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Prologue

 

 

Jordan Carhart hated spring break. It wasn’t only because of the long hours, though for those two weeks every spring her shifts doubled up and days off were only a memory. She was certain half the college students from eastern schools and most of the ones in the Midwest flocked to South Beach to party hardy. They came to drink, have fun and fall in love.

It was the best of times because of the extra tips and the exuberant spirits rampant among the visitors.

It was the worst of times because of the memories that surfaced. Memories kept tucked away for most of the year. Only the lingering sadness remained when she looked into her son’s eyes.

Jordan wiped the table, stacking glasses and dishes in the bin. Where was that blasted busboy? Honestly, if she were the manager of Joe’s Fish Tacos, she’d fire Manuel and hire someone more reliable.

Lifting the heavy bin, she carried it into the kitchen and dumped it by the sink. The steam from the simmering pots and soup cauldrons made the restaurant’s kitchen an instant steam bath. The greasy smell of frying shrimp filled the air. She glanced at the counter. None of her orders were up yet, so she escaped to the relative coolness of the restaurant proper.

Glancing around her assigned area with a practiced eye, Jordan noticed the group of giggling college girls were about to leave. She watched as they laughed among themselves and threw saucy glances at the boys that wandered into view on the spacious open-air deck. Skimpy swimsuits were the order of the day. And the coverups never did their job, revealing more than concealing.

She’d worn one such over her own bikini five years ago when—

No, she would not go there again. It’d been five years, time to move on beyond the Cinderella story that had an unhappy ending. She was older and far wiser now than she’d been then. Never again would she get caught up in the frenzy and romance of spring break. Never listen to lies wrapped in romantic overtones. Nor believe a man when he said he loved her after only two weeks.

Now she was a single mother, with a son who gave her more delight than she had a right to. Her life hadn’t taken the path she’d wanted so long ago, but she wouldn’t trade Caleb for all the tea in China, as her aunt Maggie used to say.

Nothing came without a price, however. She smiled at the girls when they waved on their way out, hoping they left a large tip. They’d been extravagant in ordering, then left half the food on the table. Sure enough, they’d been equally lavish in their tips.

Jordan scooped up the money and put it in her pocket. Another few dollars for Caleb’s surgery fund. Her goal was to save enough to have the operation done before he started school next year. It wasn’t right that a little boy should have crossed eyes. She’d done her best to shelter him from cruel insults, but she knew starting school that way would cause unmerciful teasing. She refused to accept that for her son.

But since the surgery was elective rather than lifesaving, the meager insurance coverage she had from the restaurant didn’t cover the procedure. The full cost would have to be borne by her. And she was still a few thousand dollars short.

Jordan stacked the dishes from the crowded table in another bin, resigned to the fact Manuel had disappeared once again. Taking the discarded newspaper, she folded it and tucked it beneath her arm. She enjoyed reading the newspapers from all over that customers left. Once she’d had dreams of leaving South Beach and seeing Atlanta, or Washington, or even New York. But dreams of college and travel had vanished from her horizon when she’d become pregnant with Caleb.

She dumped the dishes, then served another two tables before time for her break. Reaching for the purloined newspaper, she hurried outside, away from the din and commotion. Sitting beneath a huge old palm, which offered scant shade in the heat of the day, she spread open the paper. It was the Dallas Tribune. For a second, her heart clutched.

She looked up, glimpsing the blue Atlantic between the souvenir shops and sidewalks crowded with randy college kids. It was as if she looked into the past. Texas. He had been from Texas.

Sighing softly, she picked up the paper and scanned the various articles. She was almost finished with the front section when a small headline on the lower left caught her eye.

Cade Cullen Everett and Family Donate One Million Dollars to the Children’s Last Wish Foundation.

Jordan started at the words, unable to believe her eyes.

Cade Cullen Everett.

Five years vanished immediately, and she was once again the young girl who had been swept away by the big brash Texan who had charmed her socks off, overcome her innate inhibitions and seduced her into bed. 

Two weeks of heaven. The glamour of it, the rush of excitement, the heady delight, the spellbinding glory of those days filled her mind. Her heart raced in memory. She had enjoyed luxurious wining and dining. Told over and over, she was the prettiest thing he’d ever seen. She could almost hear the echo of that sexy Texas drawl.

Then—he’d vanished without a word. Spring break had ended, and he’d returned to Texas.

Jordan never heard from him again.

She hadn’t known where to contact him. She’d poured over telephone books and searched the Internet, trying to locate any and every Everett to contact and ask if they knew Cade Cullen, especially after she had discovered she was pregnant. The man should know he was to become a father. 

To no avail. No one she talked to claimed to know him. It was as if he vanished from the face of the earth.

Until now.

Quickly she read the article. A ranch was mentioned in Tumbleweed, Texas. She remembered his wild and outlandish stories of the family ranch. Most she’d taken with a grain of salt, but the basis must have been true, she’d thought. No wonder she’d never found him in the city phone books. He lived in a town she’d never heard of—fifty miles west of Fort Worth.

The gist of the article centered on the magnificent grant he and his family provided. One million dollars.

Anger simmered. His disappearance had cheated Caleb of knowing his father. And from the article, he had the means to give Caleb proper care from the beginning. She’d been saving for more than four years for the operation that would enable Caleb’s eyes to track properly. Scraping together every dime she could manage, doing without so they could add to the surgery fund.

She only needed two thousand dollars more and her son would have surgery, which would make eyes track like everyone else.

A man who could donate one million dollars to a charity could certainly pony up a mere two thousand dollars for his own son’s operation.

She reread the article. He donated the money in memory of his wife and daughter.

So he’d gone back home and married some Texas girl. 

Jordan had long ago acknowledged the emotions she’d felt for Cade Cullen Everett had been one-sided. No man, no matter how much he professed to love her, would have stayed away and never contacted her. He knew where she lived. He could have called or written or come back to South Beach if she’d meant anything to him.

The feelings she’d had for him had died long ago.

But Caleb was his son. And by Jove, she was going to let the man know about the boy. Every child deserved a father. Maybe Caleb’s father could pay his fair share of the needed operation.

And if he gave her any grief, wouldn’t the Dallas paper love to hear how the generous man and his family refused to help his own son?

Rising, Jordan strode into the café, eager for her shift to end. As soon as she finished, she was calling Cade Cullen Everett. Armed with the name of the town, she was sure she could find him with no trouble at all. Wouldn’t he be surprised to hear a voice from the past?

 


Chapter One

 

 

Jordan peered through the rain at the ornate wrought-iron gate that marked the entrance to the Circle E Ranch. She sneezed again and blew her nose. Rubbing her aching chest, she tried to take a deep breath. It hurt to breathe.

This had been the trip from hell. If the blasted man had answered any of her letters, or returned a single phone call, she wouldn’t have had to drive from Florida to Texas. But he’d ignored her as completely this past month as he had over the last five years.

Not that Jordan was going to let his behavior stop her. She’d taken a week’s vacation from work, pushed her ancient car to the limit and here they were in Tumbleweed, Texas, turning onto the Everett Ranch.

The car had broken down in Biloxi. And again in that raging thunderstorm outside of Beaumont. Her cold had gotten worse by the day, made even more so after standing in the pouring rain while talking to the tow truck driver. 

Determined, she pushed on. She would not be ignored or blown off. If Cade Cullen Everett thought refusing to respond to her demands would make her forget them, he didn’t know her.

Of course, she thought as they inched up the drive in the downpour; he hadn’t known her—not really. A brief two-week fling was one thing. Romantic and exciting, but not of the real world.

More fool her for believing him when he told her he loved her. Hadn’t her aunt warned her time after time? If she’d only listened. 

Yet if she had, she wouldn’t have Caleb, and she wouldn’t trade him for anything. Wouldn’t Cullen wish to learn he had a son?

“Are we there yet Mommy?” Caleb asked from his car seat in the back.

“Almost, honey,” she responded, hoping it was true. Truth to tell, she hoped she could last long enough to challenge Cullen and get his agreement to help pay for the surgery before they had to leave to find a motel for the night. She wanted nothing more than to crawl into bed and pull the covers over her head and sleep until morning.

Florida was famous for summer afternoon thundershowers, but she was wondering if Texas had them beat. This was the third stormy day in a row.

“Will we see horses?” he asked.

“I don’t know. They might be inside the barn because of the rain.” 

They could see plenty of cattle grazing in the fields flanking the road, but no horses.

“How about cows?” he persisted.

“Look out your window. There are more cows than you can count.”

The large herd covered several acres, many of the steers standing stoically, backs lined up to the wind, placidly enduring the rain as it poured down.

The driveway was like a county road, two lanes wide, paved and straight as an arrow. How far to the house? Cresting a slight rise, Jordan had her answer. 

Ahead rose a huge house, white, two stories tall, with soaring columns supporting the roof that covered a wide veranda. It looked large enough to hold a multi generation family. It reminded her of Tara—splashy, but suitable for a family who could donate one million dollars to charity.

Beyond the house were the ranch buildings, two enormous barns and an assortment of other buildings and sheds. She hadn’t a clue about how ranches worked. What were all the structures for? A small brick building sat to the left of the house. It looked like an office to her, squat, with tall windows—looking like many insurance offices in Florida.

“Wow,” Jordan thought, stunned at the size of the place. She slowed the car and stared. She thought Cullen’s bragging had been the wild tales of a college guy on the prowl out to impress. It looked as if he hadn’t exaggerated one bit.

Suddenly doubt crept in.

Was she doing the right thing? Maybe she should have left Caleb with her friend Patricia and come alone. Suddenly, a horrifying thought sprang to mind. What if Cullen wanted visiting rights?

Or even custody?

According to the article, he’d lost his wife and child in a terrible automobile accident. Maybe he’d want his son near him. 

She felt a pang of sympathy for the man, even though she remained angry at his behavior toward her. How awful to lose a wife, but more especially a child. He wouldn’t want Caleb permanently, would he?

Jordan hesitated, wondering if she’d made the trip for nothing. She’d taken precious funds from their savings for this trip, but she considered it well spent if she could get Caleb’s father to pay the balance of the expense. Doubts not withstanding, she couldn’t turn back without seeing him, without trying to get him to pay a share, not when she was this close. And he deserved to meet his son. She hoped he’d like Caleb, but be content to leave their current living arrangement intact.

“Why aren’t we driving, Mommy? I see a house. The lights are on and it’s only afternoon.”

“I know, sweetie. It’s because of the rain.”

It was shortly after noon, yet it was so dark from the storm she needed her headlights. The glow through the windows in the house gave the illusion of welcome. Slowly, she headed forward. She’d come all this way. She needed to see it through. For Caleb’s sake.

Stopping near the front door, Jordan turned off the engine and reached back to unfasten Caleb’s safety belt. 

“Climb over the seat and let’s go,” she said. 

Coughing for a moment, she waited while he scrambled over the seat back and stood beside her. She really felt awful. She hoped this encounter would go smoothly.

“We’ll walk really fast so we don’t get soaked, okay?” she said. 

If she’d had an umbrella, she’d have tried to carry him and kept them both dry, but she hadn’t thought to bring one. And she felt so tired and weak she didn’t think she could carry him the short distance to the veranda. Maybe she should have gotten a room in Tumbleweed first, taken a nap and then come. Too late now.

She thrust open her door and hurried them to the front of the house.

“Whee,” Caleb said as he splashed in puddles between the car and the covered veranda.

Great, Jordan thought, as she tried to hurry him along. They’d both show up looking like drowned rats.

She rang the doorbell and shivered slightly in the breeze. Her shoulders and hair were damp from their mad dash. The wind cooled her quickly, blowing through her wet clothes as if she wore nothing.

The door opened. An older Hispanic woman stood in the opening, her dark hair streaked with gray, bounded at the back of her head in a tidy bun. A large apron covered her full skirted dress. 

“Can I help you?” she asked. 

She held a dish towel in one hand. Her expression was pleasant, but curious.

“I’m looking for Cade Cullen Everett,” Jordan said.

Caleb peeked around her to look at the woman, his eyes wide.

“Señor Everett is busy. Was he expecting you?”

“No, but we’ve come a long way. I only need a few minutes of his time.” 

Jordan had come too far to be turned away. She was prepared to wait for however long it took.

The older woman studied Jordan for a moment, then looked at Caleb, her expression softening into a smile.

“Step in out of the storm. I’ll tell him you are here if you give me your name.”

“Jordan Carhart.” 

No sooner had she said it than she began coughing again. Her chest hurt so badly. And she felt flushed. They kept the house too warm, or was it the contrast to the coldness from the storm?

“Who is it Rosita?” a male voice called.

Jordan turned and watched as a stranger strode into the entryway. He frowned when he looked at her and then spotted Caleb.

His hair was dark and cut short. His forbidding expression made him look even more intimidating than his size alone would have done. He was several inches over six feet, muscular and tanned. 

For a moment she remembered the skinny college kids who strutted so arrogantly on the beach during spring break. She couldn’t imagine this man ever looking like that. But he could give them all lessons on sex appeal and how to capture a woman’s attention.

Despite feeling terrible because of her cold, Jordan was intrigued.

The rugged jaw told Jordan he wasn’t someone to be trifled with. His tanned skin attested to hours spent in the sun. His fit body didn’t come from some gym. Was he a relative of Cullen’s? Too young to be his father. Was he an older brother? She guessed he wasn’t too much older than thirty.

A cough caught her. Her perusal cut short. She didn’t have time to speculate. She was on a mission—as soon as she could catch her breath.

“I’m looking for Cade Cullen Everett,” Jordan said firmly.

“You’ve found him,” the man said.

She blinked. The world seemed to tilt and sway.

Caleb peeped around her leg and looked up at the man.

“Are you my daddy?” he asked.

It was the last thing Jordan heard before everything went black as she softly sank to the floor.

Cade dashed forward, barely catching her before her head hit the hardwood floor.

“Mommy?” 

The little boy clung to his mother’s leg as she sagged in Cade’s arms. 

“Mommy, what’s wrong?” 

His eyes wide with fear, the child clung to Jordan.

Cade shifted and lifted her. 

“Your mom will be okay, son. Let me take her into the living room to lie down.”

He carried her into the spacious room and placed her on the wide sofa. The little boy ran to her head and patted her shoulder. 

“Mommy?” Fear laced his tone.

“She’ll be okay,” Cade said again, studying the unconscious woman, hoping she’d come around soon. Color stained her cheeks. Her breathing was raspy. She couldn’t weigh more than a hundred pounds, which on her made her too thin.

“Should I call the doctor?” Rosita asked poised in the doorway, her face full of concern.

“Not yet. Let’s see if she wakes up in a minute on her own,” Cade said, studying the unconscious woman. 

Just what he didn’t need, a further complication to an already complicated day.

“I’ll get a cool cloth,” she said, heading for the back of the house.

This wasn’t the best of times for unexpected visitors. Not when his long-term secretary had just informed him she was needed at home for a family emergency and would leave that afternoon. Her mother had fallen and broken her hip. There was no one else to see to the elderly woman but Penny. Still, the timing couldn’t have been worse.

Not when he had a minor crisis building into a major one in Los Angeles.

Not when it was time to muster the herd and rotate cattle from the winter pasture to summer fields. He’d come home to the ranch for that event, which had already been delayed once this spring and was currently delayed because of the weather. If not for the muster, he’d still be in Dallas, or maybe even on his way to LA.

He had a dozen irons in the fire. He didn’t need further complications.

“Why is Mommy asleep?” the boy asked. “She never takes naps.”

“What’s your name, son?” he asked. He’d never seen either of them before, but hadn’t imagined the child’s comment, “Are you my daddy?” Who were these people?

“I’m Caleb,” he said. “Is Mommy going to wake up soon?”

“I expect so. Caleb who? Where are you from?”

Caleb wrinkled his brow as he looked up at Cade.

He felt a hitch when he saw the uncertainty in the child’s eyes. For a heartbeat, they reminded him of Vicki’s bright blue eyes. Except in this case, one definitely turned inward. He knew little about it, but shouldn’t the child have had some corrective work done by this age?

Rosita hurried into the room, carrying a cool, damp cloth. She placed it on Jordan’s forehead and felt her cheeks with the back of her fingers. 

“She had a fever, señor.”

“Who is she?”

“Her name is Jordan Carhart. She asked for you, said she came a long way to see you. Maybe we ought to call the doctor,” she murmured.

The little boy looked up at him. 

“Are you my daddy?” he asked again.

“No.” 

Cade knew that for a fact. Not only had he never seen the woman before in his life, the boy looked to be about four or five years old. And five years ago, he’d been a happily married man. Cheating on his wife had never once occurred to him. He’d loved Marissa more than life.

The familiar ache gripped him. Would he ever get over losing her? Ever get used to the gaping hole in his heart that she and Vicki once filled?

“Mommy said we were coming to meet my daddy. Where is he?”

Cade’s instincts went on alert. She’d asked for him by name and told her son he was his father. What kind of scam was the woman trying to pull?

With her blond hair and gray eyes, and the boy’s blue eyes, there was no way they could accuse him of being the father, not with his dark hair and eyes. DNA testing would cinch it if needed.

“Mommy,” Caleb said, shaking her. “Wake up, Mommy.”

Cade felt a tightening in his throat. The kid looked scared to death. He remembered Vicki when she’d been five. All bright laughter and boundless energy. Nothing had scared her.

No child should be so scared.

He squatted down beside the youngster and took one small hand in his. Memories crowded in. He remembered holding Vicki’s hand when they crossed a street or went to a store. Echoes of her laughter sounded. He could still see her delight in so many everyday things.

This child looked nothing like his daughter, but just his being here reminded Cade of all he’d lost.

“Where do you live, Caleb?”

“Seventeen-thirty Atlantic Circle, South Beach,” the boy said proudly. Obviously his mother made sure he knew his address.

“Florida?” Cade murmured, wondering if Vicki had known her address at that age.

“We’ve been driving forever, and Mommy said we’d see my daddy when we got here. We need money for my eyes. Once I have my operation, I can be just like all the other little boys, but until then, I’m special.”

Rosita threw Cade a look. 

“Shall I take the boy into the back so you can talk to the mother when she wakens?” she asked practically.

“I can’t leave Mommy,” Caleb protested.

“Your Mommy’s going to be fine,” Cade said, standing. “Let her rest for a few minutes. Rosita can give you a cookie and some milk. I bet you’re hungry.”

Caleb seemed to consider the offer. 

“I am hungry. We didn’t get lunch yet. Can I have lunch?” Caleb asked.

“Sure thing. Rosita, would you?” 

When the housekeeper led the little boy away, he reached for the phone. It rang directly into the office.

“Yes, boss?” Penny answered, recognizing the inter-ranch line.

“Before you leave, call Paul Nance for me. I have a young woman who fainted in the entryway. She seems to have a fever and difficulty breathing. See if he thinks we need to bring her into emergency.”

“Will do.” 

Penny disconnected. Cade almost smiled. Nothing fazed Penny. Not a stranger collapsing in the house, or anything else that happened around the ranch. She was as invaluable here as she was in the Dallas office. What was he going to do with her gone for who knew how long?

And she didn

























































































OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
tatiost

‘Barbara

McMahon

oday Bestselling Author






