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			Prologue

			Millie Greenwood High School, Cupid, Texas, May 25, 2001

			Dear Cupid,

			I am crazy in love with my older brother’s best friend, Pierce Hollister! You should see him in his gym shorts when he’s out on the football field running sprints. Omigod, he’s got the most amazing thighs. Of course that’s nothing compared to the way his butt looks in Wranglers. Be still my pounding heart!

			And his eyes! Brown with intriguing green flecks.

			He made direct eye contact with me once. It was a moment I will never, ever forget until my dying day. I’d dropped my books in the crowded hallway and I was fumbling to pick them up when suddenly, out of nowhere, I see a pair of black cowboy boots and a hand reaching out to help me.

			I looked up and it was him!

			I got tingly all over and honest to God, I thought I was going to die right there on the spot! This is no ordinary boy. He’s the quarterback of the football team! He dates cheerleaders! His daddy owns the biggest ranch in Jeff Davis County and here he was helping me!

			And I’m nobody. I’m pudgy (Mama calls me fluffy) and I wear glasses and I stutter. I’ve had speech therapy, but I still can’t speak without stammering and that is in a relaxed atmosphere. Believe me there was nothing relaxed about this. Every muscle in my body was tuned as tight as the strings on a concert violin and I couldn’t have said a word if my life depended on it.

			His eyes met mine and he smiled.

			Smiled! At me!

			“Here you go,” he said, handing me my biology book (it had to be biology, didn’t it?), and our knuckles brushed. I don’t know how I kept from bursting into flames. “Have a nice day, Lace.”

			And then he was gone, leaving his heavenly sunshine and leather scent lingering behind, as I stared after him with my mouth gaping open.

			Pierce Hollister had smiled and touched my hand and said eight whole words. To me!

			I have no chance with him. I know that. He’s a senior. I’m a freshman. He’s handsome as a movie star. Way out of my league. He’s filet mignon and I’m day-old bread. Okay, so I am a direct descendant of Millie Greenwood, but so are practically half the people in this town. It’s not a unique claim to fame.

			It’s silly of me to wish and pine, I know. But Cupid, I just can’t stop thinking about him, no matter how much I try. Every night before I go to sleep, I imagine what it would feel like if he were holding me tight against his muscled chest, our hearts beating in perfect time together. Beating as if we were one.

			That’s why I’m writing to you, Cupid. I’m miserable with love for him. I want him to love me back so badly that I can barely breathe. Please, Cupid, please let Pierce Hollister fall in love with me. I know I’ll have to wait for him. I am only fourteen after all and he’s got a girlfriend and a football scholarship to the University of Texas, but one day? Someday? Please!

			Yours in total despair,

			Hopelessly Tongue-Tied

			Lace Bettingfield stood frozen in freshman homeroom, half in the doorway, half out of it, with her backpack slung over one shoulder.

			Seated in front of her were seventeen students, and every single one of them was reading the current issue of the school newspaper, the Cupid Chronicle.

			Ominously, hairs on the nape of her neck stood up.

			The fact that everyone was reading—including the stoners and the jocks—was odd enough, but when they all looked up at her with what seemed to be perfectly choreographed smirks, Lace’s stomach took the express elevator to her Skechers.

			In a split second, her gaze darted to the student nearest her. It was Toby Mercer, her biology lab partner.

			Toby was six-foot-six and weighed the same as Lace, a hundred and sixty-two pounds; on him the weight was gaunt, on her it was zaftig. He possessed strawberry blond hair and skin so pale it had earned him the nickname Casper way back in kindergarten. She’d known him her entire life. His family lived just down the block from hers. She’d comforted him when kids had picked on him. They’d attended each other’s birthday parties. They’d dissected frogs together.

			But right now, Toby was looking at her all narrow-eyed and smug, like she was a dilapidated barn and he was a wrecking ball.

			She flicked her eyes from Toby’s face to the paper he held in his hand, and there it was.

			Dear Cupid,

			I am crazy in love with Pierce Hollister!

			It was the letter she’d written to Cupid, her private letter that had never been meant for anyone’s eyes but her own, printed on the front page of the school newspaper!

			Her letter. Front page. Declaring her love for Pierce.

			How? How had this happened?

			Unlike the tourists who came to Cupid, wrote letters to the Roman god of love, and deposited their letters in the special letter box in the botanical gardens (expecting them to be answered by the town’s volunteers and published in the weekly Cupid Chamber of Commerce circular), Lace had never intended for anyone to see this letter.

			She’d written it in study hall three days earlier as she gazed out the window, watching the football team practice. She’d carefully folded the letter and tucked it into the side pocket of her notebook with every intention of burning it in the patio chiminea that weekend when her parents were out of town at a cutting horse event.

			Reality hit her like a fist to the face.

			Mary Alice.

			Mary Alice Fant, her second cousin, who was also the editor of the Cupid Chronicle. Pierce had recently dumped her for the head cheerleader, Jenny Angus. Two nights ago, Mary Alice and her parents had come over to Lace’s house for dinner, and at one point, Lace had caught Mary Alice snooping around in her bedroom.

			Oh God! Now everyone knew about her secret crush. Her life was ruined. Nausea splashed scalding bile into her throat. Her entire body flushed hot as August in the Chihuahuan Desert.

			One heartbeat later, and the class erupted into a feeding frenzy.

			“Do you imagine she calls out Pierce’s name when she’s touching herself?” sniggered Booth Randal, a smart-assed stoner who spent the bulk of his time in detention.

			“P ... Pa ... Pa ... Pa ... Pierce,” another boy stuttered in a fake falsetto, “Yo ... yo ... yo ... you ... ma ... ma ... make me so hot.”

			Moaning and breathing heavily, the two boys pretended to kiss and fondle each other, while the other students hurled derisive catcalls like stones.

			“Poor me,” wailed Tasha Stuart, whose mother worked in the teller cage next to Lace’s mom at Cupid National Bank. “I’m sooo in love with the most popular boy in school and he doesn’t know I exist.”

			“Who knows,” someone else called out. “She might stand a chance. Pierce could be a closet chubby chaser.”

			“Na ... na ... na ... not unless she can sta ... sta... stop stutt ... stutt ... stuttering.” Toby stabbed her in the back.

			“Yeah, who wants a girl whose tongue is hopelessly tied?”

			“One day. Someday.”

			“Please, Cupid, please, please, please.”

			The words slapped her harder than any physical blow. She knew these people. Was related to some of them. Had thought many of them were her friends, but they’d turned on her like hyenas.

			The only one who looked at her with anything other than ridicule was Pierce’s younger brother, Malcolm. He slunk down in his seat, pulled his collar up, sank his chin to his chest, and kept his eyes trained on his hands folded atop his desk. He was embarrassed for her humiliation.

			Blindly, Lace spun on her heels, and almost crashed into the teacher, Mr. Namon.

			He put up his palms, “Whoa, slow down, what’s going on, Miss Bettingfield?”

			Head ducked, Lace shoved past him and fled down the corridor.

			But there was no sanctuary here.

			The hallways were lined with students, several of them holding copies of the Cupid Chronicle. Some laughed. Some pointed. Some made lewd gestures. Some threw out more catcalls. A goth girl was slyly singing “Crush,” a song about a stalker.

			Everyone was going to think she was a stalker.

			“Hey, Tongue-Tied, drop thirty pounds and maybe you can land your dream man.”

			“Reality check. No guy like Pierce could ever love someone like you.”

			“Yes, he touched your hand, but I heard he washed it off in Lysol afterward.”

			Lace plastered her hands over her ears, willed herself not to cry, but it was too late, tears were already streaming hotly down her cheeks.

			Nightmare. It was a living nightmare.

			And just as in a nightmare everything moved in slow motion. It felt as if she was trying to run through knee-deep mud. Her lungs squeezed tight. Her heart pounded so hard she thought it was going to beat right out of her chest.

			Good. If her heart beat out of her chest she would die.

			It seemed to take hours to traverse that hallway. She kept her head down, didn’t once make eye contact with anyone. She was headed for the exit, desperate to find a place to lick her wounds.

			The morning sun glinted against the metal bar in the middle of the exit door. Almost there. Salvation was just a few steps away. She rushed forward, her legs breaking through the slow-motion morass.

			Her hand hit the bar and she gave a hard shove.

			But fate, that vicious bitch, wasn’t done with her yet.

			The door smacked into something solid. Someone was coming in at the same time she was trying to get out. Trapped. She was trapped. No exit. Knock ’em down if you have to. Just get the hell out of here.

			She raised her head and found herself staring into Pierce Hollister’s brown eyes.

			Her heart literally stopped and a whimper escaped her lips.

			For Mary Alice to print her letter in the school paper was a horrible betrayal. The bullying by classmates she thought she knew was unbearable. Breaking down and crying in front of everyone was humiliating, but nothing that had happened to her that morning was as bad as what was written across Pierce’s handsome face.

			Utter, abject pity.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 1

			Inflorescence: a group or cluster of flowers arranged on a main stem.

			Twelve years later...

			AUNT Carol Ann’s pleasant reaction to the devil’s tongue blooming near the Cupid fountain should have served as fair warning.

			At seven-thirty A.M. on Monday morning in late July, Carol Ann Spencer minced through the back gate of the Cupid Botanical Gardens in four-inch heels, a size four gray pencil skirt, and a lemon yellow blouse with capped sleeves that showed off her toned biceps. Even though she was over fifty, her hair was still a soft honey brown achieved by the alchemy of her colorist.

			Carol Ann carried an oversized canvas tote bag to collect the letters that had been deposited over the weekend in the locked, white wooden box with “Letters to Cupid” stenciled on it in red. To the right of the letterbox was a list of rules posted on a glassed-in bulletin board.

			1. All letters should be submitted using an anonymous pseudonym.

			2. Letters will be answered within one week.

			3. Letters of a sexually graphic nature will not be published.

			4. The letters are for entertainment purposes only.

			5. Cupid is not to be held responsible for what the letter writers do with the advice.

			Lace Bettingfield, PhD, was kneeling in the soil behind the five-foot stone fountain of the Roman god of love, enthusiastically pruning Hersperaloe parviflora, commonly known as red yucca, even though it wasn’t actually yucca. She wore military-grade kneepads over her blue jeans, and a long-sleeved, red-plaid cotton shirt. She tilted her head back far enough to watch Carol Ann from underneath the wide brim of her straw hat as she clicked the wrought-iron gate closed behind her.

			Usually, it was her cousin Natalie who retrieved the correspondence for the tri-weekly meeting of volunteers who answered the letters from the lovelorn. Hmm, what was their aunt doing here instead?

			Her glasses had slid down on her nose and she pushed them back up with the pinky finger of her gloved hand. Sweat beaded her brow, but she barely noticed. Perspiration was a tool of the botanist’s trade.

			Carol Ann’s heels clacked against the terra-cotta pavers. She cast a sideways glance at the flies swarming the devil’s tongue blooming in the large mosaic pot.

			Lace’s new assistant, Shasta Green, had insisted they decorate the terra-cotta planter with remnants of other broken pots to create the mosaic. Shasta’s rationale had been, “If it’s gonna smell like a dead rat, it at least needs a pretty pot to bloom in.”

			She had to admit that while Shasta might not be the deepest bulb in the garden, she did have an eye for design. After she twice caught the girl sleeping in the potting shed, she’d hired Shasta and let her stay in the garage apartment over the Craftsman-style house that Lace had recently bought on Manlow Avenue. Shasta claimed she was nineteen, but Lace had her doubts. The kid was probably a runaway, but Lace respected other people’s privacy and hadn’t prodded her for details about her circumstances. Better to have her working where Lace could keep an eye on her, than slipping around getting into trouble.

			And when the girl had announced, “Name’s Shasta, like the daisy. Chrysanthemum maximum. My mama used to work in a flower shop and she named me after the hardiest flower she could think of,” it had cinched the deal.

			Carol Ann cocked her head, and studied the devil’s tongue with rapt interest. Lace expected her aunt to twist her face into a mask of revulsion and whine, What’s that disgusting smell coming from that hideous-looking thing, but her nose didn’t even twitch at the fetid stench.

			Was something wrong with her olfactory perception? That had to be it. She’d lost her sense of smell.

			To Lace, the aroma of Amorphophallus konjac, aka devil’s tongue, aka voodoo lily, aka snake plant, was the sweet smell of success. She’d been trying for four years to get it to bloom. She’d planted this one from a tuber while she was getting her PhD in plant science from Texas A&M and she’d brought the aroid back home with her when she’d been hired to run the Cupid Botanical Gardens three months ago after the previous director, Miss Winnie Sparks, had retired at age seventy-six. Miss Winnie had been holding on to the position until she could get her degree and take over.

			Sometimes, she wondered if coming back home to Cupid had been a mistake, especially since people here saw her as she’d once been, not whom she’d become. But she loved this job and her roots ran deep in her hometown community snuggled in the foothills of the Davis Mountains.

			Humming “Everything Is Not What It Seems,” Carol Ann stopped in front of the white box and leaned over to twirl the numbers on the combination lock.

			Apparently her aunt hadn’t seen her. She would have happily put her head back down and kept on pruning, but she had to admit, her curiosity was piqued.

			“Seriously, Auntie,” she drawled, “Selena Gomez?”

			Carol Ann let out a shriek, threw the tote bag over her shoulder, and clasped both hands over her heart. “Oh my Lord, Lace! You scared the living daylights out of me. What are you doing lurking about?”

			“I work here.” She pointed the tip of the pruning shears at the red yucca.

			“You should have cleared your throat or said hello or something so I would have known you were there. You always were a sly child.”

			Whenever Carol Ann said that within her mother’s hearing, Colleen Bettingfield would lean over and whisper to her, “Not sly, just smart and shy. Big difference.”

			She smiled an apology. “Sorry, Auntie. I didn’t mean to give you a cardiac arrhythmia.”

			“Don’t you have workers who can do that?” Carol Ann waved a hand at the yucca. “You’re the director. You should be taking meetings and doing research and planning budgets and things like that.”

			“I’m also the curator,” she reminded her. “Which means managing the plants. Besides, I already did the budget. Manuel is out sick and we don’t have enough in the coffers to hire extra gardeners.”

			“Isn’t that what your assistant is for?”

			“For one thing, she’s getting minimum wage. Plus, she’s just a kid, still learning the ropes.”

			“Why didn’t you say things were that tight?” Carol Ann sank her hands on her hips. “We can always start charging admission. I’ll put it on the next city council agenda.”

			“Please don’t mention it to the city council. I’m proud of the fact we don’t charge admission so that everyone can enjoy the garden. I’ll find the money in the budget.” If she had to use her own salary to fill in the holes, she would.

			But that was only a stopgap solution. She did have to find a way to raise money if she wanted to implement the improvements she had in mind for the gardens. Her ultimate dream was to win the annual Lady Bird Johnson city garden beautification award, but that was a long ways off.

			“Well, if you’re sure.”

			“I’m sure.”

			Carol Ann stepped toward the devil’s tongue.

			Wow, she was actually getting closer to the stinky plant? Lace couldn’t believe it.

			At four feet tall, Amorphophallus konjac was a sight to behold, although nothing like its giant cousin, Amorphophallus titanium (common name corpse plant, which gave some idea of how bad it smelled), which had been known to grow as tall as twenty feet and took a decade to bloom. She’d always had a secret longing to grow titanium. Nursing one to full bloom demanded a level of commitment she’d as yet been unable to make, but one day she’d do it.

			This plant possessed a florid burgundy inflorescence, so plastic-like that if it were not for the smell, it might be mistaken for artificial. In the center was a single elongated “tongue,” known as a corm, and decidedly phallic in appearance. A purple leaf curled up around the corm like the collar of a vampire’s cloak. The overall effect was both sinister and oddly elegant.

			It was a fascinating specimen and kids loved it because of its foul fragrance and demonic appearance, which was the main reason she’d moved it from the greenhouse into the garden. She loved getting children interested in botany. In spite of the reeking odor, it was a sight worth seeing.

			“Is that konjac?”

			Lace raised an eyebrow. “You know what it is?”

			Carol Ann stuck her chin in the air. “I might not have a PhD, but I’m not stupid.”

			“I didn’t mean anything derogatory by the question, it’s just that you don’t even like gardening. Where did you hear about konjac?”

			“Dr. Oz. He said it’s a fabulous weight loss substance, safe and effective.”

			Ah. Now it was all making sense.

			“So I did a little Googling and saw a picture of the konjac plant. They did say it was very stinky and now I see why.” Carol Ann waved a hand in front of her nose. “Stinky is a kind way of putting it. Smells like the meat that went bad in our mountain cabin after the freezer went out.”

			With the mystery of her aunt’s interest in Amorphophallus konjac solved, Lace turned back to the yucca.

			“And those flies are quite annoying.”

			“Flies are what pollinate the konjac. That’s why it smells the way it does. To attract them.”

			“I see.” Carol Ann tilted her head. “Which part is the corm? I read that’s where they get the food source from.”

			“The part that looks like a porn star’s penis.” Okay, it was flippant, but seriously, her aunt had it coming.

			Carol Ann made a chuffing noise and her thin nostrils flared. “There’s no need to be crude, young lady.”

			Lace rolled her eyes.

			“I saw that.”

			“ ‘Penis’ is an anatomically correct word,” she pointed out.

			“That may be true but it’s not a word to be used in polite company.”

			“It’s just you and me here. There’s no one else around to judge us. No ghosts of Fants or Greenwoods past.”

			Carol Ann picked up the tote bag she’d dropped earlier and returned to unlock the letterbox. “Well, in spite of the fact you need your mouth washed out with soap, I am glad to see you’re taking proactive steps to do something about your weight.”

			Lace blinked. “What?”

			“Although honestly, you could just purchase the konjac pills at a health food store. It’s called glucomannan. I know you love to dig in the dirt and you do have your father’s hippie tendencies, but you don’t have to grow and harvest and compound your own weight loss aid.”

			Silently, she counted to ten. If Carol Ann said, You have such a pretty face, if you’d only lose thirty pounds, you’d have guys flocking all over you, she was going to scream.

			She had been skinny once. She’d had guys flocking all over and she had allowed the attention to go to her head. Lace cringed, remembering the wild coed she’d become when she, like Carol Ann, had worn a size four. She liked her weight the way it was now, liked being a size fourteen. The sturdiness made her feel powerful, grounded, substantial, and in control.

			“Honey, you do have such a pretty—”

			“Don’t you have to be at work by eight?” Lace cut her off. Her aunt was a CPA and she’d just been asked to take over the books for the town of Cupid after their last accountant left unexpectedly.

			“Oh my, yes.” Carol Ann glanced at her wristwatch. “Thank you for the reminder.” She scooped the letters from the box, tucked them into her tote, reset the lock.

			She clipped the yucca, enjoying the snip-snip sound of the shears.

			Carol Ann cleared her throat. “Oh, by the way, we’re moving the noon meeting from the community center.”

			“Where to?”

			“The rehab wing of Cupid General Hospital. They moved Aunt Delia there yesterday and the doctor said it was fine to hold our meeting in her hospital room. He thought it would cheer her up to feel useful again.”

			A month earlier, Lace’s feisty great-aunt Delia had fallen in the tub and broken her hip. “I’ll be there.”

			Carol Ann stood there a moment as if expecting more conversation. Lace didn’t give her any. “Well, I’ll leave you to it.”

			“Have a nice day,” she said without looking up.

			Her aunt click-clacked her way back to the gate, paused, and turned around. “Oh, sweetie, I almost forgot what I came here to tell you.”

			Lace suppressed a sigh and raised her head again. She had to see her aunt three times a week at the volunteer meetings, no point in stirring the pot, although it took a lot of tongue biting to keep from smarting off. “What is it, Auntie?”

			“Pierce Hollister has come home.”

			Boom!

			Carol Ann dropped the bomb and walked away without even looking around to see the results of her detonation.

			With a trembling pinky finger, Lace pushed on the bridge of her glasses again, even though they hadn’t fallen back down, as her heart climbed into her throat. This was it. The very thing she’d spent the last twelve years dreading.

			The prodigal athlete’s return.

			SOME THINGS NEVER changed. Life in Cupid, Texas, was one of them.

			People tipped their Stetsons, and nodded hello to friends and strangers alike. Folks sat out on their front lawns, waving to whomever went by. Kids ran laughing and squealing through water sprinklers. The ice cream truck rolled through the neighborhoods offering its wares of fudge bars, Nutty Buddys and Push-ups to the Pied Piper warble of “Pop Goes the Weasel.”

			Pierce Hollister drove his F–150 King Ranch luxury Ford pickup truck down Main Street and took a left on Pike. He cruised past the botanical gardens and the Bettingfield livery stable, the smell of horses in the air. It had been a long time since he’d been on the back of a horse.

			If it weren’t for the leg, he’d saddle up a stallion when he got to the Triple H and go for a gallop. Pierce leaned over and pressed a hand to his left shin, and he could feel the ridges of the scar even through the heavy denim of his Wranglers.

			The sky was brilliant blue, the air a dry eighty-nine degrees; the Davis Mountains squatted behind him, as solemn as Zen masters, knowing everything but saying nothing. He had a coach once who’d required them to meditate before a game. He bitched about it as much as the next player, but secretly he’d loved the silent practice and came to look forward to it. Too bad he couldn’t seem to get back to that quiet inner peace.

			He passed by the high school, the parking lots vacant except for the one near the football field filled with pickup trucks and SUVs. The players were running the bleachers, the coach stood on the field, hands on his hips, whistle in his mouth. Year after year, football practice started in July. The players changed, but the ritual never did.

			His leg twinged again and melancholia, bittersweet as pickled watermelon rind, rolled across his tongue. He could taste the shadow of his youth mocking him. Who’s the big shot now?

			Shake it off. Next thing you know you’ll be puttin’ on Springsteen and wailing to “Glory Days.” Back. He was going to get it all back. By this time next year, the media would be calling him the Comeback Kid. Well, maybe not Kid. At thirty, he certainly wasn’t a kid anymore.

			The Dairy Queen was still across the street from the high school, although it had a new paint job since Pierce Hollister’s last thunderclap visit to his hometown two years ago.

			The same day he’d made quarterback of the junior varsity; he’d copped his first feel behind that Dairy Queen in his battered old 1978 Chevy pickup with Mary Alice Fant. His hands up under her sweater, palms skimming her belly, his mouth on hers. A few weeks later, they’d gone all the way on the chaise longue on her parents’ back patio.

			Ah, Mary Alice.

			Pierce grinned, until that memory led to another one and he remembered the mess Mary Alice had caused by publishing that sad little Dear Cupid letter written by his best buddy Jay’s younger half sister in the school newspaper. That had been damn vindictive of her. Mary Alice had done it to embarrass Pierce for breaking up with her so he could date the head cheerleader, Jenny Angus, but what she’d ended up doing was humiliating her own cousin.

			Grimacing, he shook his head. He’d had no idea that Lace had been crushing on him. If he had known how she felt, he wouldn’t have tweaked her hair and called her “brat” for tagging along after him and Jay.

			He still recalled the way Lace had looked the last day he’d ever seen her, barreling through the door of the high school in shame, tears streaming down her face. He’d had an impulse to pull her into his arms and soothe her, tell her everything was going to be okay, but that would have just made things worse for both of them. So he’d just stood there at the door watching her run down the sidewalk as fast as her legs would carry her.

			Coward.

			The incident had happened at the end of the school year and Pierce was relieved to avoid any blowback by going off to the University of Texas, while Jay had been accepted to Texas Tech. They’d kept in contact for a while, but with him on a football scholarship and Jay pre-med, well, they simply had different interests and they’d eventually drifted apart.

			Oh, they still called each other once in a while—Jay had phoned with his condolences when Pierce was in the hospital after the Super Bowl disaster where he’d broken his fibula and tibia and lost the game—but they never brought up Lace’s name.

			Silly, in retrospect, to let something like that cause a ripple in their friendship, but the fact was, it had. Sad because when they were teenagers they’d been like peanut butter and jelly.

			Didn’t really matter now. That was twelve long years ago, so much water under the bridge.

			He braked at an intersection. La Hacienda Grill sat on the corner as it always had, a garish mural painted across the front featuring a platter of tacos and a pitcher of margaritas inset over a pink hibiscus flower, along with four smiling mariachis. Smoke poured from the metal chimney on the roof, punctuating the lunch hour with the smell of sizzling skirt steak.

			A gaggle of giggling teenage girls in halter tops and short shorts strutted in front of his hood. Once upon a time, he would have been chasing after them with a wink and a crook of his finger. Now they just made him feel old. Young bucks leaned against the side of Greenwood’s Grocery, flexing and posturing for the girls. Cocky and full of themselves, so certain their youth would last forever. Funny how things that had once seemed so important barely mattered now.

			Pierce snorted. The light turned green and he eased off the brake.

			He had bigger things on his mind these days than which girl he could lure into his bed. In fact, he’d sworn off women for the foreseeable future. His girlfriend Amber had done a number on him when she’d broken things off after his accident and then promptly took up with the quarterback who’d replaced him on the team. To compensate, he’d thrown himself one hundred percent into his rehab and had made tremendous progress.

			Up ahead, the blue “Hospital” road sign pointed the way to Cupid General. He braced himself for the institutional scent of antiseptic, overheated linen, and powdered eggs. It was a smell he’d grown far too familiar with over the last five months.

			Temporary.

			All his setbacks were temporary. While the media had shown the sack repeatedly—that point of impact where the linebacker’s hit had broken his leg—and compared him to Joe Theismann, his injury had not been quite that severe. His doctors had assured him that it was entirely possible that he could make a full recovery and return to the NFL. Pierce simply wasn’t the kind of guy who could stay sidelined for long.

			In fact, if his old man hadn’t gotten sick, he would still be in Dallas getting physical therapy.

			But his old man had gotten sick and Pierce had come home. Not to lick his wounds, but to help his brother, Malcolm, run the family ranch while Dad was laid up.

			Soon as his father was on his feet again, Pierce would be headed back to Dallas. By then, he should be off the disabled list and ready to hit the ground running.

			He pulled to a stop in the visitors’ parking lot and got out, but he’d taken no more than two steps when from behind him a woman shrieked.

			“Oh. My. God! As I live and breathe, it’s Pierce Hollister!”

			A few more females squealed, then came the sound of stampeding high heels, and the next thing he knew, he was surrounded by two blondes, two brunettes, and a redhead, all young and gorgeous and sweet-smelling.

			Pierce tipped his Stetson back on his head, gave his patented smile, and drawled, “Hello, ladies.”

			They erupted into fresh squeals.

			“I told Tiffany that was you!” the taller brunette said. She had big, wide Bambi eyes and a nose that looked like she’d had it whittled down until it was too small for her face. She was holding a Mylar balloon that said: “It’s a Boy!”

			One of the blondes, who resembled the actress Hayden Panettiere—Pierce had once sat next to Hayden at a celebrity charity event—twittered. She had a box, gift-wrapped with blue paper, tucked under her arm. “It wasn’t that I didn’t believe you, I just couldn’t imagine why Pierce Hollister would come back to this one-horse town.”

			“Cupid is my hometown,” Pierce chided. Hypocrite. When he was her age he’d felt the same way, but he wouldn’t earn any community brownie points by saying so. “Don’t dis it, Tiff.”

			Tiffany wilted like a delicate flower in the hot desert sun. “Oh, I am so, so sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it. Cupid is my hometown too, it’s just that it’s so dinky and nothing ever happens here—”

			“Be proud of where you’re from.” But get out while the getting is good.

			The buxom redhead darted out a hand, quickly stroked his forearm, snatched her hand back, and giggled. “Look at me, I just touched Pierce Hollister!”

			The second blonde, whose hair was so fine and thin her ears poked out through it, whipped out her cell phone, snapped a picture of Pierce, and with lightning-fast thumbs was already sending it off to social media sites.

			The others immediately followed suit. Pierce’s smile was fading.

			“Can I have an autograph?” asked the shorter brunette, her ponytail swishing as she dug in her oversized purse. “I got a pen and notepad in here somewhere.”

			“Forget the paper.” The redhead whipped out a Sharpie from the back pocket of her tight-fitting jeans, thrust it at him, and then pulled open her blouse, revealing an impressive set of tits. “Sign these.”

			Yes, some things never changed.

			Pierce suppressed a sigh, uncapped the Sharpie, and autographed her cleavage. Of course, after that, they all wanted their boobs signed and then they had to take pictures of his signature and tweet it too.

			“We are so sorry about your leg,” the first brunette said when the Sharpie and smart phones had been put away. “We hope you heal real soon.”

			“You’ll be back better than ever!” the redhead enthused.

			“The Dallas Cowboys aren’t the same without you,” Tiffany said.

			How would she know? Preseason didn’t start for another month. The Cowboys might just be fine and dandy without him. Immediately, Pierce stomped on that thought, ground it out. He couldn’t allow self-doubt to take root and grow. The redhead was right. He would be back better than ever.

			Uh-huh. Go ahead, blow smoke up your own ass.

			“If you ladies will excuse me.” He motioned toward the hospital and started moving slowly in that direction. If he moved carefully enough, he could keep from limping.

			“Oh, we’re going that way too,” said the tall brunette. “Our friend just had a baby. We’ll walk with you.”

			“Who are you visiting?” asked the thin-haired blonde, falling into step beside him.

			“My dad,” he said, feeling his lips stretch tight.

			“Oh yes, your dad owns the Triple H, right?”

			Pierce nodded. “He does.”

			The redhead laid a hand on his shoulder. “I hope he gets well real soon.”

			Not half as much as Pierce did. “Thank you.”

			Tiffany rushed ahead and opened the door for him. “You know, you’re a lot more handsome in person than you are on TV.”

			How was a guy supposed to respond to that? He just smiled.

			Heads turned as he and his entourage entered the hospital. People whispered and pointed. Feeling like Pimp Daddy, he kept the smile shellacked on his face all the way to the elevator.

			“We gotta go,” the shorter brunette said wistfully.

			“The maternity ward is on the first floor,” explained the redhead.

			“It was sure nice meeting you,” said the other three in unison.

			He tipped his hat, winked. “You ladies have a nice day.”

			They giggled. The elevator dinged. Reluctantly, they bid him good-bye, all five of them walking backward so they could watch him until he disappeared from sight.

			The door slid open. The Muzak of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons—Summer spilled out.

			Pierce stepped quicker than he should have, eager to get on the elevator, and plowed right into a pair of plush, pillowy breasts.

			“Ooph.” The woman coming off the elevator took a step back.

			“I’m so sorry.” Pierce put out a hand to cup her elbow and stared straight into the bluest eyes he’d ever seen framed by a pair of small, rectangular, black-rimmed glasses.

			A soft hiccup escaped lips the color of roses in full bloom. Jet black hair, cut to fall just below her chin, arched around her face in big silky curls. Her skin was smooth and pale as Ivory soap, her eyelashes long and thick.

			Call central casting at Disney. He’d found Snow White.

			In that moment Pierce experienced the most overwhelming sensation of ... Well, what in the hell was this sensation?

			He had no words to describe it. The only comparison that seemed even remotely apt was how it felt to be sacked by a human steamroller at the exact same moment the wide receiver who’d caught his Hail Mary pass ran into the end zone for the game-winning touchdown. Lying on his back, vision blurry, breath knocked out, charley horse squeezing his gut, grinning like a Texas opossum at the crowd’s wild roar, knowing that all the pain was worth the victory.

			Sweet heaven.

			Sweat broke out on his forehead.

			She jerked her elbow away, tossed her chin in the air, and pushed past him. Her palm made contact with his rib cage. Instant heat spread up his body, warmed his chest.

			“Excuse me,” she said brusquely.

			She was built like a brick house with a beautiful plump rump that his hands tingled to latch on to, and he thought, Cadillac, ripe Bartlett pears, Versailles, curvy cellos.

			He knew this woman but for the life of him, he could not place her. He stepped out of the elevator to watch her spectacular ass bounce down the hall, his heart hammering strangely. The elevator door whacked him in the side, but he barely noticed. He blinked and finally recognized her. She was the younger half sister of his best buddy in high school.

			Lace Bettingfield.

			All grown up.

			Stunned, Pierce staggered to the rear of the elevator, braced his shaky arms on the railing, and leaned his head back against the wall as violins wept through the piped-in sound system. He stood like that for a good two minutes, his breath quickening along with the crescendo of Vivaldi’s honey-coated summer before he realized he’d forgotten to push the button.

			Yes, some things never changed. But Lace Bettingfield sure had.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			Crown: part of a plant where the root and stem meet.

			IN a haze, Lace pushed through the front door of the hospital and stood outside on the sidewalk, blinking in the sunlight. Her pulse pounded in her ears. So what if Pierce was moving back to Cupid? She didn’t care. She’d gotten over him years ago. She’d done just fine there in the elevator. She’d held her head high and kept on going. Fine, huh? So what was she doing out here when she was supposed to be in Aunt Delia’s room?

			Pivoting, she walked back into the hospital. Using a technique she’d learned while undergoing therapy to treat her stutter, she recited basic botanical terms. The trick never failed to calm her. Stem, node, internodes, bud, stipule, rhizome, root, bulb.

			A bright-face candy striper stuffed her hands into the wide pockets of her pink pinafore, and grinned at Lace. “You saw him too, huh?”

			“Who?” Lace asked.

			“Pierce Hollister. He’s so hot.” She melted against a cart loaded with pots of Dianthus caryophyllus, the ubiquitous get-well carnations, that was parked outside the hospital gift shop.

			The pots wobbled and Lace quickly put out a restraining hand to keep them from toppling over. “Why would you say that?”

			“ ’Cause this is the second time you walked past here in the last five minutes looking dazed and confused. What else would have you looking like that?”

			“It’s not Pierce Hollister,” Lace snapped.

			“Oh yes it is. My daddy is a huge fan of the Dallas Cowboys and Pierce is from Cupid. And believe you me, it was Pierce. I even snapped a picture of him on my cell phone.” She pulled the phone out of her pocket. “Wanna see?”

			“I do not want to see.” Lace had meant that it wasn’t Pierce Hollister who’d caused her to rush into the hospital twice, but she was lying about that. She’d spotted him in the side visitors’ parking lot surrounded by beautiful women.

			Shocker.

			To avoid him, she’d driven around the other side of the building, parked there, and rushed through the front entrance before he could untangle himself from the groupies. She’d thought she was safe until the elevator opened on the third floor where Great-aunt Delia’s room had been and rushed in only to find it empty, before she remembered Carol Ann had told her that Delia had been moved to the rehab wing.

			She’d hopped back on the elevator, hell-bent on getting to the rehab wing ASAP. As rotten luck would have it, Pierce had been there waiting on the elevator.

			But she’d been cool. Hadn’t given away that she recognized him. Prayed he hadn’t recognized her, and she’d walked right out the front door. She was not going to allow that man to have any influence over her feelings. None whatsoever. That mess was a long time ago
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