by one, then replaced them in the same systematic manner. The breath that lifted his chest stuttered.

She was back.

With a calm defying the current scramble in his brain, he eased the truck out onto Main Street and turned toward home.

Every place he passed on the way reminded him of her. Brought back memories of good times. Town Square—where they’d sat on the lawn with friends and listened to concerts beneath a hot summer sky. The high school where they’d laughingly raced through the halls, late again for class. The YellowRoseCinema, where they’d often double-dated and fought over the last kernel of a shared tub of popcorn. The used bookstore, which had once been a pet shop where Abby had worked for several months before recognizing animal cruelty and quit. She then proceeded to break in and rescue several cats, dogs, and even a chameleon she’d named Rainbow Brite.

He laughed at the memory because he’d been an accessory to the cause. An accessory who’d thanked god that Sheriff Mackey excused their indiscretion when he’d been witness to Abby’s grievance. The shop owner had been prosecuted, and Abby had personally found homes for all the animals.

Jackson’s fingers curled over the steering wheel. Squeezed until the muscles in his forearms popped.

Abby had been his confidante.

His partner in crime.

She’d been his first kiss.

The first girl he’d made love to.

His best friend—until the day almost seven years ago, when she betrayed him. Completely cut him out of her life.

No explanation.

No apology.

No good-bye.

Stopped at the intersection of Main and Stone Creek Road, he waited for Gladys Lewis and Arlene Potter—two of Sweet’s reigning gossip queens—to clear the crosswalk. A long, hard breath pushed from his lungs. He was exhausted and clearly not giving a whole lot of caution to his thoughts.

So what if Abby had hit the delete key next to his name in her book of life? No big deal that as his best friend she hadn’t been there for him after he’d witnessed his big brother being killed in Afghanistan. No big deal that as his best friend she hadn’t been there when his father had died from the heartbreak over the loss of his firstborn son.

No big deal.

He should be over it.

In his mind, he pictured her the last time he’d seen her.

Over it?

Yeah. Not so much.

When the crosswalk cleared, he put his hands on the wheel and flipped an illegal Uey.

She was back.

And he figured there wasn’t a better time than now to fill in the missing pieces.

 

The Morgans’ modest, rock-faced, two-story house sat in the heart of Bluebonnet Lane, surrounded by other bungalows and family-style residences. Since Abby’s childhood home had been rented out for several years it looked a little bedraggled. Other than that, there was nothing particularly unique about it.

Except for the huge storage container and the shiny silver Mercedes SL parked in the driveway.

With a pull of air into his lungs, he got out of the truck and moved up the concrete path that split the front yard. His heart worked overtime as he knocked on the door, slid his hands into his pockets, and stepped back to wait.

The last time he’d seen Abby, she’d stood with the rest of his family as he’d cupped her face in his hands and given her a quick good-bye kiss. At the time, he’d never imagined just how final the good-bye would be.

His mental wanderings snapped back as the front door creaked open and ... Holy shit.

Everything about her had changed. Her customary cloud of ivory curls were stick straight and streaked with caramel. Her blue eyes were shaded with dramatic hues of pink, brown, and a slash of black eyeliner. A dark blue clingy top draped at her neckline, then clung like a second skin the rest of the way down. Hot pink skinny jeans hugged her long legs. And a sexy pair of open-toed skyscraper high heels flaunted her purple nail polish.

She’d been made up to look like she’d just posed for a magazine cover. And like some of those cover girls, she looked like she hadn’t eaten a slice of her favorite pepperoni-and-pineapple pizza in a long time.

Where did her luscious curves go?

As usual, his big mouth opened before the words connected to his brain. Luckily, they only hit on one of the wild-ass thoughts flying through his head.

“What the hell happened to your hair?”

For a long, breathless moment, Jackson stood on her doorstep. Five o’clock shadow dusting that squared jaw. Fists clenched.

Abby took that split second to drink him in.

As usual, his dark blond hair appeared carelessly hand-combed—reflecting a hint of the man she knew to be an act-first-think-later kind of guy. The outer corners of his eyes were slightly turned down and made him appear like he was in a perpetual state of concern. But the vivid blue made him look keenly intrigued, full of mischief, and wildly untamed.

The impressive breadth of his shoulders and chest were rigid beneath a deep blue SAFD shirt. The defined muscles of his biceps expanded from beneath the short sleeves, and dark blue pants hugged his slim hips and long, powerful legs. The man oozed sexuality as if at birth he’d been granted an extra ration of snap and sizzle.

Abby’s heart gave a fierce thump against her ribs.

He’d changed.

He looked better. Older. Wiser.

And probably a little north of ticked off.

At his comment, she resisted the urge to lift a hand to make sure her hair was in place.During the extent of her marriage, she’d been expected to appear flawless at all times. To be the consummate hostess. Dedicated personal assistant. And loving wife. At least in the eyes of the world—or Houston society—whichever came first on any given day.

Her birth date might claim her age to be only thirty-one, but she felt ancient.

Tired.

Far from perfect.

Her heart leaped again as she looked up into the eyes of the man who’d never expected perfection. He’d seen her at her best and her worst, and he’d never looked at her any differently.

Until now.

Now, those dark blue eyes were narrowed.

Judgmental.

Curious.

She’d never met a man as outspoken as Jackson Wilder. He called it like he saw it. Spewed advice no one invited.

Guess some things hadn’t changed at all.

“So ...” His entire expression shifted. “It’s been a while,” he finally said, unable to hide the undertones of a low Southern growl.

She lifted the corners of her mouth into a practiced smile. “We’re not going to argue in the first five seconds, are we?”

“Argue?” His gaze locked onto hers. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Friends don’t argue. And that’s what we were the last time I checked ... oh, say almost seven years ago. Except ... wait ...” He folded those massive arms, shifted the weight of that big strong body from one boot to the other. “Friends don’t run off without a word, then never write or call, do they?”

“Oh goody. We are going to argue.” She tried her best to sound blasé—though a blood-pressure check would have proven otherwise. She stepped back from the doorway. “Then I guess you might as well come in so the neighbors don’t start erecting fallout shelters.”

Without another word, he strode into the house filled with haphazardly placed furniture and stacks of boxes she’d had the movers bring back into the house from the storage container parked outside. Prep, stage, and sell, had been the request from her mom and dad. Oh, and while she was at it, would she mind going through everything and having a garage sale too? And then, of course, send them the money even though she’d been the one to pay for the movers and she’d be the one to cover any renovation costs to sell their house. Heaven forbid they take a break from playing Texas Holdem or yucking it up during martini happy hour with their fellow retirees.

Irritation crept up the back of her neck as she turned to look at the man in the middle of her living room—muscular arms folded across an amazing chest while he studied the current wall-to-wall catastrophe.

“Have a seat,” she told him as she shut the door. “If you can find one.”

“No thanks. I don’t plan on staying long.”

“Suit yourself.” She wadded up the sheet covering the sofa and tossed it on top of a stack of boxes marked Records. “Hey, how about if you just stand there and glare at me while I make some tea. Or maybe you’d like a beer. The previous renters might have left one behind in their haste to vacate while skipping on the last month’s rent.”

“I’ll pass.”

“Great.” She pushed a breath from her lungs. “You do that.”

“You sound a little testy.” The orneriness in his deep voice rippled up her spine.

“Testy? Whatever gave you that idea?”Her blood rushed through her veins, and, for the first time in a long time, she felt alive. She’d been on the run for so long, it was finally time to stop. Deal with the consequences.After all, she’d come back to Sweet to face her demons, hadn’t she?

Might as well start with the devil himself.

“The way you’re grinding your teeth,” he said.

“My teeth were fine and dandy before you showed up at my door with your fists and jaw clenched and your Grrr face in full force.So why did you come here, Jackson? To argue? To throw a wad of guilt at me?”

He said nothing.

“Or ...”Her hands slammed down onto her hips. “Were you looking for an apology?”

Denial darkened his eyes.

She’d always known him better than she’d ever known herself. Which made her realize he hadn’t come for a pathetic admission of guilt.

He’d come for answers.

The truth.

But she could never give him that. Not without losing a whole lot more of herself than she was willing to give.

Which just proved what a total weenie she really was.

So now it became about who played the game better. And since she’d just graduated from a hard lesson of Living a Lie 101, she had no doubt who would win.

“I’ll take your silence as a yes. So here you go, big guy. I’m sorry.” Check. Mate. She folded her arms across her chest to mirror him. “Happy?”

“Ecstatic. Never been better.” His eyes lowered. Then that penetrating gaze moved back up her body—stopping, inspecting, assessing. “How about you?”

“I’m great.”

“Really? Cause you look ...”

“Watch it.”

“Different,” he said, though she knew that wasn’t his first word choice.

“Don’t judge, Jackson.”

“I know it’s been a long time but ... damn it Abby, you’re different.”

“Back atcha, bucko.”

“A lot has happened since the last time we saw each other.”

“Tell me about it,” she mumbled, then went back into the kitchen and yanked open the refrigerator door. Cold air brushed her face as she peered inside. Nada. Not even a tray of ice existed in the freezer section.

What had she expected? For the past couple of years, her parents had been living the good life in the Florida condo her husband had given them. Scratch that. They’d been living the good life in the fully furnished Florida retirement condo her ex-husband had used as bribery. Or even more accurately, to remove them from any chance of their casting some kind of hillbilly blemish on his pristine status with the movers and shakers of Houston’s high society.

Quite the opposite of their two relatively mild-mannered daughters, her parents had always lived on the wild and loud side of Partytown.They might never have been the loving and devoted parents that Jackson was privileged to have—but even Abby had been shocked to discover how quickly her mom and dad had been bought like Las Vegas hookers.

At the time, her young and handsome husband had just been handed the Houston Stallions NFL team by his ailing father, and he’d been out to prove himself both on the influential social scene and on the scoreboards. The man oozed charisma. Especially when he wanted something. She should know. He’d turned that charm on her, and she’d been blinded. Eventually, the rose-colored glasseshad come off, and she’d quickly learned that money could not buy happiness. But by then it had been too late.

So really, who was she to criticize what her parents had obviously seen as a way to a better life? She’d done the same thing. She’d just been really misguided about the true definition of a better life.

Empty-handed, she shut the refrigerator door and turned to find Jackson right behind her—so close she could smell the remnants of smoke in his hair. See the smudges of soot near his hairline and the exhaustion in his eyes. Her instinct was to reach up and brush the hair back from his forehead and trail her fingertips down the lean lines of his face. Instead, she curled her fingers into her palms.

“Cupboard’s bare?” he asked, with the hint of a smile that said he knew he was inside her personal bubble and was totally enjoying how much that made her squirm.

“Apparently.” She ducked around him and found a spot with more room to breathe. He had her squirming all right. But she was sure he didn’t realize in what manner. She didn’t know what she’d expected it to be like the first time she saw him again, but this whole heart-thumping, nerves-tingling, dry-throat thing hadn’t been it. “I don’t know why I imagined there’d be anything resembling life around here other than dust bunnies or spiderwebs.”

She leaned back against the counter—gaining at least another centimeter of personal space. “How’d you know I was back?”

“Ran into Brady. He said you’d come back to put the house up for sale.”

“That’s right.”

His brows lifted. “And that’s it?”

“Fishing was never your sport, Jackson. So why don’t you come right out and say what you’re thinking like you usually do?”

He gave her an honest smile, and her traitorous heart went all wibbly-wobbly.

“Thought maybe you’d finally come back to see me. But something tells me if I hadn’t come by, you would have done what you needed to do, then skipped town without my knowing.”

“Maybe.” She shrugged. “I didn’t really have a plan when I got here. Still don’t. I just figured I’d do what my parents asked, then I’d be on my way.”

“Back to Houston?”

A slow breath pushed from her lungs. “No.”

His head tilted just slightly. “Why not?”

Everyone who read a newspaper, the Internet, or subscribed to People magazine knew why not. Was he just being cruel? She searched his face for a hint of spitefulness and came up short. “You know why.”

“Tell me anyway.”

A rush of air pushed the words from her throat. “Because there’s nothing for me in Houston since my divorce.”

In the long, awkward pause that followed, Abby heard the sound of a car door close. The bark of a dog. The chirp of a robin. The pounding of her heart.

“Yeah.” There seemed to be more behind his single-word response.He glanced away. When he came back around, she still couldn’t get a read on him.

“What happened?” he asked.

“I’m sure you don’t want all the ugly details.”

“There you go thinking you still know me.” His lips flattened and disappeared within that gorgeous face. “How about you start with why you ran off, cut me out of your life, then married a man you barely knew.”

She’d long ago accepted the circumstances that drove her from her hometown and into the big city. The reasons she’d taken the job in the Houston Stallions offices. The lunacy with which she’d married Mark Rich after only knowing him a few months. He’d been handsome, and attentive, and she’d thought it love at first sight. Kismet. An answer to her prayers.

Yeah. Maybe if she’d been praying to the voodoo gods.

“Why don’t we just cut to the chase?” she said, determined to give him answers with only a few of the facts and none of the emotion. She couldn’t and wouldn’t lift the lid off that steaming pot of absurdity, or she might be in danger of losing any of the stable ground she’d regained in the past few months.

His broad shoulders lifted. “Sounds good to me.”

“I left Sweet ...”And you. “Because it was time. I was almost twenty-five years old and going nowhere in this town. I needed something different. Something new. Something that would make better use of my college degree. Something that would last a lifetime. I thought I’d found it.”

She blinked. Looked away from the intensity in his eyes. “Clearly, I’d been delusional. Mark made that very apparent when he ...”

“When he what?”

Crap. She’d fallen right back into the comfort of their old friendship and said too much. While she searched for the right words to recover from her mistake, his eyes narrowed.

“It’s no big deal.” She spouted the well-rehearsed propaganda she’d fed everyone else. “Really.”

“Bullshit.”

Jackson had always been someone she could trust. But she didn’t know him anymore. And she didn’t trust as easily as she once had. Oddly enough, when she finally opened her mouth, it had nothing to do with him at all. When she spoke, it was to face her devils, shake off the shame, and put the past behind.

However, the irony of the situation did not escape her.

She’d cut Jacksonout of her life. No looking back.

Her ex had done the same with her.

“Mark ejected me from his life. Quick. Clean. No looking back.” She forced her gaze to meet his and acknowledged the ugly truth. “Karma’s a really vicious bitch.”

In all the years she’d known him, Jackson had rarely been one not to have something to say.

But for the first time in her life, she’d rendered him speechless.





About the Author

CANDIS TERRY was born and raised near the sunny beaches of Southern California and now makes her home on an Idaho farm. She’s experienced life in such diverse ways as working in a Hollywood recording studio to chasing down wayward steers. Only one thing has remained the same: her passion for writing stories about relationships, the push and pull in the search for love, and the security one finds in their own happily-ever-after.

Please visit her on the web at www.candisterry.com and connect with her on Facebook and Twitter.

Visit www.AuthorTracker.com for exclusive information on your favorite HarperCollins authors.





 

Books by Candis Terry


TRULY SWEET

SWEET SURPRISE

SWEET COWBOY CHRISTMAS

SOMETHING SWEETER

SWEETEST MISTAKE

ANYTHING BUT SWEET

SOMEBODY LIKE YOU

ANY GIVEN CHRISTMAS

SECOND CHANCE AT THE SUGAR SHACK









[image: image] 





 

Copyright

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

ANYTHING BUT SWEET. Copyright  © 2013 by Candis Terry. SWEETEST MISTAKE. Copyright  © 2013 by Candis Terry.  All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions.  By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the nonexclusive, nontransferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen.  No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse-engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins e-books.

EPub Edition JULY  2013  ISBN: 9780062237231

Version 09272013

Print Edition ISBN: 9780062237224 

FIRST EDITION

10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1 





 

About the Publisher

Australia

HarperCollins Publishers (Australia) Pty. Ltd.

Level 13, 201 Elizabeth Street

Sydney, NSW 2000, Australia

http://www.harpercollins.com.au

Canada

HarperCollins Canada

2 Bloor Street East - 20th Floor

Toronto, ON, M4W, 1A8, Canada

http://www.harpercollins.ca

New Zealand

HarperCollins Publishers (New Zealand) Limited

P.O. Box 1

Auckland, New Zealand

http://www.harpercollins.co.nz

United Kingdom

HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

77-85 Fulham Palace Road

London, W6 8JB, UK

http://www.harpercollins.co.uk

United States

HarperCollins Publishers Inc.

10 East 53rd Street

New York, NY 10022

http://www.harpercollins.com





OEBPS/image/33538.jpg
Oext month, don’t miss these exciting

love stories only from

Tvon Books ioe]
How to Lose in One Night by Sophic Jordan
Winen Anlis Hadioy s s ovce e e of
eskiarvabigs sl
e e vkt Lo o S o e
xpetcd o b sovedenpoiy ot by O rmword,
vl dudeipicmeconre o Arooceiiotid
by i o, he kv he ' ke et for o,
R e e 0 e e
endcoripurieinoil ik

Love and Other Scandals by Caroline Linden
After four unsuccessful Seasons, Joan Bennet considers
abandoning marriage altogether, and when she meets
‘Tristan Burke, she knows the handsome viscount s th
perfect man to help her. A wife is the last thing on Tristan's
mind, but when he can't stop thinking about Joan's mouth
or what lies under those unfashionable clothes, Tristan is
with ofall: opposites a

The Highlander’s Desire by Margo Maguire
For wartior Lachann Macwillan,a loveles pliical
marriage s worth the argain f  means protecing s

el But when ho mects A ihe
stpsistor of his batrothad, his oyaltiesare put 1 th tst.
Now withthe clans future hanging i the blance,
Lachann and Anna must decide i ove i  risk worth

.

S At Trkencom forclvine
e

Vi
informatian on youe faverite HarperCo
Avatble whereve

A skt o plcme call 400-$313761 t order.






OEBPS/image/33547.jpg
Terry is an absolute delight!

Tlaughed, sighed, and fell in love.
You'll want to visit Sweet, Texas,
again and again—I know I do.”

Jill Shalvis, New York Times bestselling author

Return to Sweet, Texas, in January 2014

Bwedtest Mistake

Candis Terry

T the moment e became. e todlersized-
sandbox-knight-in-shining-armor to the day he went off
to war, Jackson Wilder has secretly been in love with Abi-
gail Morgan. She's his best friend and the first girl he ever
made love to. With the sands of war at the bottom of his
hourglass, he heads home to surprise Abby and finally
professes his love. But as everyone knows, surprises can
backfire, and upon his return Jackson discovers that his
news comes way too late.

Abby has made some mistakes in her life but none as
monumental as marrying a man she barely knew and
sinking into a loveless marriage. When she hits the age
of thirty, her job as a trophy wife comes to an abrupt end
and theres no place for her to go but home. Abby thinks
she's learned her lesson the hard way until she returns
to Sweet. And a homecoming just wouldn't be complete
without coming face-to-face with her biggest and sexiest
mistake.

From Avon Books





OEBPS/image/33186.jpg
CANDIS TERRY

Angthing

BUT SVVEE
¢

AVO
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





OEBPS/image/9780062237231_Cover.jpg
“Fun and refreshing.” RACHEL GIBSON

CANDIS TERRY






