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      For those who know that in the end it is love that matters most.
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      If a year ago someone had told Betty that she and Sam would be repeating history, she wouldn’t have believed it. She knew the hardships and rewards of raising a family, but she hadn’t been prepared for the Déjà vu the last few months had brought to her doorstep.

      “Are you finished?” Betty asked before picking up the breakfast plates from in front of Luke and Rafe. The twins belonged to Sam, who was both her fiancé and ex-husband.

      “Thank you,” Rafe said.

      Luke simply nodded. He then picked up his glass, draining the remaining juice with one gulp.

      When Betty accepted the engagement ring, she knew there would be an adjustment period with the boys. Each had similar physical characteristics to the son the couple had together twenty-plus years ago. But that was where the similarities ended. The younger Crawford boys had unique personalities, and both were affected by the events of this past summer.

      Rafe was outgoing and friendly. Not much intimidated him. He’d bounced back better than expected from the whole ordeal and the fact their mother was serving time in a Texas prison camp.

      Luke was the exact opposite. He’d always been shy but since Sam had returned to Sunnydale Farms Luke had become completely withdrawn.

      Eleven years into their first marriage, Sam wanted to pursue rodeo riding full time. Betty had given him a choice between his dreams and the life they’d worked so hard for, and Sam chose the road. He returned to town a decade later with a new wife and their twin boys. Not long after, he divorced Jade.

      Sam came into the kitchen and went straight for the coffee pot. “Are you two about ready? The school bus will be out front in ten minutes.”

      Rafe stood and picked up a backpack from the chair. “All ready.”

      Luke languished in his seat. “Do we have to ride the bus? Mom used to drive us to school.”

      “Your mom lived in town. It was a ten-minute round trip. Betts or I would lose an hour taking you in and another one picking you up. There’s nothing wrong with the school bus.”

      Rafe motioned to his brother. “Come on, it’s not that bad. Let’s go.”

      Luke—still sulking—picked up his backpack, slung it onto his shoulder, and followed his brother out the door.

      Betty watched the boys walk across the lawn toward the road from the window above the sink. “Are we being too harsh?”

      Sam took a sip from his coffee cup. “It’s a school bus. Why are you and Luke acting like it’s a punishment?” Sam snatched a piece of bacon from the plate and took a bite. “Take a seat, darlin’, and I’ll fix us some eggs.”

      Betty shook off her concerns about the boys and pivoted toward the stove. “I got it.”

      Sam stood in her way. “Let me. You deserve a few minutes to recoup and eat before we start feeding the horses.” He moved the plate of bacon and toast to the table and then went back to the stove, turning the flame back up under the cast iron pan. “I can’t thank you enough for everything you did to get those boys ready for school this year.”

      “Of course. It’s the least I could have done.”

      “Now, don’t be modest. It was far more than the least. The boys are my responsibility.”

      “We’re getting married, right?”

      “Are we?”

      She held up her left hand. “You did give me this ring.”

      “And you said yes. But you haven’t been too eager to set a date.”

      “A date for what? Some big fancy affair like Ben and Anna had a couple of years ago? In case you’ve forgotten, we had our church wedding.”

      “Almost thirty years ago.” The look on Sam’s face told Betty he had gone far away. Maybe down memory lane. A moment later, he was back in the present. “You know I feel the same way about a church wedding. And, no, I don’t want all that hustle and bustle and lavender and lace that we put into the kids’ wedding. But I do want to make it official.”

      Following his ex-wife back to Texas had been about righting wrongs. While married to Jade, her uncle—Frank Taylor—had involved them in a fraudulent racehorse breeding program. Once Sam realized the real nature of Jade’s family business, Frank blackmailed Sam to keep him quiet. Once the kids came along, Sam wanted to put distance between his new family and the criminal activities of Jade’s relations. Frank only let them leave because he held Sam’s participation over his head.

      Coming back to Caseville had solved the problem for many years until Frank threatened Sam and the safety of Betty, Ben, and Sunnydale Farms if he didn’t return to Texas with Jade to resume their role in the fraudulent breeding. Sam turned in evidence, not only about the horses but a complicated drug ring he discovered Frank was part of.

      He’d earned his freedom from his second ex-wife’s family and set his conscience right in one swoop.

      Betty let out an exaggerated sigh, trying to expel the immense pressure she felt every time Sam brought up the idea of their remarriage. “Don’t you think the twins need time to get their feet back under them? Their mother is in prison.”

      “What does that have to do with you and me getting married?”

      “It’s only been a few weeks since you proposed. When I said yes, I didn’t know you’d be pushing to do it right now.”

      “I don’t understand. What are we waiting for?”

      “Well, nothing I suppose.”

      “Okay. It’s settled. Let’s take care of the chores this morning, and we’ll head over to the courthouse.” He set a plate of eggs and a coffee mug on the table in front of her and then kissed her cheek. “I’ll make an honest woman of you.”

      She laughed. “Today? You’ve lost your mind!”

      “What’s wrong with today?”

      She could hear it in his voice. Sam was losing patience. “I said I didn’t want a big wedding, but the kids should be there. Both the twins and Ben and Anna.”

      Sam audibly grunted before taking a fork full of food. His gaze locked on his plate. She’d upset him—the last thing she wanted to do. But seriously, they were married for eleven years, then apart for nearly twice that. If she was being honest, part of her was worried about getting burned again by the same inferno.

      It wasn’t as if she’d ever stopped loving Sam Crawford. Even after the ink dried on their divorce papers, she kept his name. Sure, she explained it was easier to share the same last name as her son. She didn’t want to be forever answering questions about her failed marriage if she’d gone back to her maiden name.

      Now that Sam and the boys were living in the old farmhouse, it was almost like not a single day had passed since they were first married. She had him back in her bed. He was there every day helping to run the farm.

      Why the ceremony? For the piece of paper? They had one of those once. They’d said their vows. She meant hers, and he left to chase dreams that didn’t include her.

      Was it a matter of trust? If she couldn’t trust him, why had she taken the engagement ring? The answer was simple. God help her, Sam Crawford was the only man she would ever love.

      Sam swallowed the last bite of food and guzzled down the last sip of coffee. Wordlessly, he picked up his plates, rinsed them, and put them in the dishwasher. “When you figure it out, Betts, you let me know. I’ll be here waiting.”
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        * * *

      

      Sam lifted the pitchfork, tossing the soiled wood shaving from the stall to the wheelbarrow in the barn aisle. He’d fed the horses and turned them out, and Betty still hadn’t shown her face in the barn. He felt guilty for leaving her with dirty breakfast pans and his bitter words, especially since she’d been so good with the boys. But he was frustrated.

      He’d come back from Texas a free man. It hadn’t been immediately clear if he’d walk away after exposing his ex-wife’s and her family’s crimes. But, in the end, the prosecutor’s office had exchanged the evidence he gave them for his freedom. From the time he’d driven the old truck carrying him, his sons, and a trailer full of liberated racehorses onto the property, Betty had opened her home and her heart to all.

      She’d done everything
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