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      I had never thought of a plus sign as a bad thing.

      Of course, I’d never had one show up on a stick I’d peed on. Kudos to me, that changed today.

      My knees wobbled, and the idiotic white piece of plastic rattled as I set it on the scarred Formica countertop.

      Brown eyes—mine—stared back at me accusingly in the mirror. “You’ve done it now.”

      A baby.

      My hand found my stomach. Still flat, still the same.

      Even though so much had changed.

      The bathroom door rattled as a fist slammed against the thin plank of wood. “Move it, Kel! Food’s up and your tables are restless.”

      “Coming!” I called as I wrapped the test in a paper towel before shoving it deep into my purse.

      I couldn’t leave it here. Not where anyone—where Henry—might see it. He would get his back up, storm out to the ranch where he-who-must-not-be-named lived, and drag the no-good, low down piece of crap into town for a proper whooping.

      And I might just want to let him.

      With a sigh, I washed my hands and left the bathroom.

      It was my own fault. I knew the type of man Rex was.

      I’d fallen into his bed anyway.

      “Regret never fails to burn like a mother,” I muttered as I swept into the kitchen, grabbed the plates from the pass, and started hustling toward my table.

      “What was that?” Henry asked as he flipped a burger.

      “Nothing.” I hefted the tray filled with six plates and various food accessories—ketchup, extra dressing, and napkins—with practiced ease.

      Oh, God. I was going to be huge and pregnant and . . . waiting tables.

      Good luck to the customers, because I lacked the sincerity and cheerfulness that seemed to come naturally to most waitresses on a normal day. I could only imagine what was going to happen when my hormones raged.

      Using my back, I pushed through the swinging door and promptly stumbled to a stop.

      He was here. Rex was here.

      Stupidly, my heart raced. He’d changed his mind. He’d—

      The man’s eyes flicked to mine, completely unrecognizing and indifferent. My momentary burst of hope disintegrated.

      He was going to pretend not to know me? To not recognize me?

      The jerk! The rotten—

      Except . . . there was something off about him. I squinted, trying to discern the change, but the tray was taking its toll on my arms. I tore my gaze away from Rex to practically hurl the dishes at my customers.

      “Anything else?” I asked, and was thankful when there weren’t any requests.

      Two seconds later, I was in front of Rex.

      Who wasn’t actually Rex.

      Oh, he was the right height and had the same square jaw and the same gorgeous, sun-kissed skin, but this man wasn’t the one I’d slept with.

      “Hi,” he said, his green eyes warm. They were a brilliant emerald and just as inviting as they’d been in the picture I’d seen on Rex’s desk. “Can I just sit anywhere?”

      My nod was jerky. “I’ll get you a menu.”

      Fingers brushed my arm—calloused fingers that felt both familiar and different.

      “You okay?”

      I forced a smile, my stomach churning. This could not be happening. “Just perfect—”

      And that was the moment I puked all over Rex’s twin’s shoes.
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      “Hey, puke monster. How’s it hanging?”

      My eyes slid closed at my sister’s voice. I was cowering in the back office, mortified and disgusted.

      I’d puked on a man’s shoes.

      A man I’d never met, who I’d only seen in a photograph on his brother’s desk.

      Life was good.

      “Henry called you, didn’t he?” I said, resigned that I was in for no end of sisterly torture now that she knew.

      “Of course he did,” Melissa said. “He was worried about you driving home.”

      “I’m fine.” And I was. Aside from the unpleasant aftertaste in my mouth, I felt completely normal.

      Which was relative, I supposed, since I had a human being growing inside of me.

      “Go away,” I told her, pulling a fresh shirt over my head and snagging my purse. Puking on a customer was pretty much a surefire way to end your shift.

      Or your job.

      Thankfully, Henry had been my best friend for almost twenty years. I figured that gave me one puke pass.

      “You look like crap,” Melissa said, peeking through the door, her bright blue eyes sweeping over me with razor-sharp focus.

      Her perfume hit me like a wave and my stomach began to churn again. This pregnancy stuff blew.

      “I feel like crap.”

      “You’d better take off. I’ll cover the rest of your shift.”

      Surprised, I glanced over at her. “You’re going to?”

      “I’ve waited plenty of tables here, Kel.”

      “Yeah, like ten years ago.”

      “I’m not that old.”

      “You have kids.”

      Her pfft of disgust wasn’t unwarranted, given the circumstances. Not that I was going to enlighten her to that fact.

      “Kids don’t mean my life is over!” she protested as she crossed the room and rifled through the stack of café T-shirts to find one in her size.

      Which was a small. Or rather a delicate, curvy, perfect size two.

      Ugh.

      “Lies,” I said, even as part of me persisted in wondering why I was pursuing this particular conversational minefield. Probably because I wanted her to convince me I was wrong.

      Melissa sighed and sank down into the chair behind the desk. She reached forward, touching my forehead to check my temperature in that quintessential mom way. “You’re clammy,” she said. “And okay, maybe the kids are driving me nuts, and I jumped for an excuse to get the heck out of the house. But, Max and Allie are still the best things I’ve ever done.”

      I smiled. “You’re a good mom.”

      “You think?” The slice of vulnerability in her tone caught me off guard. My sister didn’t do vulnerable.

      “I know,” I said, not needing to fake my conviction. Melissa was a fantastic mother, so, so much better than our own.

      Her eyes warmed and tension seemed to leave her spine. A moment later, any softness was gone. She straightened, clapped her hands once. “Okay then, so get the heck out of here and let me have my fun.”

      I left her to it and drove home carefully. I lived on the edge of town, just before the main turnoff that led to Rex’s ranch.

      The close proximity had been convenient for the few weeks we were together. At least until he’d stopped calling. Then—now—it remained solely a painful reminder of my idiocy.

      “The one time in my life I give into stupidity and this happens.” I sighed and bumped my car door closed with one hip. Between digging in my purse for my keys and trying—and failing—to keep the lovely smelling baggy of dirty clothes out of nose-range, my hands were full.

      So it was the perfect time for someone to pull into my driveway.

      Gravel crunched, and I winced as a cloud of dust wafted forward, coating my clammy skin in a fine layer of the stuff.

      The car, an expensive silver sedan, slid to a stop and the driver’s side window rolled down with a whir. “Excuse me. I wondered if you could direct me to . . .”

      Warm honey. The masculine voice was liquid and molten, leaving trail marks of sticky sweetness down my spine. If Rex’s voice had been sexy, his twin’s was Magic Mike XL.

      “. . . Roosevelt Ranch. I think I missed the turnoff.”

      I stood there, my gaze on the car, on the driver whose face was both so familiar and so different. I’d always felt out of my depth in Rex’s presence. Too short. Too fat. Too ugly.

      His twin dwarfed everything. All of the feelings Rex had wrought were magnified by his brother’s smooth polish and obvious wealth.

      And I’d puked on him.

      Not my fault. Not my fault. Not my—

      I shored my spine, took a step closer, and met those clear green eyes head-on.

      “Oh,” he said, surprise filling his voice. Clearly he hadn’t known whose driveway he’d parked in. “I didn’t mean to bother you.” There was a pause, spectacularly awkward. “I’m Justin.”

      “I’m Kelly.”

      “Nice to meet you.” His voice hit me right in the gut, but instead of making me nauseous like everything else seemed to, the sound of Justin talking settled my insides.

      “You too.” I bit my lip. “And . . . I’m sorry about earlier. I don’t normally . . .”

      “. . . puke on customers?” One corner of his mouth curved up.

      “Yeah. That.” I winced and my words came in a flurry. “How’re the shoes? I meant what I said. I’ll pay to replace them and to get your clothes cleaned.”

      “They’re fine.”

      My brows pulled together. “Fine?”

      He shrugged, and his mouth curved further. My pulse sped up in response, the jerk. “Well, fine meaning they’re in the trash. But I have more clothes. It was really no big deal.”

      “Getting puked on wasn’t a big deal?” If that was true, the man was a saint.

      “I’m a doctor,” Justin said. “There’s not much that grosses me out.”

      “Oh.”

      “So, Roosevelt Ranch?” he asked after a beat. “Can you tell me how to get there?”

      I shook myself. Big deal, so the man was hotter than pretty much any guy I’d ever been around. Sexiness didn’t discount the fact I still had a brain.

      I just needed to remember to use it.

      “You haven’t missed the turn,” I said, and started to lift my hand to point down the road before I remembered it held the bag of my dirty clothes. Ick. I dropped my arm, inclining my head instead. “It’s just past that stand of trees. Turn right and drive down for a mile, then turn left at the red mailbox. You can’t miss the entrance to the ranch.”

      “Okay.” He raised a brow. “That’s very . . . informative?”

      I paid his surprise no mind. Instead, lifting my chin, I said, “I know Rex.”

      “So I surmised.”

      There was a slender thread of derision in his tone. It sliced deep, and I wanted to shout I wasn’t the kind of woman he seemed to be assuming I was. The kind other women looked down their noses at, the kind men only used for sex.

      Except evidence seemed to be pointing to the contrary.

      “Yeah. Well, drive safe.” I turned away from Justin and started up the wooden stairs of my little cottage.

      “Okay, thanks.” I heard the car’s transmission clink as he shifted into reverse, then the crunch of gravel as he backed down the driveway. “Hope you feel better,” he called.

      I didn’t bother looking back, but gave a little wave and unlocked my front door. “Nothing nine months won’t cure.”
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      Justin drove through the gates of Roosevelt Ranch to find a huge moving truck parked just inside the circular drive.

      He sighed. It was exactly as he figured.

      His twin brother Rex was always the same. Always declaring he’d found his dream job, only to up and quit a few months in.

      He’d bought a luxury cruise line and not followed through on the essentials, like feeding people and providing entertainment, then had jumped ship when the customers were angry.

      After that, Rex had bought a production company in Los Angeles and produced two horrifically boring films about the dangers of artificial dye in food.

      Things never changed. Investment firms. Gourmet catering companies. Oil fields in Texas.

      At least this venture—the luxury dude ranch business—hadn’t hurt other people.

      Justin had phoned the ranch manager and learned that the ranch hadn’t received a single booking, probably because Rex was supposed to be taking a course on marketing and, no surprise, hadn’t actually finished it.

      One of the wide-planked garage doors opened just as Justin got out of his car. A cherry-red Lamborghini backed slowly out.

      “Rex, you are an idiot,” he muttered, watching as the driver carefully drove it up the ramp and into the back of the truck.

      “Really feeling the love, J.”

      Rex’s low rumble made the hairs on Justin’s nape stand on edge. Everything was always a joke to his brother, probably because Justin was always the one who cleaned up the messes.

      He swept a hand at the ridiculous ranch house, complete with columns, two stupidly oversized front doors, and a manicured lawn. This was supposed to be a dude ranch in the middle of Utah, not the set of Dallas. “What are you doing, Rex?”

      “Ranching isn’t for me.”

      Justin bit back a retort. He’d known what he was getting into before he’d flown in, but his disappointment was still acute.

      He’d spent four years in the Middle East as a flight surgeon, had clocked countless hours taking care of people who were sacrificing life and limb for others.

      And his brother was still the same.

      “What about the ranch? The people who work and live here?” he asked.

      “Dad’s sending out someone to evaluate everything.” Rex shrugged. “They’ll be fine. We’ll either sell and they’ll go with the new owner, or Dad will find someone to run this place and keep on anyone productive. You know he always finds a way to turn a profit.”

      That, their father did.

      The trouble was, turning profits from Rex’s schemes was unnecessary stress on their already health-plagued father.

      “Dad doesn’t need the extra work.” Another heart attack might be the end for him.

      “Dad is retired and bored out of his mind. I’m just giving him something to do.”

      Justin mentally counted to ten. “Whatever, Rex,” he said, striving to keep his tone neutral. “So where are you heading next?”

      Rex slung on a pair of aviator glasses that must have cost more than the entirety of Justin’s wardrobe and sighed as if the weight of the world was on his shoulders. “Fiji. I need a vacation after all this stress.”

      Selfish, no-good son-of-a—

      “Have a safe flight,” Justin said, instead of giving voice to any of the frustrated thoughts pinging around in his mind.

      “Did you bring the plane?” Rex asked.

      “Yup.”

      “Good.” He jangled a set of keys in his palm, probably to another freaking Lamborghini. “You don’t mind waiting here while I have it drop me off, do you?”

      “No.” Especially since Justin had already figured as much. “I’m going to take a few days to get my civilian legs back.”

      Rex clapped him on the shoulder. “Good deal. The movers should take care of everything, and Rosa will cook for you. Just make yourself at home.”

      “Thanks,” he told his brother before walking to the back of his car and pulling out his military-grade duffle.

      “Oh,” Rex said. “I thought Dad told me you were out for good . . .”

      “I am,” Justin replied. “Just didn’t have a chance to get my”—he nodded at the ridiculous looking man-purse in Rex’s hand—“Gucci out of storage.”

      “It’s Armani and don’t hate. This is a classic.”

      “It’s something, all right,” Justin said under his breath.

      An uncomfortable moment passed between them. Justin remembered when they’d been close, when things had been different.

      Before their mom had died.

      Now things were just—

      “Okay then. I’ll send you pics of all the hot chicks I’ll be banging.”

      —just that.

      Justin rolled his eyes. “Can’t wait,” he replied, not bothering to hide his sarcasm. “Safe flight.”

      A minute later, Rex was in one of the many sports cars still dotting the front yard and tearing off down the road toward the front gate.

      “And that folks,” Justin said under his breath, “is what happens when your brother is a first-class asshole.”
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      I stood in front of the massive wooden doors of Roosevelt Ranch, my throat burning with bile and my knees shaking.

      Just get it over with, Kel.

      I raised my hand to knock. My fingers trembled and I pressed my lips together. Hard. I’d gotten into the mess, now I’d have to figure a way out of it.

      I moved to knock, but before my fist made contact with the thick plank of wood, the door swung open and I fell forward.

      “Whoa, there,” a deep voice—Justin, I thought with a shiver—said as he caught my shoulders and stopped me from landing flat on my face.

      It took a minute for me to regain my feet . . . and my senses. I stepped back, put some crucial distance between us, and lifted my chin. “I’m here to see your brother.”

      His eyes went slightly cold. “He’s not here.”

      Well, then. “Okay,” I said. “When will he be back?”

      A pause.

      “He’s not.”

      My brows pulled down. “Not what?”

      “Not coming back.”

      I tried in vain to produce some rational response, but all that came out of my mouth was, “He left? Just left?”

      “Yup,” Justin said. “I suspect that he’s halfway to Fiji by now, already cooking up some new scheme.”

      Everything inside of me stilled, struggling to fit the pieces together in my mind. “But the ranch. The hands. Who’s going to exercise the horses?”

      “I am,” Justin said, and for the first time, I noticed his clothes. Instead of the expensive slacks and button-down he’d worn at the restaurant the day before, he had on jeans and a T-shirt.

      The items should have looked ordinary, but, of course, they didn’t. They wouldn’t. Not on Justin, anyway. The man could have worn one of those hideous banana hammock things and he would have still been delectable.

      His jeans were the sinner’s version of denim. I wanted to stroke across the paper-thin material—the worn seams on the inside of his thighs, the exposed threads at his knees—just to see if it felt as butter-soft as it looked.

      “You’re taking care of the horses?” I squeaked, desperate to change the subject, to divert my mind back to what was important.

      Namely, the pea-sized human growing in my belly.

      Justin sighed but didn’t respond, just walked past me and around to the back of the house. I trailed him across the lawn that was so impeccably groomed it could have been hand-cut with scissors, and then down a path I knew like the back of my hand.

      It led to a building that was basically my version of catnip.

      I couldn’t have not followed him along the path. Not when he was headed for the stables.

      I missed seeing the horses, missed the smell of worn leather and alfalfa, missed hearing their whinnies and the soft clopping of their hooves on the stone floor.

      The large barn door slid open silently, and he strode through, his gaze swinging from side to side.

      I hardly noticed him. My eyes were on Stella. On my horse.

      Not mine, I reminded myself.

      “Hi, baby,” I crooned as I crossed to her. She was beautiful, gentle, and even-tempered. I loved her, though her brown head and white spotted rump, with slightly-too-long legs, made her appear a little mismatched.

      Kind of like me.

      Stella’s ears perked up, and she moved to the front of her stall when she heard my voice. My heart melted, and so much of the stress and angst of the last few days just disappeared. God, I’d missed her . . . a whole hell of a lot more than Rex, actually.

      I rubbed the space between her eyes and she worked her chin up over my shoulder in her version of a hug. It was so familiar and painfully reminiscent of all the hours I’d spent in these stables, that I felt tears well up.

      Wrapping my arms around her neck, I blinked them away. She chuffed in my ear and I laughed, pulling back. “No apples today, sweetheart. I’m sorry. I wasn’t prepared.”

      She gave me an indignant look before bending to drink some water.

      “I know. Total failure.”

      “You like horses.”

      I jumped and whirled around at the sound of Justin’s voice very close behind me. My cheeks heated and, embarrassed, I bit my lip. “I’m sorry. It’s just that I used to work here, and I missed—”

      His fingers grasped my arm, a steady touch that somehow managed to both settle my nerves and ramp up my heartbeat. “Easy. It’s fine,” he said. “I just wanted to see if you could show me where everything is.”

      “But what about Frank?” I asked of the man in charge of running the stables.

      Justin blew out a breath and stepped back, leaning against the stall opposite of Stella’s. “He got an offer at another ranch and took most of the hands with him. Said he wanted a job with more stability.”

      I opened my mouth, pointing behind him to where the very temperamental Appalachian, Theodore, was pawing at the ground. “You’d, uh, better move.”

      Justin either didn’t hear me, or didn’t care to acknowledge my warning. “I don’t blame him, considering Rex, but—”

      “Really. I think you should step away from the stall.”

      “I could use the help. I’m not—ouch!”

      There was a rip, and Justin jumped away from the stall, rubbing the back of his arm as he cursed a mile a minute. I’d been bitten by Theodore before and knew it hurt like a mother.

      So I tried not to laugh.

      It didn’t work.

      The giggles burst free. I laughed until I cried and my knees gave out. I sank to the hay-covered ground, unable to ignore the glare Justin was lobbing my way. Not that it mattered, I was lost to most forms of social niceties.

      Like not laughing at people when they got hurt.

      “I’m sorry!” A gasp of air as I tried to control myself. “I’m really . . . not . . . laughing . . . at . . . you.”

      “Yes, you are.” He crouched down and studied me intently. “What was a nice girl like you doing with a man like Rex?”

      That sobered me right up. I blinked at him and found I couldn’t lie, not when his eyes were locked with mine.

      “I wanted to have an adventure,” I said. “For once in my life I wanted to do something that felt good without thinking about the consequences.”

      Justin was quiet for a while. Then he asked, “And how’d that work out for you?”

      I lifted my chin. “Well, considering I’m pregnant and the father’s on a plane halfway around the world, it hasn’t gone too well.”
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      I winced and mentally clapped a palm over my mouth. Apparently, pregnancy had taken away my filter.

      Okay, that was a lie. I’d never had much of one anyway.

      Which was one of the reasons Rex had said he’d liked me so much. Of course, putting up with me on a daily basis—sans filter—had probably driven him away.

      Especially when I’d poo-pooed his idea to refurbish the local mechanic shop for luxury car repairs. I’d simply pointed out that he was the sole owner of any vehicle more expensive than a good ole Chevy truck in the vicinity and that it probably wasn’t a sound business idea.

      He hadn’t talked to me for three days.

      The sex had been fine . . . okay, more convenient than fine, but I’d been lonely, and Melissa had her own life, and I was already at the ranch anyway—

      “What did you say?”

      Crap. Justin and he sounded deadly serious.

      “Don’t worry about it.” I pushed to my feet and brushed past him, my insides all squirrely.

      “Kelly.”

      Ignoring him, I pointed to a door. “All of the tack is in there.”

      “Tack?”

      My brows pulled together, concern twisting my gut further. I was suddenly queasy and it had nothing to do with the baby. “Yeah, you know things like saddles, stirrups, bridles?”

      “Gotcha.” A pause. “What’s a bridle?”

      Dear lord, the ranch was going to fall to pieces.

      “It’s the piece of equipment that helps a rider steer the horse.” I opened the door and grabbed one, along with a bit. “This part slips over the horse’s head,” I said, demonstrating the motion in mid air. “This piece—the bit—goes in their mouth.”

      “Oh, like the reins.”

      I stopped, hands dropping to my sides, the metal and leather jangling on impact. Then I caught a twinkle in his green eyes.

      “Oh. My. God. You’re messing with me.”

      Justin smiled. “Just a little. I’ve been riding since I could walk.” He crossed to me and ducked slightly, meeting my gaze. “What’s this about a baby?”

      Crap. Crap. Double crap.

      “It’s not your problem,” I told him. “I’ll figure it out.”

      “It’s my brother’s problem, and since he’s not here . . .”

      I darted into the tack room—sometimes the best offense was a good defense—and hefted a saddle. “Still not your problem. I’m a grown woman. I’ll take care of it.”

      Justin was very close when I rotated around, the saddle in my arms. “How, exactly, are you going to take care of it?”

      Blinking, I studied him for a moment, trying to understand where he was going with the question.

      Then I got it.

      “Not like that,” I exclaimed. “I’m keeping the baby. I—” I shook my head. “I understand why some women do it, but not me.” My voice dropped. “I just . . . couldn’t.”

      Something like relief crossed Justin’s
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