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      Fashion model Laura Oakes longs to be taken seriously. When an inheritance brings her to Sweetheart Creek, Texas, she shucks her old life and dives headlong into small town living. Too bad the handsome and serious cowboy Levi Wylder she’s crushing on sees her as nothing more than a princess.

      

      Was it the sparkly cowboy boots? Because it couldn’t be due to how she stepped in and calmed that rearing horse outside his stable.

      

      The last thing Levi Wylder needs is a high-maintenance woman interfering with his plans. But that’s exactly what he gets when his family ranch suddenly finds itself without a riding stable manager. And the only person he can find to fill those empty boots is a woman who buys her footwear based on looks alone.

      

      But when Laura steps into the ring, Levi discovers there’s something about this beautiful stranger that he completely underestimated—such as her power to steal his well-protected heart.
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            A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      When I was a kid we’d take the Friday of the Calgary Stampede parade off work on the farm and drive into the city super early to get good seats on the bleachers set up along 9th Ave—just a few blocks from my grandmother’s high-rise apartment. That was back in the day when the parade floats still tossed candy to the spectators. The parade would kick off ten days of celebrations in the city.

      At some point during the summer my brother and I would be shipped off to Ontario to spend time with my other grandmother while my parents focused on the harvest. (Time spent in Muskoka led to the inspiration for my Summer Sisters series.) When we got off the plane in Toronto my grandmother would always be able to find our luggage carousel quite quickly due to all of the folks wearing cowboy hats. One year it was my brother wearing the hat. One year it was me.

      Not as many folks wear cowboy hats around here anymore, but farmers and ranchers still exist. You earn your belt buckle. You have your going to town, good boots. You may even have your going to town truck.

      The folks who work the land tend to be a special breed. They pause. They speak their mind, and are honest about their thoughts. They say a lot in few words. And they will still stop if you’re pulled over on the side of the road, because they believe in community and helping each other. (They’ll pull you out of a snowy ditch, too.)

      I’ve alway wanted to touch on these soulful folks and this new Texas series is in their honor. To those who keep us fed, no matter the weather or the conditions in which they have to work to put food on their table as well as ours.

      
        
        Happy reading,

        Jean Oram

        Alberta, Canada 2020

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For all those who have waited patiently for the Wylder clan to take the stage. This one’s for you. (And the next four or five books, too. ;) )

      

      But most of all, for Travis W. This may not be the story Moonshine and Weiner Water as requested, but I did like the name Sweet Meadow Falls and hope you don’t mind me using it as a jumping off point to create the Sweet Meadows Ranch. Enjoy your debut as mayor of the 4,123 citizens of Sweetheart Creek. May this new career treat you well.
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      Laura Oakes rolled down the window of her vintage Volkswagen Beetle, the tension over wondering if her car would make the twenty-seven-hour drive lifting off her. The fresh Texas Hill Country morning air filled the vehicle as she slowed at the town of Sweetheart Creek’s outer limits. Its welcome sign said Population 4,123. Unless a baby had been born since July, that number was off by at least one resident.

      Laura inhaled and allowed her heavily loaded car to coast over the small bridge that would take her into town. While she adored the bustle of New York, there was something about her great-aunt Luanne’s hometown that made life feel more real. She wasn’t sure what it was, exactly, but figured it was likely a combination of the gentle hills, the towering oaks, the women and their ever-ready casseroles, and the way men still tipped their hats in greeting. Everything here was just more… personal. The little things still mattered.

      There were only a few vehicles angle parked along Main Street this early on a Saturday morning. The Longhorn Diner had been repainted since her last visit, its white wood trim looking quaint and spiffy against the red brick. The homemade Go Torpedoes! This Is Your Year! sign hanging in the window added to the small-town Texas charm Laura had missed. She’d been back only for quick visits since the blissful month she’d spent with her aunt when she was thirteen.

      Even though she was to meet Luanne’s friend Nina at the diner to get the key to her late aunt’s home which had been willed to Laura, she continued on through town to see what else had changed. By the looks of things not much had, and she turned around five blocks later to head back to the Longhorn.

      The diner was like an old friend, a place where she’d spent many hours sitting on the tall stools along the back counter, drinking milkshakes. It had been a throwback in time even then, the thick, cold drink freezing her throat on unbearably hot days. That summer she had savored the oppressive, humid Texas heat, even though it made her hair a frizzy mess and caused her bare thighs to stick to the vinyl soda fountain stools. So simple and carefree.

      She looked down at her long gel fingernails wrapped around the old steering wheel, their shiny, violent color somehow emphasized in a way it hadn’t been in New York. Hussy Red. That was what the Filipino nail artist had called the shade, with an amused twinkle in her eye. Laura had agreed, loving the powerful hue and the way the perfect gloss reminded her of how far she’d climbed in the world of modeling. She had earned everything she’d wanted and more.

      Well, mostly. Upon announcing her retirement from modeling last month she’d found the flicker of her fame flame had begun to quickly fade. Her friends were vanishing the same way they’d appeared—instantly. She was discovering that there was nothing like stepping out of the limelight to find out who and what were real in your life.

      Her newly ex boyfriend, Memphis, was another example of that. His shift in attitude toward her had been similar to that of her yoga instructor, who had once sought her out at the end of class, but now barely gave her a nod. Her so-called book club, who mostly just drank wine and complained about their pedicurists, had forgotten to tell her about the date change for the latest meet-up, and she’d shown up on the wrong day, surprised and hurt.

      And Memphis. She’d really thought he was in it for the long haul. She’d believed that how quickly he’d advanced their relationship had been due to them being in their thirties and knowing they were on the right path together. But apparently their joking about marriage and kids had been just that to him—a joke.

      When she’d retired, Memphis had panicked, telling everyone she was getting some work done on the hush-hush and would soon be back, better than ever. It had been humiliating. And even though he’d begun to resent the time she’d spent away on photo shoots, he’d begged her to reconsider, to bargain her way back into modeling as if she had no shame. Like she didn’t understand that models over thirty—even if they’d once been in the swimsuit edition of Sports Illustrated—were entering the quieter years of their career, and that it was better to bow out gracefully than to have the door shut in your face. Repeatedly.

      When she’d proposed that she might become a stay-at-home mom, he’d argued that his career on Wall Street was just catching fire, and he feared getting daddy tracked. It turned out he had other reasons for being squeamish about sharing more than their lovely Hudson River-view apartment.

      Laura blinked and shook away the memories as she accidentally exited town the way she’d just arrived. She sucked in a breath as she caught sight of an armadillo ambling across the road ahead. The squeal of tires as she jerked the wheel to the right was followed by a screech and thump as the suitcase she’d strapped to the roof slid over the windshield and hood, hit the pavement and skittered off into the ditch, narrowly missing the animal. The engine sputtered and went quiet.

      “No-o-o!” After driving for two hours straight, the car wouldn’t restart unless it sat for at least twenty minutes. Hoping for a miracle, Laura turned the key, fingers crossed. The motor whined and clunked, then gave its classic I-won’t-start-until-I-have-a-rest sound.

      “You poor baby. You did good. I know you’re not used to being out of the garage and driving so far or so fast.” She’d loved having a car in New York even though it was costly and impractical. Her friends had teased her for keeping the finicky old Beetle, but she adored it and what it represented. Having bought it with her first real modeling paycheck, she considered it a symbol of freedom and independence. She relied on nobody. Not the subway or cabs or buses. It was all her. She could grab her purse and go at any time.

      Laura opened her door, digging in her purse for her phone so she could take a photo of the armadillo for her social media account while she collected her suitcase. The heat coming off the pavement warmed her from her open-toed heels up to the skirt of her fitted dress.

      She started walking in a wide circle to avoid the armadillo, but it nailed her with its dark eyes, giving her chills.

      Laura snapped a quick photo, then tried to shoo the animal away, since it was heading into the ditch and directly toward her suitcase, which looked as though it might be spilling its contents.

      “No! Go on! Git!”

      It turned to look at her and she stumbled back a step. It waddled toward her, its pace increasing. Laura hurried toward the protection of her car. The armadillo screamed at her in a low cat-like yowl and Laura tore past the vehicle, unwilling to take the time to open the door and climb in.

      From what she thought was a safe distance, she turned. The armadillo was still following her, picking up speed when it saw her pause, as though hoping to catch up with her.

      Laura kept going until she was in town and only a few doors from the diner, skirting a row of bicycles and lawn mowers on the sidewalk in front of the hardware store. Her heart warmed with memories of the handsome teenager who’d worked irregular hours there the summer she’d spent in Sweetheart Creek. His skin had been tanned, and his movements so fluid and confident despite an obvious growth spurt that had put him near six feet. How tall was he now? Would he be a rare find in her world and be taller than she was?

      She used to find projects around her aunt’s house so she’d have an excuse to go in and ask him for advice. That had been some crush. It had given her lofty ideals about what love should feel like.

      An older cowboy was walking toward her, his boots clacking on the concrete, a swagger in his step as his steely gaze swept over her.

      “Good morning,” she said, feeling out of place.

      He tipped his hat, still taking her in. “Morning.”

      She shifted in the sexy high heels that felt normal in New York. Nobody wore fitted purple sundresses and Jimmy Choos around here as casual wear. They wore things like the fabulous aquamarine boots in the window of Blue Tumbleweed—and only when dressing up.

      As she and the man passed each other, Laura pointedly looked away, catching sight of a faded truck parked in front of the diner that was almost as old as her car. The Chevrolet had likely been a nice bright red when purchased decades ago, but was now more a rust color, its pigment sucked out from years of being subjected to the unforgiving Texas sun.

      Inhaling a fresh breath, Laura yanked open the diner door and marched to her favorite red vinyl stool at the back counter, ready for a little time and perspective that only this small town seemed able to provide.
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        * * *

      

      Laura smoothed her hands along the counter, which was still white with flecks of silver stuck in it. When she had been that gangly girl with braces and out-of-control curls she would sit here watching the cook, Nina, through the open window across the gangway, where waitresses hustled back and forth with orders, coffee and dirty dishes. Almost every time Laura came in she would order a milkshake, not even thinking about calories.

      She gave her head a little shake. Calories no longer mattered in the way they had even a few months ago. It felt as if her entire life was changing faster than she could keep up. She was no longer in a committed relationship, and no longer had a big career. And three days ago she’d reached her limit with Memphis and his stubborn refusal to move out of her apartment. She’d called the landlord and broken her lease, put her belongings in storage or into her little car, and had hit the road, leaving Memphis to work out a new lease with the landlord.

      Meaning she was not only unemployed and single, but she was homeless, too.

      She clenched her trembling hands together. She had a lot of investments set aside, and her agent had a few deals in the works that would utilize the brand she’d built around her name. There would be income, and maybe even a job of sorts to keep her from feeling as though the bottom of her life was falling out.

      “Can I get you anything, hon?” asked the woman behind the counter. She fished a notepad and pen from the pocket of her apron as though expecting Laura to order an intricate meal that would test her memory skills. No gluten, sauces on the side, and substitute this for that.

      Laura was so tired of it all. She just wanted to order something real.

      “Just a coffee, please.” She eased forward on the stool as the waitress turned to take the coffeepot off its small burner. “I’m looking for Nina. Is she in?”

      “Just stepped out. Said she’ll be back in about a half hour. Her cat needed his insulin shot, and she forgot to give it to him before she left for work.”

      The waitress, studying Laura, placed a black coffee in front of her. The brew was steaming, a thin film of oil from the ground beans swirling on the surface. Hot and bitter. It wasn’t at all what she wanted, even though it was as real as it came.

      “You know what? Can I get a chocolate milkshake, too? Please.”

      The waitress grinned with warm recognition. “I thought that might be you, Laura, but I darn near didn’t recognize you with that glossy highlighted hair of yours. Look at how beautiful you’ve become. I heard about your success. Vogue? Oh, your aunt was so proud of you. God rest her ever-lovin’ soul.”

      “Thank you.” Laura felt a wash of shyness, as if she was still that kid who had been shipped from the city to spend a summer here while her parents fought their way through a divorce. It was around then that independence came to be something to strive for, even though it had scared her witless trying to figure out how to stand on her own two feet.

      She eyed the waitress, who sported an unnaturally yellow swoop of teased hair above her wrinkled, friendly face. Though her posture was slightly stooped and her frame rail thin, she had an air of bustling alertness about her. “Mrs. Fisher?” Laura guessed.

      The woman placed a hand to her sequined Western-style blouse, looking pleased. “I can’t believe you remember me. Bless your heart, sweetie.” She turned to the counter and pulled a tall metal cup from a stack, asking over her shoulder, “Can I get you anything else?”

      Laura perked up. “Could I also have bacon and eggs—scrambled—and toast, sourdough if you have it. I’d like shredded hash browns, and maybe some of those delicious pancakes if you still make them. Extra syrup.”

      “Honey child, you gotta tell me what kind of workout you do that y’all can eat like that and look like this.” The woman let out a gusty chuckle.

      “I won’t look like this for very long if I eat like that regularly, but I think it’s time I treated myself.”

      “Truer words were never spoken. Us womenfolk often forget to treat ourselves, and we’re hard on ourselves, too. Well, unless we’ve got ourselves a no-good man. In which case they become the expert at making us feel like something out of a cow’s bottom, if you know what I mean.”

      That was pretty much what Memphis had called her car. A piece of…

      Remembering where she’d left her vehicle, Laura said, “My VW Beetle died just outside of town. Do you think it’ll be okay there until I’m done eating? It’s mostly off the road, luckily.”

      “Honey, we need to get you hooked up with Clint.” The waitress abandoned the half-made milkshake and moved to the kitchen window, calling, “Do you know Clint’s number at the shop? And gimme a Wylder special while you’re at it.”

      “Who’s Clint?” Laura asked.

      “The local mechanic.”

      “Oh, the car’s fine. It just needs to rest for a few minutes, then it’ll start again.”

      Mrs. Fisher gave her an odd look. “You sure, hon? That sounds like something in need of fixin’.”

      “Maybe some other time.”

      “Well, it should be okay there for a bit, but some kind heart may tow it for you. The good thing is they’ll likely come in here first to ask about it.”

      Mrs. Fisher called through the cook’s window that she didn’t need Clint’s number, after all.

      “An armadillo chased me. Otherwise I would have stayed with the car, or left a note that I was coming back, and not to tow it.”

      “Oh, that would be Bill.”

      “Bill?” Laura repeated. The town had named that cranky beast with the croaky scream?

      “There’s a drink named after him at the Watering Hole. He’s ornery, so it’s best you left the scene. He’s not one to trifle with. Too many people have fed him and he’s lost his fear of humans.” Her expression became more serious, and she quietly said, “If you need anything while dealing with your auntie’s estate, don’t you hesitate to come in here and let me know. I’ll help you out the best I can, or find someone else to, you hear?”

      Laura’s eyes welled with tears and she nodded, not daring to speak. She usually saw her aunt only at Thanksgiving, when Luanne would come to the city for some “razzle dazzle.” Even though they got together rarely, she felt the loss, her aunt having given her space and freedom, during her thirteenth summer, when she’d needed it the most. Her aunt, in many ways, had been one of her biggest cheerleaders. Even the timing of leaving her the house here in Sweetheart Creek felt strangely fortuitous—giving her space and a comforting place to think just when she needed it the most.

      Mrs. Fisher’s own eyes filled with sadness as she silently patted Laura’s hand before scooping it up, saying, “Well, now. Those are some beautiful nails.”

      “You can say it,” she replied with a sigh. “High maintenance.”

      “They’re lovely. Some of the girls go over to Riverbend to get their nails done if they’re too busy at the Big Hair Salon, and it costs them a pretty penny. And their nails don’t turn out half as nice as yours.”

      “Thank you.”

      Mrs. Fisher was leaning in, studying Laura’s eyelashes. “Have you ever had your eyes glued shut when they’re putting those things on?”

      “Oh.” Laura reached to touch her fake lashes before catching herself. “That’s the worst part.” She blushed, feeling as though the woman was noting every effort she took to ensure she always upheld the appearance of fashion model. In New York you were supposed to make it all seem natural, and as though you didn’t spend weeks of your life putting it all together. And for what? To attract a man who wasn’t there when you needed him.

      She stopped herself from following that line of thought.

      “Is it all too much?” she asked, hoping the woman would be honest with her.

      “Nothing’s too much if we’re happy.” Mrs. Fisher went back to work on the milkshake.

      Laura thought about that until her shake was placed in front of her and a bell rang near the window, signaling her meal was ready.

      “Order up for Miss Model of the Year,” the waitress said brightly, placing a large plate of food in front of her.

      Laura felt heat flood her face as she reached for a fork. “Not this year.” She’d won twice in her late twenties, but that ship had sailed.

      “Next year then.” Mrs. Fisher smiled and passed her a syrup container.

      Laura gave a small shake of her head.

      “No syrup? I thought you asked for double?”

      “I’m not modeling any longer.”

      “Why not? You could win any pageant in the state with that smile of yours.”

      Laura gave her a grateful look. “I’ve retired.”

      Mrs. Fisher appeared dumbfounded, a bit like Memphis had when she’d told him the same news.

      “Time to turn the page,” Laura said, with more enthusiasm than she felt. “Start something new.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know.” That’s why she’d told her sister she was going to spend at least a few weeks here, sorting out Luanne’s home as well as her own life. Being in Sweetheart Creek had helped her find her direction once. She hoped it might again.

      “You should become an exercise instructor!” Mrs. Fisher said. “I bet the pool would let you teach a class again.”

      Laura smiled at the memory. She’d been on an exercise kick the summer she’d spent with Luanne, and she’d convinced the pool’s director to allow her to teach an aquacize class three nights a week. Several local ladies had joined her in their floral swimsuits and matching bathing caps. It had been fun, but she hadn’t been particularly good at it.

      “We’d all come, based on the hope you could get us all looking half as good as you do,” Mrs. Fisher said, with a cheery wink that made Laura feel special. “You’re a go-getter. Nothing stands in your way.” When she caught Laura’s doubtful expression, she added with authority, “I knew you when you were a kid. These kinds of things don’t change. Now eat up. We don’t want anyone saying we didn’t feed you while you were in town.”
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      Outside the Longhorn Diner Levi Wylder reconsidered his decision to eat in town and be social. He had parked his faded ’84 Chevy in front of the place, then walked down to Clint’s Parts and Mechanic to pick up a new radiator hose. He’d planned to treat himself to breakfast in town, but the thought of battling Mrs. Fisher’s persistent efforts at matchmaking was an exhausting one. He needed another ranch hand or three, not a girlfriend.

      His stomach rumbled, and with a sigh, he gave in, pulling open the diner’s glass door. As he strode to the rear, he lifted his hat as he passed various tables, nodding and offering good-mornings.

      “This the year your brothers are going to get our boys state championship rings?” asked Davis Davies, DJ and owner of the local radio station.

      “Hope so.” Myles and Ryan coached high school football, and for the past few years they’d narrowly missed taking home the title. The town was about ready to have a breakdown over the string of losses.

      Placing his cowboy hat on the counter, Levi took a stool at the coffee bar along the back, two spots down from a woman who smelled like perfume. It wasn’t overwhelming, and it was a nice scent, just out of place. In fact, every inch of her groomed body was out of place. This woman was the princess his ex-girlfriend had strived to be, going so far as to hightail it out of town with his heart, not stopping until she was well embedded in Hollywood. He’d truly thought Coulter was going to return home from college with her veterinary-assistant degree and work on the family ranch with him. But nope. She’d quit college and started acting, not letting him know she wasn’t coming back until she had landed her first movie role.

      “Coffee,” he said to Mrs. Fisher, wishing his words hadn’t come out so abruptly.

      The waitress put a hand on her narrow hip and gave him a scolding look. She had been deep in conversation with the stranger, no doubt delighted to have someone new to chat with.

      However, the way Mrs. Fisher eyed him now made him fear it wouldn’t be long before she tried to set the two of them up, even though they obviously weren’t the least bit compatible.

      The newcomer glanced over at his tone.

      “Coffee, please,” he said, softening his request.

      Mrs. Fisher took her time sauntering to the coffeepot, while someone slid onto the stool to his left. A hint of strawberry shampoo and lip gloss. Jackie Moorhouse. The woman meant well, but had been annoyingly and persistently available since the third grade. So far she’d done a bang-up job of chasing every eligible male out of the county. Well, except for himself and three of his four brothers. And they were definitely all in her crosshairs.

      Levi shifted, turning his back on Jackie and in the process facing the new arrival. She was gorgeous. She probably used all the hot water in the morning, and hogged the entire bathroom counter, filling it with products that kept her golden hair so glossy and fine. Would it feel as soft as it looked?

      He shifted again, facing the open window into the kitchen. His mother often teased him that he just needed the right woman. One who would share the burdens and joys of life on the Sweet Meadows Ranch, and wouldn’t get upset at his odd hours, or the days he sometimes had to spend rounding up herds, sleeping under the stars. You’d think if that was true he’d have found someone by now, living as he did in the heart of Texas.

      “Jackie?” Mrs. Fisher asked, waving the coffeepot.

      “No, thanks, Mrs. Fisher. I like your shirt. Is that the one that was in the window at Jenny’s?”

      “It is. Blue Tumbleweed’s prettiest one. Jenny said she’d ordered it with me in mind.” She twisted to model it for Jackie.

      Levi pitched forward on his stool and reached over the edge of the counter, fishing around for the stack of white cups. Finding one, he held it out hopefully.

      “Coyotes eat your prize heifer last night?” Mrs. Fisher asked with a smirk, filling his cup before lifting the empty plate from in front of the woman to his right. It had been scraped clean. A milkshake glass in front of her had the end of its straw stained cherry red from her lipstick, which matched her long nails. Levi dared another appraisal of her, having missed the signs of a healthy appetite the first time. Was the look of sorrow in her pretty hazel eyes causing her to eat diner food in an attempt to bury sadness?

      He shook off an eerie feeling of familiarity. He was pretty certain he’d remember this woman if they’d met before.

      “Nope,” he said, returning his attention to Mrs. Fisher. “No coyotes. Just typical ranch problems.”

      Ever since his mother and father had split up, then decided to retire, while sending Levi’s cousin Nick Wylder off the ranch at the same time, Levi had been struggling to keep all the loose ends tied into a big knot so things didn’t unravel. If they did, he’d risk sending the older generations of Wylders into poverty during their golden years, as they depended on the ranch’s income, too.

      His father had optimistically believed that his leaving would allow the boys to claim their birthright, but so far it had mostly been Levi, his brother Myles and their ranch hand Hank trying to maintain the status quo. Levi had some changes he’d like to institute to make things a bit easier, as well as possibly more profitable, but so far his silent partners—his other three brothers—were either AWOL or kept voting to maintain things as they were.

      “What brings you into town?” Mrs. Fisher asked, leaning her hip against the counter.

      “Coffee.” He lifted the cup to his lips. It wasn’t as strong as the brew he sipped at the pasture fence each dawn, but at least he hadn’t had to make it.

      “Either of y’all want breakfast?” She waggled a finger at Jackie and Levi.

      Jackie shook her head and Levi shrugged, undecided. Jackie had been quiet so far, but the fact that she wasn’t ordering anything suggested she might be tracking him specifically. In other words, she’d spotted the ranch’s truck and had come in to see if today was the day a Wylder accepted her advances. He was fairly certain he wasn’t her first pick, and personally, he was holding out for a woman who thought of him and nobody else.

      If he ordered a meal he couldn’t escape.

      “You’re wasting away,” Mrs. Fisher said to Levi. “I heard you boys haven’t been eating right since your mama left the ranch.”

      He bristled as the woman to his right gave him an amused, darting glance. It was true that everyone on the ranch had tightened their belts a notch since his mom had moved to town several months ago, but they weren’t completely inept. He could grill a fine steak, and Myles was pretty good at making waffles.

      “You need a woman to fatten you up,” Jackie said. Her long fingers curled around his biceps.

      “It’s fine. I’m fine.” He pushed himself off his stool and placed his hat on his head. “Was just in town for a radiator hose and thought I’d stop by and say hello.” He dropped a few bills on the counter for his coffee.

      “You paid for it, so might as well drink it.” Mrs. Fisher topped up his cup.

      He tipped it back and took a long slurp. Man, that was hot. He set it down, half-empty. “Gimme a muffin to go.”

      Mrs. Fisher whipped the tea towel out of her checkered apron, whacking him. “Mind your manners or I’ll have your ear.”

      Chagrined, he sat again. “Please.”

      “Take off your hat if you’re sitting at my counter,” she chided. He obeyed.

      “Are you going to Friday’s game?” Jackie asked.

      He never missed one if he could help it, and she knew it.

      “We’ll see.”

      “I’ll save you a seat.” He caught her eyeing the woman to his right. “I’m Jackie Moorhouse,” she said to her. Jackie reached past him to shake hands, pressing her chest against his shoulder.

      “Laura Oakes,” the newcomer replied. She had a gentle voice that was lacking the typical Texas drawl commonly heard in Sweetheart Creek.

      “You look familiar,” Jackie said. “Did you win Miss Texas?”

      She shook her head.

      “Rodeo queen in San Antonio?”

      Another shake of her head. Levi sized her up. There was that hint of familiarity about her, that
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