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“People actually pay you two hundred and fifty dollars an hour for advice like that?” Sydney Jericho didn’t care how trendy it had become to have a therapist, that was just wrong. And to have the words come at her from the mouth of a friend...

“All I’m saying,” Rene continued patiently, “is that it’s normal to go through a nesting period at your age.”

“My age!” Sydney squawked, swerving to miss a gigantic crater in the middle of the narrow farm road. “I’m thirty-eight.”

Rene sighed.

Sydney plowed on. “I’m thirty-eight and have everything a woman could ask for. A great job and beautiful home.”

“Translation: you have a demanding job and an empty apartment.”

“Think what you like.” Sydney sniffed. “But I know the truth.”

And the truth was that there had been a time when Sydney had held dreams of a family of her own, but she didn’t have time for that now. She had her career to think about. Being the manager of One Shot, the hottest new band in Austin, was more than a full-time job. Which was why she was driving out here on what appeared to be a deserted farm road with no sleep and still in her ‘manager clothes.’ Well, she supposed that the where she was she could lay at her dad’s feet, but the no sleep and leather pants part fell entirely on One Shot. Primarily on Damien Fierce, the band’s wild man lead singer.

But there was no use trying to convince Rene. The woman was like a pit bull when it came to a diagnosis. Not that Sydney had called her friend for counseling. Far from it. “So you’ll feed Goldie while I’m gone?”

“How long are we talking here?”

Sydney checked her smartwatch. Today was Friday, the twelfth. She hoped that she would be able to convince her father to come back home before nightfall, but she had packed an overnight bag just in case—okay, so she had thrown a couple of things in a bag and shoved it all in her car before hitting the road. Curse Damien and his crazy after-party.

But with any luck, it wouldn’t take more than a couple of days to convince her father to give up this crazy plan of his and return to Austin. Then she could return to Austin, back to her very successful life.

She glanced out the window at the near barren landscape. She hoped anyway. “I should be back by Tuesday.”

“Consider it done.”

“Thanks. And, Rene, she likes to eat around seven-thirty. Then she should be fine until the following morning. And I would really appreciate it if you would go over in the evenings and turn off her light. Just don’t forget to turn it on again in the morning. Changes in her routine make her jittery.”

“For heaven’s sake, Sydney. You’re talking about a fish.”

“I know.”

“But you’re talking about her as if she were a child. Which brings me back to what I was saying earlier—”

“Kekekeke—” Sydney cut short her friend’s soapbox speech on furiously ticking biological clocks by making humming, staticky noises. In truth, she sounded like a motorboat with asthma. “What was that? Rene? I can’t hear you.” She was out far enough that she was surprised she still had cell service at all. Surely her friend—

“You know that trick doesn’t work.” Rene’s tone echoed her disbelief. “You should make an appointment with someone so you can talk through this—”

“Must be a bad connection,” she yelled in return, unwilling to be herded into a conversation she didn’t want to have. “I’ll talk to you when—” She pressed the button on her steering wheel with a little more force than necessary. She wasn’t in the mood for another lecture. She had more important things on her mind. Like her father and this crazy idea of his.

“A ranch,” she scoffed. And not just any ranch, but one almost ten miles from a town called Nowhere. It was like something out of a bad western.

Sydney switched on the radio and punched the scan button, trying to find a rock station. Like that was going to happen out here. Everything she had heard so far had the twang of a steel guitar and the screech of a thousand fiddles. But she’d like to know if One Shot was getting any local play as promised.

She flipped the radio back to off, amazed that just a few miles from Austin, one of the most cutting-edge spots in the industry, the music scene turned positively hillbilly medieval. She sucked in a deep breath wishing she had a more effective way to settle her nerves. Sleep. Sleep would have been good.

Damien had picked the worst night to go off the rails. It had taken her two hours to find him before the show. She had zipped from current girlfriend to last ex-girlfriend to his favorite—air quotes—massage parlor until she had found him.

And now this.

Of course Sydney herself had done everything in her power to avoid this trip altogether. She had tried to reason with her father over the telephone but talking Winston out of an idea was like trying to convince a Popsicle not to melt in the noonday sun. Only an in-person visit would convince him that she meant business; she was not going to give him money from the family trust to buy a ranch. So now she found herself on the road from Nowhere heading west into the prairie desert.

She turned the air-conditioning a notch higher. Four days. Surely that would be long enough to make her father see reason. And she would be back in plenty of time to locate Damien, stuff him back into his purple pleather pants, and prop his skinny butt up on the stage for next weekend’s set.

But for now, she had to do this. For him, her father. And her mother as well. Sydney fingered the rings she wore on a chain around her neck. Her mother’s wedding rings. It was Sydney’s way of keeping her mother with her always. To help her remember to make the best choices. To always help her father. Anne Jericho would not have wanted her husband to squander the money she had left him on a cotton candy factory—who knew there even was such a thing?—or a plush new toy that was supposed to be the Beanie Baby of the new millennium. Or this ranch in the middle of nowhere. Correction: ten miles from Nowhere. And this was the exact reason her mother had named Sydney fiduciary of the Jericho estate.

Five years of undergraduate degree study with a double major of marketing and communications, two years to an MBA, and three years of law school had led to Sydney being a...glorified babysitter for her star client as well as her scatterbrained father. Huzzah.

The sign for the ranch was so faded that Sydney almost missed the turn. She was tired, she told herself as she swung her car down the dusty road. “Big Martha” the peeling paint sadly cried in faded red letters. She could hardly wait to see their brand. Not that it mattered. This was a courtesy visit. She wasn’t signing any papers.

She slowed her car on the rough gravel road to keep the underbelly from being beaten to scrap metal by the flying rocks. It had nothing to do with extending the time until she had to face her father. And his partner in this crazy business venture. Waite Harris.

Last time she had talked to her father, Waite had gotten on the phone and tried to tell her that she was a terrible daughter for not supporting her father’s dream. That was when she had told him politely—but succinctly—to butt out. This was a family matter and frankly she didn’t care what Waite Harris had invested in stock and property, her father and the Jericho legacy were her only concerns.

As soon as she got to the ranch, she was laying down the law to the both of them—again. There was nothing they could do or say to make her change her mind; she wasn’t signing the loan papers. As far as she was concerned, ranching was for the birds.
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“OSTRICHES?” SYDNEY’S eyes widened as she turned her gaze away from the large black and white and tan-colored birds to stare incredulously at her father. “Ostriches?”

Winston’s full gray beard couldn’t conceal his grin of excitement. His blue eyes twinkled, and mixed with the rough, throwback mountain man type of clothing he currently wore, he looked like a strange hybrid of Grizzly Adams and Santa Claus. What had happened to her pipe-smoking-tweed-sport-coat-wearing-professor of a father? “Great, huh?”

“Great?” Sydney shook her head. This was not great. In fact, this was the opposite of great. “When you called and told me you wanted to buy half of a ranch, I thought...I mean, I just naturally assumed...”

“Cows?”

“Yes,” Sydney said, her body numb with shock and undiluted disbelief. Not to mention lack of sleep. “Or horses. Maybe sheep. Anything but...ostriches.” A lump of worry formed in her throat.

Had her father completely lost his mind?

He smiled, oblivious to her choking concern. “It’s the wave of the future, Syd, my girl. The wave of the future. Just look at them out there.” He gestured toward the pen where the birds were kept, but Sydney couldn’t turn her gaze away from him.

This was exactly why it was so imperative that he return with her to Austin immediately. He needed city life and all it had to offer. The support of family and friends, twenty-four-hour medical care, and—God help them both—extensive counseling.

“Daddy—” Sydney started, then sneezed. The dust here was terrible. Just another reason she needed to get him back to civilization. Ironically enough, she was certain the air quality in Austin was better than Nowhere.

She almost laughed at the thought but sneezed again instead. Later. Once she was back in her apartment—her father securely ensconced in his own—over a glass of wine with a friend, that was when she would laugh.

“Bless you,” her father said.

“Thank you,” she murmured. Her eyes were starting to water, and her contacts needed attention. She blinked, hoping to clear her vision a bit. They were leaving. Yes, they were. Right after she said her piece to this Waite Harris and cleaned her contacts. All in good time.

She sniffed, the sound followed by the crunch of tires on gravel and the scrape of an oil pan against a hard-packed dirt road. Sydney had become an expert on that very sound. Her Mercedes had suffered the same fate exactly eleven times on the mile and a half drive from the farm road to the ranch.

Her father’s smile deepened as he turned his attention away from the birds—or flock, as he had called them—to the run-down white farmhouse and the equally run-down rusty blue truck that had pulled to a stop in front of it. “Waite’s back,” he explained unnecessarily. “Come on. I want to introduce you.”

At the very sound of that name, the feeling came back into Sydney’s body. A red flush of heat fanned across her cheeks. She supposed it was sheer dumb luck that he hadn’t been there when she had arrived. Thankfully it had given her precious time to assess the ranch, realign her priorities, and accept the truth of just how imperative it was to get her father home.

“Don’t bother,” she gritted through her teeth. “I can introduce myself.”

Stifling another sneeze, she marched ahead of Winston, intent on giving Mr. Waite Harris a piece of her mind he wouldn’t soon forget.

She took a couple of steps, then wobbled a bit on the uneven terrain, sorely reminded that she was still wearing the five-inch pumps she had donned for the concert last night. This ranch was no place for city-shoes. Too bad that’s all she owned. And these were by far her favorite. Platform, peep-toe, snakeskin. They had set her back nearly two weeks’ salary, but worth it. So worth it.

She steadied herself and her resolve and persevered toward her adversary as Waite Harris got out of the dilapidated farm truck. The washed-out Hawaiian-print shirt, disreputable jeans, and beat-up cowboy boots were all somehow part of the disguise he had come up with to lure her father into whatever scheme he was planning.

See, she had done her homework. Harris was a loner, an ex-pro-football player turned beach bum. He had suffered a career-ending injury during his fifth year in the NFL. After that, there were a series of DUIs and wild parties, just what one might expect. And of course, eventually another scandal rocked the football world, and Harris was forgotten. The last time anyone in the media had bothered to track him down, he’d gotten into an altercation with a patron of a beach bar in Aruba. But that had been over a year ago. Just her luck he turned up here, pretending to be a rancher.

He ducked into the truck and came back out holding a baby.

She stumbled.

A baby? Where the heck had he gotten a baby? The internet hadn’t said anything about a child. Just a washed-up career, an unscrupulous money manager, and a small drinking problem. And yet suddenly, loner didn’t suit him.

She shook her head and thought back to all the times that her father had talked about this man he wanted to go into business with. Had her father even mentioned a baby? Not that she remembered. The idea was ludicrous. The Waite Harris she had learned about from the world wide web wasn’t a family man; he couldn’t be. And yet a different light seemed to shine on him. Him and that cute, cute baby. Perhaps the cutest baby she had ever seen. And Sydney had seen a lot of cute babies, mostly in the arms of her high school and college friends who had made different choices for career and family.

Not the point.

Using nothing but sheer determination coupled with long, purposeful—if not even careful—strides, she arrived to greet the ignoble Mr. Harris five paces before her father. She didn’t stop until she and Harris were nose to nose.

Well, nose to Adam’s apple.

Sydney felt a tingle of apprehension as she raised her gaze to meet the soft brown eyes of her nemesis. At five-foot-seven in her stocking feet, she was accustomed to looking down at men or at the very least, looking them square in the eye while she was wearing her standard don’t-mess-with-me business attire. This was new. And unwelcome.

The blond cowboy shifted the weight of the baby and extended his right hand. “Hi, I’m—”

“I know who you are,” Sydney broke in. “And if you for one minute truly believe that you’ll get so much as a penny of my father’s money, you can think again. Buster.” She added that last for good measure, then poked him in the chest, just to make sure he was listening. She pressed her lips together and narrowed her gaze so he knew just how serious she was about the matter.

Then the effect was ruined as she wrinkled her nose to keep from sneezing again. There was just so much dust. “I will not let him squander his livelihood on a dilapidated, worthless piece of...of...bird farm,” she continued vehemently. “And furthermore—”

“Mama!” The blond-haired bundle the cowboy held picked that moment to launch herself toward Sydney. Instinctively Sydney’s arms rose and accepted the little one. All at once she was assaulted with the soft scent of powder and laundry soap mixed with the unmistakable sweetness of baby.

The tiny blond girl wrapped her chubby arms around Sydney’s neck and laid her head down in the crook of her shoulder. Sydney stilled with surprise and...longing? The dust was forgotten. Her itching eyes and irritating contacts gone. And all she could think about was the warm weight of the child she now held.

“Sorry.” Just as quickly as the little girl was in her arms, Harris expertly plucked her from them.

Despite the Texas heat, Sydney felt strangely cold.

“Lacy’s at that age...you know.” He shrugged, looking so handsome and sheepish that for a moment, Sydney forgot he was her enemy. The man who would, through greed for his own dreams, destroy her father and any hope he had for a financially secure future.

“Yes,” she muttered, trying to collect her thoughts from earlier—before Attack of the Cute Baby. The quicker she could dispense herself of this problem before her, the quicker she could get her father back to civilization and to someone who could help him deal with his grief.

“You were saying?” Harris prodded.

Sydney raised her gaze to meet his, unaware until that moment she had been staring at Lacy with her crazy blond curls and those enormous brown eyes just like her father’s. “Wh-what?”

“I believe you had gotten to ‘and furthermore.’” His tone was innocent. Too innocent.

Sydney stiffened her backbone and drew herself up to her full height plus tall, gorgeous pumps. “Mr. Harris, I am taking my father back to Austin with me tonight. There will be no ranching partnership. I will not allow you to take him along in this madness any further.”

Just as she finished, Winston sauntered up oh-so naturally as if he had been allowing Sydney time to get to know Waite a little better before he interrupted. As if. “Daddy, go pack your things. We’re leaving immediately.” To punctuate her words, she sneezed.

“Bless you,” Harris murmured.

Shaking his head in a what’s-a-father-to-do gesture, Winston grinned, scratched his beard, and eyed the younger man. “I see you’ve met Sydney. I told you she was feisty.”

Harris’s expression was unreadable. The light breeze kicked up and ruffled the wavy ends of his blond hair that just stuck out from underneath his stained straw cowboy hat. He cleared his throat. “That you did, Win. That you did.”

Despite her watery eyes, Sydney let her gaze pin Waite, then her father, but neither man moved so much as an inch. “I’m serious. Go get your things.”

“Now, baby girl. Let’s go inside and talk this through.”

Waite shifted the cherub on his hip. Patiently waiting.

Sydney shook her head. “There is nothing to talk through.”

“Humor me.” Her father wasn’t giving up easily. That much she had expected.

They had been down this very same road. She wasn’t changing her mind. She hadn’t before, and she wasn’t about to start today. “I mean what I say,” she told him.

“Please?” He smiled at her, beseechingly, eyes bright.

She hated to squash the hope she could see in him, but she would have to. Until then, what harm would there be in going inside, out of the blistering heat? Her father needed to pack whatever he had here anyway. She could get something to drink, maybe splash a bit of cold water on her face and remove her contacts. Then she could rest for a bit before heading back to Austin. Her father would have to ride with her. There was no trusting him to drive his own vehicle back to civilization. She could send someone to pick it up later. And then once she was back home with her father, she was lying down for a long, long nap. “Fine,” she said.

Waite and her father exchanged a look. They thought they had her. Whatever. She wasn’t changing her mind about this ridiculous ranch. Ostriches. Hadn’t that trend been and gone? Had they even bothered to ask why the seller was getting rid of the property? Knowing her father, the answer was no. That’s why her mother left her in charge of the money, and that’s why she wasn’t backing down an inch.

****
[image: ]


“AFTER YOU.” WAITE NODDED toward the front door, allowing time for Sydney to precede him up the porch steps in those absurd shoes. According to Winston, this was step one in The Plan. Get her inside. Though Waite wasn’t sure it would do any good. She was hard as stone and cold as ice, even in the bright Texas sun.

Last night the old man had laid out his plans so Waite would be in the know. Winston believed that if they could get Sydney into the house and seated around the kitchen table, then she would be able to see how much at home he was. How content. Once she saw how happy the ranch made him, then Sydney would cave and sign over the money Winston needed to buy out half the ranch. It was a simple scheme. Naïve even. But Winston hadn’t listened to any of Waite’s suggestions, citing that he knew his daughter better than anyone. Waite couldn’t argue with that. He was just proud that he had managed to keep his tone even and polite in the face of her anger. Like she had any right to be upset with the two of them. They were just trying to make a living. And she was standing in the way. Obstinately. Hatefully. All in the name of love for her father.

He scoffed at the thought. She was a control freak. One look and he could see it for the truth that it was. And she loved being in control of her father’s money. Winston had told him all about Sydney and her mother’s restrictive will. Of all the times that he had wanted to start one business or another and she had put the kibosh on things. But Waite could read between the lines. Sydney was afraid of losing her father to something other than herself. Petty and selfish. That’s what she was.

He started up the porch steps behind her, with Winston coming after. She was nothing like he had expected. Winston had told him that his Syd was smart and savvy. That much Waite could believe. It was the ridiculous leather pants and the ridiculous spandex halter top that Waite was having trouble coming to terms with. That and the ridiculous three inches of bare midriff exposed by the tight glittery...shirt? Could one even call it that? It had sleeves, so maybe. And don’t forget those ridiculous shoes.

Waite opened the screen door, then held it with one foot as he reached for the battered doorknob. He had seen the look on her face when Lacy had decided to launch herself at the poor woman. It was longing—pure and simple. Sydney Jericho might present herself as tough as nails, but there was a soft heart in there somewhere. Now if they could only get to it.

Maybe Winston was right and all they had to do was get her seated inside. It wasn’t much, this old farmhouse, but it did have a certain rustic charm. After the sun went down, when the lights were out.

Still it suited the three of them just fine. Waite had done a little work on the place since he’d moved in. But not much. Single dad-ing it along with running the ranch by himself these last six months hadn’t left much time for housework—cleaning or renovations. All that would come. In time. And that was exactly why he needed a partner.

“Wait.” Sydney had one foot over the threshold when she stopped. “I need to get something from my car.”

He almost asked what. If they had whatever she needed in the house, then they could hustle her in without this delay. The longer it took to get her into the house, the more worried he became about Winston’s harebrained scheme.

Instead, Waite bit back a resigned sigh as Sydney turned toward the porch steps.

That was when Lacy pulled her binky from its clipped place at the bib of her overalls. She gave it a quick chew as Sydney started back across the porch. Then Lacy squealed and tossed the pacifier after the polished woman.

“Mind your feet,” Winston warned as the binky bounced around Sydney’s ankles.

She sidestepped smoothly then gingerly picked her way down the warped stairs. He needed to fix them, like two days ago, but he and Winston had become so accustomed to each dip and bump that they maneuvered around them without a second thought.

Quick as a wink, Winston scooped up the binky.

“You two go on in without me.” She waved at them over one shoulder, not bothering to turn around as she spoke.

She didn’t even have the decency to use y’all like any self-respecting Texan. This might be harder than he or Winston ever dreamed.

Quit worrying.

Waite watched her stride across the dusty yard in those ridiculously tall heels and tight leather pants. She was about as opposite to her father as one person could be. Winston was jolly, earthy, and honest. He reminded Waite of his grandpa. But Popaw Dale had died long ago, and Sydney was so much like Fallon... He shook his head to chase the thought away. None of that mattered.

Winston handed the pacifier to Waite, then ducked into the house. “Come on, son.”

Waite stopped, just for a moment, then followed Winston inside.

The dim interior of the farmhouse was a relief to the relentless West Texas sun. But only just. They had window units to cool the bedrooms while the main areas heated up as the day outside did the same. No doubt Sydney would find a fault in that too. At least now it wasn’t so bad.

“You hang on to Lacy. Keep that whole family man thing going. That’ll definitely help.”

Maybe the pressure had gotten to Winston already. Hadn’t she said they were leaving? Immediately if not sooner?

“Now where did I put that wine?” Winston muttered.

“It’s eleven o’clock in the morning.” He had been all for the five o’clock somewhere philosophy, but that had been before gaining custody of his daughter and moving to a working ranch. They might only have ostriches, but birds and babies needed constant, continual care, same as cattle. Amazing what responsibility could do to a man.

Winston moved toward a stack of boxes in one corner of the living room. “There has to be one in here somewhere,” he said, ignoring Waite’s protest.

Waite glanced out the window. Sydney had started back toward the house, a designer duffle bag in one hand, a designer handbag in the other. The chivalrous thing to do would be to rush out and take them from her, bring them into the house like a gentleman. But all he could think was a bag might mean a change of heart. That she might be staying a day or two, regardless of her claims that they were leaving that very afternoon. Perhaps she had changed her mind.

The hope barely had time to cross his thoughts before a high-pitched scream pierced the sunny day.

Lacy still balanced on his hip, Waite wrenched open the door to see Sydney stumble. The whole thing happened so fast and yet it seemed to be in slow motion.

She rocked back on her heels, swayed a little to the left, then a little to the right. Then with another strangled cry, she fell backward and landed in an awkward heap on the hard, hard ground at the bottom of the porch steps.
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“Would you please stop shining that light in my face?” Despite the glare, she opened her eyes which made her just want to close them again. Her head throbbed and the light was brutal. Everything was brutal. But she knew she needed to stay awake for a little bit anyway, even though all she really wanted to do was roll over, tuck herself into a ball, and slip into the black oblivion that beckoned.

She blinked and the three men standing over her breathed a collective sigh of relief.

“She’s awake,” one of them said, but she didn’t know which one. Her vision was still filled with luminescent dots.

She blinked again and brought them into focus. Dang her head hurt. Why? Why was her head hurting so badly? The thought was more than she was prepared to deal with, so she allowed it to slither away unanswered. What did the why matter when she still faced the pain itself?

“Thank the good Lord.” The oldest man smiled. He looked to be somewhere in his late sixties. His snowy gray hair and twinkling eyes reminded her a little of Santa Claus, an image ruined by the red bandana tied around his forehead. “She’s fine.”

“Of course, I’m fine.” She tried to push herself up, but fireworks of light and searing pain exploded behind her eyes.

Gentle hands guided her back down onto the paper-covered table.

“You should rest,” another of the men said. Fifty-something with only a fringe of graying hair framing his head. He wore a stark white lab coat and a stethoscope around his neck. Doctor.

For the first time, she noticed that she was in some sort of examination room. The table she laid on was covered with a wide strip of white paper that crinkled every time she moved. As did the paper gown covering her top half.

“You fell and hit your head,” the older man explained as the doctor shined a tiny flashlight into her eyes again. “Blood got all over the place so we...” He flicked a hand toward her. “I think your shirt is ruined.”

“Pupil response looks good,” the doctor reported.

Despite the pain in her right arm, she lifted it to gingerly touch the back of her head. Her fingers encountered a gauze bandage roughly the size of a football field. That would account for the nauseating pain.

Yet she was certain that she had hit her head before and no one had made a production out of it then. At least no one had stripped her down naked. Well, almost naked. She still wore a bra and dusty leather pants that she assumed she had been wearing when she fell.

Leather pants?

But her head hurt too badly to try and figure that one out. Perhaps they had been acting out a play or something. Surely she wasn’t the sort of person who wore leather pants on a normal basis.

She tried once again
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