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      End of June

      

      "Mama, what did Daddy look like?"�

      Cheyenne cringed at the sweetly voiced question from Grace. "Well,"� she said slowly, "he was a good looking man. Brown hair and brown eyes with thick lashes. A big man. He used to ride rodeo."�

      "Did he have tattoos?"�

      She looked at her daughter out of the corner of her eyes. "Um, no, he didn't, baby."�

      Grace looked appeased and skipped off toward the children's section of the Floyd County Library. Cheyenne shook her head, wondering what that had been about.

      She'd gotten used to doling out details to her girls. Carolyn was eleven now, and was the least curious. Over the years she'd learned everything she'd needed to about her derelict father.

      Grace, eight and Savannah, nine, were both still curious though. They hadn't had a man in their lives for years, other than their uncles and their grandfather. Kids at school used to tease them about it, and Cheyenne was honestly surprised that they hadn't come home bearing stories about their wandering father. Lord knows he'd been the talk around the county for years. And there was more than one person around that he'd cheated.

      Over the years, Cheyenne had done her best to make things right with everyone. She'd never had a lot of money to spare, but she'd done her best to square things with those he'd wronged. Her family still had a well- respected name in the area and she planned on keeping it that way.

      She glanced at the woman standing at the counter smiling at her. "Oh, my gosh, I'm so sorry Katie. I was daydreamin'."�

      Katie laughed and shook her head. "You're fine, Cheyenne. I don't know how you have a spare brain cell to do anything the way you work. Are all three girls here? It seems too quiet."�

      "No, two are with Mama and Daddy. It's just Gracie and me today, thank goodness. I might have enough time to get everything done on my list before I head home."�

      Katie laughed and gave her a raised eyebrow. "Do you really think so?"�

      Cheyenne laughed with her and leaned against the counter. "No, probably not. I am run ragged."�

      Katie reached out and squeezed her hand. "I know you are, hon. It's pretty quiet today. You can leave Grace here if you have more to do in town."�

      Hope blossomed in her. "Really? You don't mind?"�

      Katie gave her a wink. "Are you kidding? The way that girl loves books? I'll teach her how to put returns back. I have a feeling she'll love it."�

      "Oh, my gosh, she would!"�

      So, Katie was left to deal with an ecstatic Grace, who was literally jumping up and down in exuberance.

      "Don't come back for a long time, Mama! Ms. Katie and I will be busy."�

      Cheyenne gave Katie a thankful look. "I really owe you."�

      The librarian waved a hand. "No, you don't. Take your time. Maybe you can stop down at that new coffee shop that's been taking my customers from me and check them out."�

      She tossed Cheyenne a wink, laughing. Cheyenne laughed with her, wishing she had more time to spend with her friend. Summer break was coming soon. They would have time then. "I will do that,"� she promised.

      Grace didn't even look at her as she left the library. The girl had more ‘importantly' things to do.

      As she stepped out onto the sidewalk, Cheyenne took a deep breath of the cool morning air. The birds were chirping and the trees were swaying, and she was ashamed to realize this was the first time she'd actually stopped long enough to look around in what felt like forever. It seemed like she and the girls were always together. Literally. She taught at the school they all went to, so they rode to school together; she saw them during class, and they rode home together. She had very little time alone.

      Feeling a little naughty, Cheyenne decided to take Katie up on her offer. She headed down the street to the new coffee shop. It had just opened a few weeks ago and seemed to be doing a brisk business. It was one of only two places in town that had free Wi-Fi, the other being the library, which was big news in Honeywell, Texas. If it had been Cheyenne's business, she probably would have chosen a different name, though. Ground Zero seemed a little ominous.

      But as soon as she stepped inside, she fell in love. Decorated with rustic charm, it was very different from everything else in town. This was a trendy little spot. There was soft music playing that wasn't country, gasp!

      Several of the patrons were younger kids, and for just a moment she worried she was too old to be here, then she saw several more mature people at tables. The young woman that waited on her looked familiar, but Cheyenne couldn't place her. Probably one of her former students. When she asked what Cheyenne would like, she stalled out.

      "I'm not sure. What do you suggest?"�

      "Do you like caramel?"�

      Cheyenne nodded.

      "Can I make you an iced caramel macchiato? It's creamy and sweet."�

      Cheyenne thought about it a moment before nodding her head. "Please."�

      She paid the bill and watched the girl put the coffee together. There were magazines and newspapers on a counter for customer use, so when her coffee was done she grabbed a magazine and headed to a soft looking leather chair.

      As soon as she took a sip of the creamy concoction, she knew she was in trouble. It was delicious. And the chair was so comfy. If she didn't feel like she was cheating on Katie and the library, Cheyenne had a feeling she could fall in love with this place.

      For a solid, blissful half hour, she let herself just sit and waste time. It was such a strange thing to do. Every day she had a list of chores five miles long to get done before she crashed. As the girls had gotten older, they'd gotten a little easier to care for, but they still needed to be watched as carefully as wranglers watched over a whole herd of cattle. It seemed like the older they got the more devious they got, and darned if that Grace wasn't going to give her a heart attack before she even went to middle school. That girl had the devil's own knack for finding trouble.

      Guilt began to eat at Cheyenne, though, the longer she sat there. This time she'd been given was a gift, so she needed to take advantage of it. With that thought in mind, she got to her feet. She returned the magazine to the rack and threw away the empty plastic cup, wondering when she'd be able to get another one. It had been so delicious.

      As she pushed through the door to the street, it opened quicker than she expected and she stumbled out. A broad hand caught her arm gently and fear ripped through her at the implacable hold. With a cry, expecting to be struck, she looked up and up into mirrored sunglasses.

      It took her entirely too long to recognize the county sheriff, Sheridan Lane.

      The friendly expression he normally wore had shifted into shocked hurt, and Cheyenne couldn't blame him. He held his hands palms up in the universal 'no weapon' sign, and for a moment she wanted to burst into hysterical laughter. The man was massive, almost a foot taller than her, muscled, the county sheriff for God's sake, and he was holding his hands up like she was going to hurt him.

      Glancing around, she straightened, trying to see if anyone had noticed her freak out. There were people up and down Main Street but there was no one in the immediate area.

      "I'm so sorry,"� she whispered.

      Clearing her throat, she straightened her spine and took a deep breath. There was nothing here to hurt her. It was the middle of the day and she knew Sheridan, for crying out loud.

      But as she looked at the surprise on his devastatingly handsome face, she acknowledged something she'd been aware of for a long time. Sheridan Lane had been a friend of the family for many years and she'd treated him like the plague for a long time. It wasn't his fault he'd witnessed the worst night of her life.

      It also wasn't his fault she thought about that night every time she saw him. That needed to change.

      Reaching out, she waited for him to take her hand. "I'm so sorry I did that. I was very relaxed in the coffee shop and it must have affected my defenses or something. You didn't deserve that reaction."�

      Sheridan finally took her hand and Cheyenne almost gasped. What was it about him that made her heart take off? It wasn't fear now, but something else altogether that made her heart race just as fast. She really was going to have a heart attack today.

      This unreasonable fear needed to change.

      Taking her courage in hand, and a heavy, deep breath, she waved toward the coffee shop. "Can I get you a coffee?"�

      The big man stared at her as if trying to decide the safest answer to her question, but she didn't let it deter her. "You were heading into the shop, right?"�

      "I was,"� he agreed carefully, taking off his sunglasses. "You don't have to buy me a coffee though."�

      "I insist,"� she said firmly.

      Without arguing, he turned to pull the door open for her. Cheyenne skirted his broad body and headed back to the counter, where the girl looked up with a smile.

      "Another caramel macchiato?"�

      Cheyenne pursed her lips, but decided what the heck. "Yes, but a small one this time, and whatever the sheriff wants."�

      The girl looked up at Sheriff Lane and that familiar look slid over her face, just like every other female in Floyd County that interacted with him. That softening and deep, sighing breath that said she would love to take care of anything for the sheriff she possibly could. Cheyenne had seen it many times before, but the sheriff had never given any indication of interest.

      "What can I get you, Sheriff? Your regular? Do you want the chocolate chip or the cotton candy cafefrappe?"� She pronounced it cafefrap.

      The big man blinked and winced a little, his cheeks taking on the lightest hint of pink. "No, Alicia. How about just give me whatever Cheyenne ordered?"�

      Shrugging, she punched a couple of keys on the cash register and gave Cheyenne the total. Cheyenne paid the barista and moved down to the end of the counter before she turned to glance at him. They didn't say anything as they waited for their drinks, and the silence was starting to get a little uncomfortable.

      Finally, Alicia set the drinks on the counter in front of them and they moved toward the tables. Desperately, Cheyenne looked for something on the bigger side, but these were all cozy little spaces meant for single occupants with computers or tablets. The sheriff was a big man, and she was tall. They would be bumping constantly.

      Finally, she settled at a table and turned a little sideways in her chair so that she could cross her legs to the side. It put her in the aisle a little, but it allowed him to have the legroom he needed. He dropped his cream colored hat with the sheriff's badge to the tabletop beside them.

      He took a swallow of the cold coffee and grimaced. Cheyenne had thought it was pretty sweet, but maybe not. "You have a sweet tooth, huh?"�

      He glanced up, a smile tugging up the corner of his mouth. Cheyenne had never realized what nice lips he had. They looked exceptionally soft.

      She jerked her gaze back to his face, but he was looking at the coffee. He hadn't seen her ogling him like the rest of the women in town did.

      "Yeah, I'm partial to those frap things. They're basically milk shakes."�

      "I've never tried one. They sound good."�

      "Olivia got me started on them. Seems like she's hanging out in here every day after school."�

      Ah, yes. Olivia Lane looked very much like her father, with thick, dark walnut colored hair and bright green hazel eyes. She was a beautiful girl and would be an even more beautiful young woman. It had been several years since Cheyenne had seen her because the girl had moved on to the high school. She had to be at least fifteen or sixteen now. "Is she driving yet?"�

      The sheriff grimaced. "Not yet, and you ought to hear the raft of grief I'm getting because of it. She still has to take her final test and I'm dragging my feet."� He gave her a sheepish look as he took a drink from the coffee. "The idea of her driving scares me to death, though."�

      Cheyenne nodded. "Well, you know as well as I do that crashes are the number one killer of teens. That young couple died over in Carter County just a few months ago."�

      He nodded and swiped a big hand through his thick hair. "I know. I was called in to help with the accident reconstruction. It was a little beyond the local constable's training."�

      That made her heart ache for him. "I'm sorry you had to deal with that."�

      "Part of the job,"� he murmured, looking down to stir his drink.

      Yes, it was. As well as coming to the rescue of women.

      Cheyenne shut that line of thinking off, then she allowed it to flow again. This moment in time needed to be positive. It was time they all moved on from the mess her life had been.

      "I'm sorry I jumped out there,"� she told him abruptly. "I was pretty relaxed in here and you startled me when you grabbed my arm. It wasn't you, specifically, though. I just wanted you to know that."�

      He narrowed his eyes in thought, before nodding. "I know that. I'm a little shocked you're even talking to me right now, though. What's changed?"�

      Cheyenne turned to look out the window. Cars drove by slowly, trucks mostly, hauling feed or wire. There were a few people walking, but not very many. What had changed?

      "I don't know,"� she admitted. "I'm just tired of not being normal, I guess. It's been six years. No, seven now. And I've realized how ridiculous I was being, jumping every time I see you."�

      Sheridan cocked his head at her. "You can't always make things better just because you want to."�

      There was a glint of humor in his eyes that really appealed to her. She'd missed seeing him and talking to him. They'd been friendly years ago. "I know. We might just have to be happy with this little step for a while."�

      They both smiled and took a drink of their coffees.

      "Well, when you're ready for more let me know."�
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      Sheridan cursed a blue streak at himself internally when the color faded from her face, and that spooked look settled back in her eyes. Why the hell hadn't he been content with what had started between them?

      Because he'd been waiting forever for this small opening in her defenses.

      Cheyenne Lowell was the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen and for years he'd been lusting after her. Not that she'd ever known it. Any time he'd gone out to the ranch or met her in a social setting, she'd smiled at him politely, and kept it at that level. Yes, she'd been married when he met her, but even then, before the abuse started, he could tell she wasn't happy. She'd been too deep into her own traumas to notice anything else going on.

      That had been okay, though. It had given him time to deal with his own wife's passing. Olivia had had issues at the time, missing her mother and adapting to all of the changes going on after they moved. For about four years they'd been a wreck of a family. Then, when he'd started dating again, he'd had his own issues to deal with.

      And now he'd just created a new one.

      "Cheyenne, please look at me."�

      Her brilliant blue eyes flicked up to meet his own, and she tucked some of her long auburn hair behind her ear.

      "I know you're not ready to date, and I wasn't asking you out or anything, but I want you to know I'm here for you if you need anything. I want you to know you can call me even when it's not an emergency."�

      Her expression softened and she actually smiled at him. "Thank you, Sheridan. I appreciate that."�

      It wasn't a surprise when she made her excuses to leave soon after that. As he watched her tall, lean shape head out the door, he wondered if she realized how very shut off from other people she was. Yes, she was surrounded by people all the time, but there was a shadow in her eyes that told you how sad she was, how alone.

      Sheridan looked down at the half empty coffee cup, then the woman walking away down the street. No matter how long he needed to wait, he would be here waiting for her when she opened her eyes. And heart. This had been a good beginning.

      
      Cheyenne was distracted the rest of the day, and she had only herself to blame.

      Sheridan Lane had put her on edge. Most men put her on edge, but something about Sheridan was different. Maybe it was because of the appreciation she could see in his face. A woman knew when a man was drawn to her.

      She didn't have time for any of that, or even the desire, certainly not the energy. She had three daughters to raise on her own, classrooms of kids to teach, and aging parents to keep an eye on. Her plate was more than full. Oh, and she had a wedding shower to plan. How had that slipped her mind?

      Cheyenne finished her errands, then headed back to the library to pick up Grace. Her wild child was on a step stool in the kids section, arranging a series of books on top of a short shelf. She grinned when Cheyenne ran a hand over her crazy hair. "Did you help Katie or make her more work?"�

      "Oh, she definitely helped,"� Katie assured her, coming from the opposite end of the aisle, a stack of books in her hand. "And she started learning how to reset books."� She leaned close to Cheyenne, her eyes shining. "That girl is smart, now. Everything I told her to do she did. She can help out any time."�

      Cheyenne blinked, a little skeptical. "Really?"�

      "Definitely. Tell me about the coffee shop. Was it terrible?"�

      Wincing, she shook her head. "No, sorry. It was pretty charming actually."�

      "Shoot,"� Katie sighed. "Okay, thanks for checking it out for me."�

      Kate nodded, moving away back down the aisle.

      Grace stepped down off the step stool to look at her handiwork. "What do you think Mama?"�

      "You know, baby? I think it looks great. You did a fabulous job!"�

      Gracie grinned, the gap in her teeth shining bright. "I wanna work here more, Mama. Miss Katie is interesting. She knows about all these books in here."�

      Cheyenne quirked an eyebrow. "Well, she is the librarian. I think she reads everything she orders."�

      Gracie looked thoughtful as she gazed around the library. "No way, she read all these?"�

      Cheyenne nodded. "Think so. That's what she does when she's not in her garden."�

      Seems like that's what she said a while ago, if Cheyenne remembered right.

      Katie had moved here a few years ago, settling into the new library like she'd always been here. They'd gone out as a group of girls a few times- Cheyenne, her best friend Payton, a few teachers from school and Katie. Cheyenne enjoyed her very much and she, Payton and Katie had developed a close friendship.

      With a final wave they headed for the front door.

      "I don't wanna leave, Mama."�

      "I know, baby, but we have to. I have ice cream in the car."�

      That sent a bolt of electricity through Grace. In no time she was down the front steps and waiting at the door of Cheyenne's SUV. Ice cream was an incredible motivator.

      The other two girls weren't due back until dinner time, so she sent Grace to the kitchen table, then started putting the rest of the groceries away. Her daughter chattered about everything that she'd done that day, though she'd just relayed everything the first time just a few minutes ago. Cheyenne listened to her with half an ear, her mind distracted by thoughts of the sheriff. After a few minutes of white noise behind her, her ear caught outside. She turned to her daughter, looking at her directly. "Listen to me, Grace Elaina, you stay in the fenced part of the yard. No excuses, young lady. And no water!"�

      Grace waved as she hustled through the door. "Yes, Mama!"�

      Cheyenne shook her head, looking out the kitchen sink window at her precocious daughter bolting through the yard to the doghouse at the far end. Daisy, the Australian Cattle dog they'd inherited, ran out to meet her, jumping joyously and nipping at the girl's ankles. Of the two of them, she thought Daisy might be the more trustworthy one.

      Savannah and Carolyn had been wonderful little children, still were, but she could see them maturing into girls. Yes, they'd been curious growing up, but they'd never given her gray hairs like Grace seemed determined to do. Just the other day the girl had literally run the well dry making mud for her 'facials'. Cheyenne hadn't dared do laundry for days, giving it time to recover. They were in the middle of a drought, after all.

      That wasn't as bad as the time she'd gone into the field to help a calf and been mown down by the mother, ending up with a broken leg in the process. Then, sensing freedom, the cow had guided a dozen of her best buddies through the open man gate and into Cheyenne's already struggling garden. Daisy had been barking her head off at them, which had alerted Cheyenne. Grace had been caterwauling in pain, almost louder than Daisy. By the time they'd gotten home in the wee hours of the morning, some of the Blue Star ranch hands had gotten the cows put away, but her garden had been a total loss. The only thing that had survived were a few green bean vines.

      She shook her head, smiling. Grace and her animals... almost as bad as she had been when she'd been a kid.

      Anytime Cheyenne looked for sympathy from her own mother, Francine would only smile and gaze out over the back yard as she hand-washed her dishes. Usually she'd come back with an Oh Cheyenne, when you were young story, even wilder than what Grace had done. It was only appropriate that her daughter gave her as many gray hairs as she had her own mother.

      Cheyenne watched her daughter spin on the swing. If she tried to do that she'd probably throw up.

      She wasn't as young as she used to be.

      It wasn't like she was getting decrepit or anything, but things were beginning to change. It was a little harder to keep the weight off, and she thought of how much something would hurt rather than how much fun it would be to do. Maybe that was why Grace was stressing her out so much. She'd been just like Grace years ago and had all the broken bones she ever wanted to talk about. In a way it had been part of her disastrous marriage too. As a girl she'd ridden barrels in the rodeo. That was where she'd met the kids' father.

      Snorting, she turned for the fridge, pulling a bag of marinated chicken from the shelf. She had better things to think about than that low-life. Kids would be home soon and maybe she could talk her mom and dad into staying for dinner. Daddy hadn't been getting out much since his accident. But then, it had only been a couple weeks since he'd had his heart attack. She knew the entire family was happy he was getting around as well as he was. The town had been pulling for him too. Two days after the accident they'd had an entire crew show up to help them finish the spring calf round up. Cheyenne had known the family names but none of them individually. When you lived in the wilds of Texas like they did, it didn't matter if you knew people or not. You helped out.

      It had been the same when she'd been brutalized. It was a good thing her soon-to-be ex husband had been dragged away because he probably wouldn't have survived the justice he'd have received here.

      She glanced out the window, wondering why her ex was on her mind so much today. Maybe because of Grace's question earlier. Grace was still spinning in the tire swing, oblivious to everything but how much fun she was having. Daisy danced below her, nipping at the girl's flowing red hair.

      Cheyenne was so thankful that all three of them followed her genetics more than Wade's, though Carolyn had definitely gotten her father's dark brown eyes and his sharp humor. The other two girls were more red haired and light eyed like Cheyenne, Grace taking after her the most. The poor girl was almost her carbon copy.

      Savannah, her middle child, looked more like Francine, her grandmother. Something about the shape of her face. And her sweet, giving disposition was more like Francine's as well, which Grace had already figured out. Poor Savannah got into so much trouble because of Grace's shenanigans.

      Cheyenne peeled and cut potatoes for mashing and put them on to boil. She was just stirring up some pudding when she heard a truck pull into the drive. Within seconds Carolyn and Savannah ran in to hug her, chattering about what was going on at the ranch. Her father came in next, leaning heavily on a silver cane. His right arm was still in the sling. When he'd fallen from the horse, he'd landed on his arm, breaking it in three places. A plate had been put in to secure the pieces together, but it was healing slowly.

      His lined faced cracked into a broad smile though when he saw her. Reaching up, Cheyenne removed his tan hat and kissed his cheek. "Hi Daddy. I'll put this by the door."�

      "I forgot to do it when I came in,"� he apologized.

      Her mother shook her head. "You'd think he'd never set foot in a house before,"� she laughed.

      Cheyenne hugged her mother
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