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			Chapter 1

			Just one look and the earth trembled beneath my feet.

			—MILLIE GREENWOOD

			Dear Cupid,

			The most awesomely awful thing has happened. I have fallen truly, madly, deeply in love.

			Awesome because I have never felt anything like this. I’ve heard people talk about love at first sight, but I never believed in it. Then with just one look—bam! I was a goner. The minute we laid eyes on each other we knew we were destined soul mates. Suddenly, our minds are wide open and the world is the most beautiful place. How have I gone so long without knowing magic like this?

			But that’s what you do, isn’t it, Cupid? Fling your arrow and make people fall in love at first sight. Drive them crazy. Send them over the edge of reason.

			It’s awful because I’ve been accepted into Oxford University with a full scholarship. I can’t bear the thought of leaving my guy behind, and family responsibilities keep him from joining me in England. My head tells me that this is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity and I can’t pass it up, but I ache at the thought of being so far away from him. What’s the point of the finest education in the world if you can’t be with the one you love? Tell me what to do, Cupid. Go or stay? My fate is in your hands.

			—Shot Through the Heart

			Natalie McCleary folded the well-creased letter and tucked it into the pocket of her Van Gogh yellow sundress. The letter writer’s angst settled in the pit of her stomach. Sometimes, playing Cupid was more difficult than running her bed-and-breakfast, Cupid’s Rest.

			It had been over a week since the letter had arrived and she still had no answer for the sender. Her response had the power to change the entire trajectory of Shot Through the Heart’s future, and she did not take her duties lightly.

			The trouble was, at twenty-nine, Natalie herself had never been in love. Who was she to give advice to the lovelorn?

			You’re Millie Greenwood’s direct descendant, that’s who. It’s your obligation whether you want it or not.

			Wasn’t that just the story of her life? Obligation. Responsibility. Tradition.

			Natalie shook her head and squared her shoulders. C’mon, don’t be resentful. She’d never been a complainer or shirker and she wasn’t about to start now.

			The sole of her right yellow Keds made a slight scraping sound as she scuffed over terra-cotta paver stones. She moved toward the large white wooden box situated underneath the cherubic fountain in the botanical gardens, located in the center of downtown Cupid, Texas. It was just after dawn and the gardens weren’t yet open to the public, but in another two hours the place would overflow with tourists.

			Mockingbirds called from pink-blossomed desert willows. Over by a prickly pear cactus, a black-crested titmouse gobbled up a fat grub worm. Undisturbed by Natalie’s presence, a long-legged roadrunner strolled over the limestone rock wall surrounding the gardens. Locusts started a low-hummed buzzing, tuning up for the encroaching late June heat. Dragonflies hovered over the fountain, and a toad peeked up at her from blue pebble gravel around the firecracker plants. From La Hacienda Grill down the street, the smell of huevos rancheros wafted on the air and mingled with the perfume of fuchsia rockroses.

			The morning seemed to be holding its breath, waiting for something to happen. For what, she didn’t know, but the notion dug in so deeply that she hesitated, caught her breath, and glanced around.

			Nope, no one, she was totally alone.

			You’re losing it, woman.

			She cocked her head, listening, but heard nothing out of the ordinary. Off in the distance an eighteen-wheeler ground its gears as it churned up the mountain. The rhythmic sound of a garbage truck’s backup beeper drifted over from First Street, followed by the mechanized wheeze of the lifting arm and the clattering clang of a Dumpster being emptied. From the stables behind the gardens, a horse whinnied.

			Home.

			Still the same, but oddly different somehow.

			Inexplicably, goose bumps spread over her skin. She rubbed her arms with her palms.

			Weird.

			Junie Mae Prufrock, who owned the LaDeDa Day Spa and Hair Salon next door to Natalie’s B&B, would claim that someone had walked over her grave.

			Shrugging off the unwanted sensation, Natalie twirled the combination lock on the white wooden box marked “Letters to Cupid” in stenciled red block print. The lock popped open and she raised the lid.

			As usual, it was stuffed with letters. She pinched up the full skirt of her shirtwaist dress with one hand, forming a sling to hold the letters as she emptied the box. The dewy morning air kissed her knees. After one-handing the padlock closed, she limped over to the bicycle she’d left parked on the pathway and deposited the letters into the wicker basket strapped to the front.

			One swoop of her foot released the kickstand. She slung her leg over the cruiser saddle seat and she was off, pedaling through the back of the garden to the dirt-packed alley that ran between the gardens and the stables.

			The wind ruffled her hair, brought with it the scent of horses. A long-tailed flycatcher perched on a telephone line, its split tail hanging underneath it like scissors. She smiled as the sun warmed her face, more at ease on a bike than she ever was on her feet. When she rode, no one could see her limp.

			She bumped through the alley, turned left on Murkle Street, and waved to Deputy Calvin Greenwood, who was also a cousin. Calvin was coming out of the Divine Bakery with two boxes of doughnuts in his arms and headed for his patrol car.

			Smiling, she waved a hand, paused in the middle of the road.

			“Morning, Nat,” he called. “Lots of love letters this week?”

			“Usual Monday morning. Cupid’s got his hands full.”

			“That’s a good thing, right? Keeps our economy rolling.” Cal balanced the doughnut boxes in one hand while he opened his cruiser door with the other.

			“You can say that again.”

			“Maybe you should write a letter yourself.”

			“To Cupid?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Why would I do that?”

			“So you’d have a date to mine and Maria’s wedding next month.”

			Natalie snorted good-naturedly. “Cal, there’s no such thing as Cupid.”

			“Shh.” He pressed an index finger to his lips. “Don’t let that get out. Maria thinks that’s how she caught me.”

			“Any sign of Red?” Natalie asked him about her long-term boarder who’d disappeared four days ago without a word of warning. It wasn’t the first time Red had gone missing, so she was trying not to worry too much, but he’d left all his possessions behind.

			“Haven’t seen him, but you know these war vets.” Calvin shrugged. “They ain’t like regular folks. Red can take care of himself.”

			“But you’re still keeping an eye out for him?”

			“ ’Course.”

			“Now you’re just patting me on the head.”

			“He’s a drifter at heart, Natty. I warned you about that when he moved in.”

			“That’s the issue. He doesn’t have anyone else to worry about him.”

			“Your heart’s too big, cousin. It can’t hold the whole world.”

			“Doesn’t have to hold the whole world. Just my corner of it.”

			“Funny that he disappeared the day the rent was due.”

			“If he just left, why didn’t he take his things?”

			“Tell you what, I’ll do some more asking around,” Calvin promised. “Now I gotta get to work. Have a good day.”

			“Don’t eat too many doughnuts,” she hollered over her shoulder as she took off again, the bike picking up speed on the downhill slope.

			She had so much to do that morning—take the letters to the community center for Aunt Carol Ann to sort out, cut fresh flowers for the guest rooms, make sure Zoey got up in time to make it to her anatomy class at Sul Ross, greet the guests at breakfast, order organic multigrain flour before her cook, Pearl, actually followed through on her idle threats to quit, and make a decision about Red. She didn’t want to give his room away, but if he wasn’t coming back, she needed to rent it out.

			Natalie had put off the decisions because she kept thinking that Red would pop back up as he usually did, but something felt different this time. Lately, he’d become more reclusive than usual and he’d taken to wearing a John Deere ball cap and dark sunglasses ninety percent of the time, as if he was trying to vanish behind the thin disguise. Maybe he had just walked away, leaving her on the fence about what to do.

			After she finished all those morning tasks, she had to head back to the community center for lunch and the tri-weekly meeting of the Cupid committee volunteers, where they gathered to answer the letters written to Cupid. This Monday she wasn’t looking forward to the meeting. The other women were bound to ask why she hadn’t already answered Shot Through the Heart’s letter.

			Why? Because she couldn’t think of a single word of useful advice.

			Her hand strayed again to the letter in her pocket. She fingered the edges, mentally toying with her reply. She wanted so badly to tell the letter writer that there was really such a thing as love at first sight, but Natalie was having her own crisis of faith.

			It was the central conflict she wrestled with every time she answered a love letter. Dishing out advice when she had no clue what she was talking about. She’d expressed her self-doubts to the group, but they’d waved away her concerns.

			“Listen to your heart,” they always said. “You know the truth, deep down inside.”

			Yeah? Well, her heart was telling her she had no business responding to the letters considering that she’d never been in love. She’d wanted to be in love, had imagined it happening to her a thousand times. How could she not, in a town chockful of romantic legends?

			She’d dated six men in her entire life, had kissed four of them but slept with none. She’d been holding out for that one special man.

			Except he’d never come.

			Waiting had been easy enough when she was younger. She’d been starry-eyed and hopeful. Her limp had made her shy and self-conscious, but she was convinced that the right man would see through all that if she only held out for him.

			Then the years rolled away.

			She’d gotten swept up in running the B&B and riding herd on her sister, Zoey, but she’d kept the faith. But then as the years kept clicking by, she’d started having doubts. What if it was all bunk? What if there wasn’t one right man for her? What if she’d missed out on some genuinely nice guys simply because she didn’t give them a chance because she’d never felt the magic?

			Now, on the precipice of turning thirty, her virginity was an albatross. An embarrassment. How did you bring that up in conversation on a date? Would you like to be the one to deflower me? Take me for my maiden voyage? Pop my cherry?

			But this was the part that really bothered her.

			What if she just got on with her life, gave up her shaky belief in love at first sight and all that other romantic stuff, found a decent guy, married him, and then The One finally came along?

			Then again, what if The One never showed up? Was she expected to live her entire life without sex, without a husband, without kids while she waited around on a fantasy?

			She was of two minds. Her heart desperately wanted to believe, but at her core, she was a pragmatist.

			“Just you wait,” Aunt Carol Ann would say. “When it hits, you’ll know. There will be absolutely no doubt.”

			Natalie wished she could get her faith back, but the last few years her aunt’s promise sounded as much of a fairy tale as Cupid with his bow and arrow, flying around shooting people through the heart.

			“You’re too practical for your own good, Natty,” Junie Mae told her at least once a month. Usually when they sat on Junie Mae’s front porch sipping sweet iced tea spiked with lemon and eating sugar cookies. “You need to brush up against Zoey, see if some of her spontaneity will rub off on you.”

			That hurt.

			Natalie didn’t particularly enjoy being the sensible sister, but someone had to be the responsible one and since she was the older, she’d been elected by default. Sure, she’d love to be like Zoey, twenty-two and still working on finishing her college degree because she’d flakily changed her major four times. Her sister had dabbled in—and ditched—criminal justice, natural resource management, and musical theater. Now she was hung up on the idea of being an archeologist.

			Solid career plan, sis.

			Her bike clipped along at twenty-five miles an hour, kept pace with her racing mind, until she slowed to round the corner onto Main, and suddenly there he was, big and unexpected.

			A naked man.

			No, not naked, her brain corrected, catching up to what her eyes saw, just gloriously shirtless.

			Speechless, she stopped pedaling.

			He was in the empty Piggly Wiggly parking lot, head down, bending over a big black motorcycle as he tinkered with the engine. His torso was leanly muscled, darkly tanned, and glistening with sweat in the early morning sunlight.

			The hair on his head was the color of a raven’s wing, so black it looked almost blue, and curled unkempt around his ears and down the nape of his neck. His powerful biceps flexed as he worked. A sexy dark blue tattoo graced his left upper arm. His abdominal muscles were taut as drum skins. A pair of black jeans hung low on his hips, and he wore well-used cowboy boots.

			His masculinity was palpable and she could have sworn she caught a faint whiff of his scent, aftershave and motor oil and something sensually seductive—danger. But that was foolishness. Danger didn’t have a smell, and besides, she was yards away.

			His cheekbones, cast in shadows, looked sharp as blades. His chin was pure granite and peppered with stubble. Natalie’s practicality vanished as wild fantasy took her hostage with tumbling images—leather tool belts, muscle cars, Desert Eagle pistols, campfires, and mountain lions.

			Honest to Pete, she didn’t know men could look like that outside of movie reels. Her jaw dropped, and all the breath left her lungs. She stared, stunned.

			Natalie saw him in a freeze-frame flash of blind clarity. A click-whirl snapshot caught in time. Her mouth went instantly dry and her heart slam-pumped blood through her ears. Oh my. Oh dear. Oh no. He’s here.

			He reached for a red rag to wipe his hands, straightening to his full height. He stood well over six feet tall, sturdily built and breath-stealingly impressive.

			The moment hung in the air, tremulous as a spiderweb spun under eaves in a rainstorm, but bright, sharp, clear, and unmistakably special.

			As Natalie coasted past, their gazes locked.

			In that fraction of a blink, she memorized everything about him. Eyes the color of coal, chiseled jaw, Olympic shoulders, hard everywhere, all of him bottled into an explosive package.

			Boom!

			His eyes pierced into her like an arrow’s point, took her, owned her.

			Dear God! What was this?

			A lazy, wolfish, one-sided grin spread slowly across his face.

			Just one look and all the mysteries of the universe were answered. Every nerve ending in her body tingled to life as if she’d been asleep for a hundred years and was awakening for the very first time.

			It’s him!

			He was a stranger to Cupid. She did not know him, had never met him, and yet, in that hushed sweet second, her body knew something that her mind did not. She felt him deep in her center.

			At last.

			He’d found her at last.

			It struck her like a fever, hot and rushed, an emotion so sudden and sweet that her brain fumbled and stupidly came up with the word “love.”

			Did she dare think it? How foolish to think such a thing of a stranger. No. Not love. Love at first sight was absurd, right?

			And yet ... and yet...

			Panic spread through her as more images fell in on her. His big, black cowboy boots parked underneath her bed, her sunny yellow Keds lined up beside them. Warm quilts on a cold winter night. Silver lightning that lingered—burning and brilliant. His hard mouth crushed against her soft one, tasting rich and decadent as pure dark chocolate.

			What did it all mean?

			She had no explanation for what she was feeling. It was too blissful. Too good. It scared the living crap out of her.

			Thankfully, gratefully, she’d already sped past him. She was too terrified to glance back.

			A mirage, she told herself. A dream. Not real. He could not be real.

			The blood had drained from her face, leaving her cheeks quite cold. Ghostly. The road flattened, her pace slowed. She tried to get her legs moving again, but they were cement, too heavy to move.

			Craziness.

			This was sheer craziness. She’d lived in Cupid too long and even though she didn’t believe in the love legends, apparently the stories had been like the creeping damp, silently, insidiously closing in on her to culminate in this ... this ... What the hell was this?

			She swallowed, listening to the quickening of her pulse, felt the blood rush fierily back to her cheeks, and suddenly, she could not see. Oh, everything was still there—the trees, the buildings, and the vehicles—but the image imprinted on her retina was not of the scenery before her. Instead, his face blotted out everything else, like a full solar eclipse turning high noon to midnight.

			Music filled her vision—violins and saxophones, pianos and drums, Vivaldi and Mozart, Pachelbel and frickin’ Bonnie Tyler. Colors surrounded him—a rainbow of pleasure—crimson, azure, olive, lavender, saffron.

			Could she be having a stroke?

			Yes. A stroke. That might explain the wild euphoria, the ceaseless pounding of her heart, the inability to breathe. Why couldn’t she breathe?

			“When it hits, you’ll know.” Aunt Carol Ann’s words rang in her head. “There will be absolutely no doubt.”

			Dear Cupid, the most awesomely awful thing has happened.

			Dazzled, Dade Vega blinked and she was gone.

			He shook his head, wondering if he’d imagined the phantom beauty in yellow on the pale blue Schwinn, looking like springtime in Paris. Why did it feel as if the bottom had just dropped out of his world?

			A hard tightening gripped him in all the right places. He scrubbed a sheepish palm over his face. Purposefully, he stepped to the curb and glanced down the street.

			Nothing. Nobody.

			She was gone, if she’d ever really been there at all.

			It wouldn’t be the first time he’d had a hallucination, but it would be the first time since the head injury he’d suffered in Afghanistan four years ago.

			Ah shit. Man, he couldn’t backslide, not after all the progress he’d made. If he was backsliding, it’s had everything to do with Red’s disappearance.

			Funny how easy it was for the past to reach up and punch you in the face when you least expected it.

			Honestly, he was half hoping that she was a hallucination because that would rightly explain the berserk push-pull between his head and his heart. He felt a rushing need to go after her, spill his guts, tell her who he was and how he felt. One look in her enigmatic sky blue eyes and he felt as if love beckoned him with open arms, while his soul had dug in its heels and jerked back, too guilty of damage and sin to believe anything so good could be true.

			He knew better.

			Life had kicked Dade in the teeth far too many times for him to trust it. He’d learned that happiness, by and large, was a mirage and it was best not romanticized.

			But the woman’s image lingered, leaving an indelible imprint, and he found himself thinking about a soft mattress on a hot sweaty night, sheets tangled up in their entwined limbs. He could almost hear her calling out his name in ecstasy, and dammit if he didn’t start to get hard.

			False, this vision, he knew it, but he could still see her delicate lightness, her smile, modest and a little shy, but as welcoming as warm socks on a cold winter’s day. A tumble of soft brown hair floating out behind her like a cloud as she rode past.

			For that instant when she’d looked at him and he’d looked at her, one lonely soul connecting with another, Dade had thought, It’s her.

			It was a stupid thing to think, he was well aware of that, but he’d thought it nonetheless.

			Forget it. Move on.

			Moving on was the only way he’d survived, another lesson courtesy of the Navy SEALs. It was harder to hit a moving target. Red had proven the point. His friend had stopped in Cupid, stayed, gotten comfortable, and now he’d gone missing after texting Dade a Mayday message three days earlier.

			Tanked.

			The secret code only they understood. It meant I’m in trouble deep, trust no one.

			That’s why he was here in this dead-end, desert mountain town. To find out what had happened to his foster brother who’d also served with him in the SEALs. They’d joined the navy together the day after they graduated from high school, and Red was the only person in the whole world that Dade gave a shit about. Because of that, he’d taken a leave of absence from the security detail he’d been on in New Orleans.

			There were no commercial flights into Cupid and since the nearest big airport was in El Paso, two hundred miles away, he decided to simply make the drive. Waiting around in airports made him feel helpless. At least when he was on the road, he was making progress. Unfortunately, he’d been out on an oil derrick in the Gulf of Mexico when the text had come through, and it had taken him this long to arrive.

			He was terrified that Red had gone off his meds and was in the grips of full-blown, post-traumatic stress flashbacks. After the Mayday message, Red had not answered any of Dade’s calls or texts. Tough as he was on the outside, his buddy was as emotionally fragile as an eight-year-old.

			Dade had to be careful. He couldn’t afford to assume it was simply PTSD. What if Red had stumbled across something or found himself in some other kind of trouble? He was here to retrace his buddy’s steps. The best way to do that was to ease himself into the community and see what he could find out.

			First his junkie parents, and then the foster care system, had taught him that trusting people was a damn dumb thing to do, so his plan was to keep his connection to Red a secret until he got the lay of the land and figured out where his buddy had gone.

			Which was another reason he was particularly disturbed by his overwhelming reaction to the woman on the bicycle. It simply wasn’t smart.

			There she was again, clogging up his mind—that pretty oval face, big blue eyes, and full pink lips. He imagined she smelled like honeysuckle. When he and Red were kids, they used to pluck the white blooms from the honeysuckle vines that grew up the wooden privacy fence of their foster home, break them open, and suck out the drop of sweet nectar.

			Kissing her would be like that.

			Honeysuckle woman, that’s how he thought of her now.

			For Chrissakes, Vega, knock it off. If she’s even real, she’s way out of your reach for so many more reasons than you can count.

			He might as well wish for the Hope Diamond. He was as equally likely to possess it. Dade pulled a palm down his face, winced at the prickle. He hadn’t shaved since the previous day and he haired up fast thanks to his father’s Hispanic blood, Satan rest the bastard’s soul.

			“Screw it,” he muttered, and wrestled into the T-shirt he’d stripped off while working on his motorcycle.

			The trip through the desert and up the Davis Mountains had messed with the Harley’s timing and he’d had to disassemble the gas tank to get to the timing belt. The job had taken over an hour and he’d been putting the chopper back together when she’d ridden past.

			He’d stopped underneath the security lamps in the Piggly Wiggly parking lot because it had still been dark when he’d started the job. Dade packed up his tools, stuffed them in the compartment underneath the seat, and wondered what honeysuckle woman’s name was.

			Forget her already.

			He strapped on his helmet, slung his leg over the machine, reached down to turn on the check valve. Instantly, fuel poured from the tank, soaking the leg of his pants in gasoline.

			Dammit!

			In his stunned enchantment with the woman on the bicycle, he’d neglected to reattach the hose.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			Love at first sight is a very scary proposition when a stranger instantly becomes an intimate.

			—MILLIE GREENWOOD

			After Natalie dropped the letters off at the community center, she made her way down the Main Street sidewalk, past Tilly’s Dry Cleaners and Tailoring Shop, Cupid’s Bow Tea Room, and Cox Realty—all of which were closed at six-thirty in the morning—before she stopped outside Ticket to Ride travel agency.

			Conrad York, the prim, debonair ex-Vermonter who’d moved to the arid climate of southwest Texas on his doctor’s advice, owned the travel agency. Every Sunday evening, he changed out the posters in the window, and every Monday morning, Natalie stopped by to see what destination awaited the plucky traveler.

			This week, he featured Paris.

			Hand to her chest, Natalie stared at the montage of the City of Lights—the Eiffel Tower, the Champs-Élysées, the Arc de Triomphe, the Louvre, Versailles, brightly colored umbrellas over wrought-iron tables at outdoor cafes. She could smell the French bread, hear Edith Piaf crooning “Non, Je Ne Regrette Rien,” taste chocolate napoleons, see the Mona Lisa, feel the cobblestones against her feet. In Paris it would be so easy to have a wild, passionate affair that wasn’t meant to last; the perfect place to re-create herself.

			She heaved a little sigh, reached out, and pressed her fingertips against the glass, touching the top of the Eiffel Tower.

			Someday. One day. But in her heart, she knew that day would never come.

			Loneliness shuddered through her like a cold draft swooping down off Swayback Mountain on a frosty December day. She hunched her shoulders and stared at her reflection in the glass.

			A stranger would see a tall, slender woman in a bright yellow dress, wearing an ugly polypropylene ankle-foot orthosis (unaffectionately known as an AFO to those who were forced to depend on them) on her right leg, and unstylish sneakers. They might never catch a glimpse of the haunted expression that lurked beneath the surface of her cornflower eyes. She worked hard to forget the past, but at the most unexpected times it could rise up and clasp her in a sorrowful embrace.

			Natalie had been born with the weight of tradition on her shoulders, the oldest daughter, of the oldest daughter, of the oldest daughter of Millie Greenwood, the woman who started it all.

			The entire history of Cupid was wrapped up in her family. It was a smaller-scale, but no less heavy, version of being a Disney, a Rockefeller, or a Barrymore. Not a responsibility one could shrug off like a coat. People depended on her. She couldn’t afford to be selfish.

			For the most part, she accepted her role without complaint, but once in a while it would have been nice to forget who she was, pack her things, and run away.

			Fly, fly away.

			Flying.

			And then there it was. The dark memory clutching at her throat.

			It was her ninth birthday and a clear summer day just like this one. Daddy, laughing and carrying two-year-old Zoey on his shoulders, walked across the tarmac of Cupid’s tiny private airfield toward the twin-engine Cessna that he’d been flying since he was seventeen.

			Zoey giggled and tugged his hair. Natalie had skipped alongside their mother, who swung a wicker picnic basket between them and whistled “Zip-a-Dee-Doo-Dah.”

			Natalie’s hair had been plaited into braids and clipped in place with pink Hello Kitty barrettes. She wore blue jeans with the cuffs turned up, a red shirt with the appliqué of a watermelon on the front, the black buttons shaped like seeds, and a pair of red polka dot Jelly shoes. How she loved those shoes.

			It was the last time she remembered being truly, blissfully happy.

			Daddy, can I do the flight check with you and Mommy?

			Not this time, strap your sister into the backseat. Make sure the buckle is tight.

			How come I always hafta take care of her?

			Because you’re a good big sister, we depend on you. Now do as you’re told.

			Scowling, she’d taken Zoey’s hand and led her toward the airplane steps. Her sister had dawdled, stopped to pick up a Cheeto—the puffy kind—abandoned on the ground.

			“Yuck, that’s nasty, put it down.” She knocked the cheese puff from her sister’s hand and Zoey started wailing. Natalie had to drag her kicking and crying into the plane. Their relationship had been pretty well like that ever since, Zoey getting into trouble, Natalie bailing her out, and Zoey getting pissy about it.

			She finally got her sister buckled in, and a few minutes later, their parents climbed inside the plane. Mommy settled the picnic basket between Natalie and Zoey. Natalie could smell the bologna and mayonnaise sandwiches with thick slabs of cheddar cheese and dill pickles on them. Her mouth watered.

			Daddy took off and climbed into the marshmallow clouds crowning the Davis Mountains; the sound of the propeller engine was a lulling drone. Zoey had fallen asleep in her seat. Mommy and Daddy were teasing each other, and Daddy leaned over several times to give Mommy a quick kiss on the cheek.

			Mommy would giggle and kiss him back and say, “Jimmy McCleary, keep your lips to yourself.”

			Natalie smiled and thought about the chocolate cupcakes with pink icing that Mommy had packed in the picnic basket, and everything was perfect.

			The marshmallow clouds suddenly turned black and out of nowhere a gust of wind blew in as the hot air from the desert valley floor mixed with the cool air flowing down the mountains.

			The little airplane bobbled.

			From his reflection in the rearview mirror, Natalie saw Daddy’s face go pale and serious. He gripped the yoke with both hands.

			“James?” Mommy asked, her voice coming out thin as string cheese.

			“We gotta go back.”

			Disappointment weighed heavy in Natalie’s stomach. “No,” she wailed. “We’re supposed to have a picnic for my birthday!”

			“Hush!” Her mother shot her a fierce look over her shoulder, but there was terror in her eyes.

			Natalie’s stomach rose up into her throat and she got a creepy, wriggly feeling, the way she did last year when her cousin Melody told her to close her eyes and hold out her hands and she’d give her a big surprise. Natalie had done it, but when she opened her eyes, she’d seen a ribbon snake curled in her palm, flicking its tongue at her. She’d screamed and thrown down the snake. She wanted to scream now, but she was too scared. The plane was bumping and diving and buzzing. Daddy was cussing under his breath, and Mommy was hanging on to her seat with both hands.

			“Mommy?”

			“It’s okay, baby. It’s okay.”

			But it wasn’t okay. The plane was going down, down, down, spinning and twirling the way Natalie did when she twisted the chains up on the park swing tight and then let them go.

			“James, what is it?” her mother whispered.

			“Wind shears,” Daddy’s voice was tight as he battled the yoke.

			Anxiously, Natalie tugged on her braid; the Hello Kitty barrette sprang open in her hand.

			Impossibly, Zoey was still asleep.

			Daddy fought as hard as he could, but the angry wind pushed down on them, and through the window, she could see the mountain become the ground.

			They hit so hard Natalie’s teeth jammed together and she bit her tongue. She tasted blood, heard Zoey cry out, but she could not see because everything went black.

			Sometime later, she became aware of a deep, biting pain in her right leg and cold rain hitting her face.

			Zoey’s sobs were soft.

			Natalie’s eyes popped open and she was startled to find they were upside down in a tree. The top of the plane was gone, the misshapen metal razor-sharp. She was held in place by the seat belt, her hair dangling past her head. The picnic basket had spilled open and bologna sandwiches were strewn across the ground below. She counted them. One, two, three, four.

			A chocolate cupcake lay smashed against her lap. The rain washed the icing into a gooey pink smear. She tried to move but the pain in her leg shot up hot and mean through her hip, and she got sick to her stomach.

			She glanced around for her father, but she did not see him. Where was Daddy?

			Her mother’s seat was gone out of the plane, but then she spied Mommy nestled against a tree branch, moaning quietly. That’s when Natalie realized that the tree branch was poking right through her mother’s chest.

			“Mommy?” she whimpered.

			“Natalie,” her mother whispered. “Are you okay?”

			“My leg hurts.”

			“Can you see Zoey?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“How is she?”

			Why couldn’t Mommy see her? She was right there, staring at Zoey. Couldn’t she see? “She looks all right to me.”

			“Natalie?”

			“Yes, Mommy?”

			“You’re going to have to be a very brave girl.”

			“I’m scared.”

			“I know you are, baby, but listen to me. Promise me that no matter what happens, you’ll look after Zoey.”

			“I promise.”

			“Good girl.” Her mother’s voice was so weak she could barely hear her now.

			“Mommy?”

			She didn’t answer.

			“Mommy!” Natalie screamed.

			Mommy’s eyes were closed and she did not speak again.

			The rain came down harder.

			Natalie sobbed. She wanted out of this seat. Wanted down from this tree. Wanted her leg to stop hurting. Wanted her mother and her father to take care of everything. Wanted the sweet, happy day back the way it was before the storm took them down.

			Daddy was gone and Mommy wasn’t talking anymore. It was up to her to fix things. She would climb down from the tree, help Zoey out of her seat, and go get Gram. Gram would know what to do.

			The rescue workers found them at dusk. Natalie was on her butt with Zoey in her lap, dragging them over the rough, rocky terrain of Mount Livermore, tears streaming down her face as she fought against the blinding pain. She was going to take care of her baby sister no matter what. She’d promised Mommy.

			Later, after she’d gone through surgery to have pins put in her leg that had been broken in twenty-two places, the doctor told her relatives that he had no idea how she’d managed to get as far as she did.

			“It must have been excruciating, but the body,” he’d said, sounding amazed, “can do miraculous things under extreme stress.”

			Her parents had died on that mountain, leaving Natalie and Zoey orphaned, but not unwanted. Their loving grandparents and a bevy of aunts and uncles had raised them, but Natalie never forgot her solemn vow to her dying mother. She would always look after Zoey.

			Natalie’s leg twinged at the memory and she ran a hand down her thigh. That day had marked her forever, set her life in cement. She was ingrained in Cupid, Texas. There was no getting out, no escape, even if she wanted to, but she knew who she was and she accepted it, although once in a while a travel poster had the power to make her yearn for the impossible.

			Putting the past firmly in the past, she got on her bike and rode home.

			The McCleary mansion was in the older part of town on Stone Street, where the yards were massive, the fences white picket, and the live oaks stately. A decade earlier, when Cupid had rezoned Stone Street from residential to commercial, many of the grand homes that fronted Lake Cupid had been turned into businesses. Junie Mae had morphed Farnsworth House into a hair salon and spa. The old Van Zandt place became a chiropractor’s office. The Harris manor was now a tourist information center, and Natalie had converted her house into a bed-and-breakfast.

			Transforming the McCleary ancestral home had been an act of necessity. While Natalie came from a long line of well-to-do McClearys, her father, she’d discovered when she’d been old enough to understand, had been something of a spendthrift, and he’d died owing more than a million dollars. There’d been life insurance policies on her parents, of course, but by the time Natalie was twenty, most of the monies had been exhausted and the only asset she had left was the house.

			Tourists frequented Cupid, drawn by the romantic legend, the vineyards, the caverns, the mineral springs, the game fishing in Lake Cupid, and MacDonald Observatory, which offered some of the darkest night skies in the United States.

			Natalie figured, why not give the tourists a place to stay? Armed with an interest-free loan from her grandmother Rose and advice from practically everyone in town, Natalie had hired a cook, a housekeeper, and a gardener and set about becoming a businesswoman.

			For seven years, her business had thrived and she’d thrown herself into being the best hostess she could be; her B&B even garnered a starred review from Texas Monthly.

			Then the corporations had sniffed out Cupid and everything changed. Hilton bought up land on the other side of the lake and erected a posh four-star resort hotel. Halfway between Cupid and the mineral springs, a developer built lavish vacation condos. The twin projects had siphoned off seventy percent of Natalie’s revenue.

			Unskilled at anything else, she’d had little option but to take in long-term boarders. While she kept her three best rooms for tourists, sometimes she felt like she was running more of a halfway house or an assisted living facility than anything else.

			She came in through the back entrance of the mansion that was a bastard combination of Greek Revival and Southern Plantation. The house needed a new paint job, but it would cost over two thousand dollars and she just didn’t have the spare cash right now.

			Soon, she promised herself as the screen door snapped closed behind her.

			Oh good, Zoey was in the breakfast nook adjacent to the kitchen, eating a bowl of Cap’n Crunch while she leaned over Lars Bakke’s shoulder as he worked the Sunday crossword puzzle from the Alpine Gazette. The B&B guests took their meals in the formal dining room where breakfast was served buffet style, but the long-term boarders ate where the family did.

			“Eleven-letter word for bogus,” Lars said, tapping his pencil against his chin.

			“Counterfeit,” Zoey supplied.

			“Smart girl.” Lars painstakingly filled in the crossword grid, gripping his pencil so low on the shaft that his fingers encircled the lead.

			Zoey wore pink short shorts, a pink and white halter top, and white woven sandals that looked familiar. Her straight, chestnut-colored hair was cut in a striking asymmetrical style that looked cute on her, but would have made Natalie’s thick, wavy hair look like a drunkard had attacked her with pruning shears.

			“You’re awake,” Natalie said to Zoey.

			“Don’t make it sound like it’s such a miracle. I’ve got a ten o’clock class.”

			“I’m surprised you remembered.”

			“Have you ever had your blood type checked?” Zoey asked.

			Natalie blinked. Her sister had such a mercurial mind it was sometimes hard to follow her train of thought. “What?”

			“We’re checking our blood type in class today.”

			“No, I don’t think I’ve ever had my blood type checked.”

			“They probably checked it when you had surgery.”

			Natalie shrugged. “Maybe. No one told me.”

			“I’m betting your blood type is sour apple.” Zoey loved odd comparisons.

			“Oh, I get it. Not a serious question, but rather a sarcastic dig at me.”

			“It wouldn’t kill you to lighten up once in a while.” Zoey straightened, polished off her last bite of cereal, and left her empty bowl on the table.

			Natalie crossed her arms, stared at the bowl, and then shifted her gaze back to Zoey.

			“Okay, all right, I’ll take it to the kitchen.” Zoey carried off the bowl.

			Lars set down his paper, cocked his gray head, his reading glasses dangling low on his nose. “Are you all right, Natty?”

			Lars was Natalie’s oldest long-term boarder. He was from Norway and had once commanded a tramp steamer. He was in his late sixties, retired from the Department of Motor Vehicles, stood six-foot-five, loved quoting Eric Hoffer, and smelled persistently of pine. Every year his daughter sent him lutefisk for Christmas, and afterward, no one would go near him for a week. How he’d ended up in this arid part of Texas, so far from the sea, was one of the great mysteries of Cupid, although rumor had it that a broken heart had brought him here.

			Natalie forced a smile. “Yes, sure, why wouldn’t Ibe?”

			“You look ...” He paused, and his blue eyes grew pensive. “Like something happened.”

			“Nothing happened.” That is unless you counted falling in love at first sight. C’mon. Get over that. She had not fallen in love at first sight. It had been startling sexual chemistry, plain and simple. Really? All these years she’d longed to fall in love and now that it appeared to be happening, she was backpedaling faster than a politician caught sexting.

			“Moonstruck,” Lars said. His perceptiveness unnerved her. Could he really see it on her? Was it that noticeable?

			“The sun’s out. No moon to be struck by.” Natalie jammed her hands in her pockets, fingered Shot Through the Heart’s letter. If she was anything, she was lust struck. But she wasn’t even that. Not really. She would never see half-naked biker dude again. He was passing through and she was forever rooted in Cupid.

			“Did you meet someone?” Zoey asked, coming back into the room with a sly smile on her face.

			“No.” It was true. She hadn’t actually met the guy, but dammit, her cheeks heated.

			“We lie the loudest when we lie to ourselves.” Lars dished up a Hofferism.

			“I’ll keep that in mind.”

			“Have you got a secret boyfriend?” Zoey cocked her head, looked intrigued.

			“Are those my Brian Atwoods?” Natalie asked, trying to derail her.

			Zoey put one foot behind her as if she could hide her feet. “You can’t wear them.”

			“That’s not the point.”

			“It’s just plain weird that you buy designer shoes when you can’t wear them.”

			Natalie hardened her jaw. She knew it was foolish to buy shoes she would never wear. She couldn’t explain why she did it. Owning them made her feel ... well ... normal. Other women got to own beautiful shoes. Why not her?

			“What’s the use of letting them go to waste?” Zoey argued.

			“You should have asked my permission.”

			“Ha! Like you would have said yes.”

			Natalie sank her hands on her hips. “So you just take them?”

			“A man is likely to mind his own business when it is worth minding. When it is not, he takes his mind off his own meaningless affairs by minding other people’s business,” Lars said.

			Natalie raised an eyebrow. “More Hoffer?”

			“I met him once, you know,” Lars mused, pocketing his reading glasses and getting to his feet. “In a Greenwich Village coffee shop. Fittingly enough, it was called Destiny. Destiny’s Coffee Shop. It had flamingo pink and black checkered tile floors. I was young and Hoffer was old but we clicked instantly. Magnificent man.”

			“How’s the boat coming?” she asked to sidetrack him from more talk of Hoffer. Lars was having a handcrafted sailboat built in Mexico, in hopes of living out his dream of sailing around the world before he died.

			He shook his head, looked so baleful that she wished she hadn’t brought it up. “On hold for now until I can come up with another installment payment.”

			“How are you going to get the money?”

			“I have a couple of schemes up my sleeve.”

			At that moment, Pearl popped out of the kitchen, the smell of yeast bread, bacon, and French roast popping with her. She wore a V-neck tank top that was two sizes too small for her 44 DDD chest, green Bermuda shorts, and a camo-colored bandana wrapped around her short, spiky, gray hair. Her feet were shod in brown Doc Martens with black ankle socks, and deep, purple-blue veins bulged at her shins from a lifetime of standing at stoves.

			Natalie had no idea how old she was. Pearl could have been anywhere from a hard forty to a light sixty. Someone told her once that they’d heard Pearl had spent time in Gatesville prison, but Natalie didn’t put stock in gossip, and besides, other than her crotchety attitude, Pearl was a model employee.

			“You order that flour yet?” Pearl grunted. “I can’t make a decent multigrain pâte à choux without it.” The way she said the French word sounded like a sneeze.

			“Not yet.”

			“If I don’t have that flour in time for the Fourth of July weekend, I’m quittin’,” she grumbled, and waved a red rubber KitchenAid spatula for effect. Pearl was the most cantankerous woman she’d ever met, but she was also the best cook in Cupid. “And I mean it this time.”

			“I’m on it.”

			“That’s what you said yesterday.” Pearl glowered.

			“You can discover what your enemy fears most by observing the means he uses to frighten you,” quoted Lars.

			“You want me to take them off?” Zoey interrupted, reaching down to unbuckle a sandal. “ ’Cause I’ll take ’em off if that’s what you want.”

			In the back of her mind, Natalie heard a deep-voiced male narrator say, Natalie McCleary, this is your life. It was small-minded of her to get pissy over the shoes. Someone might as well get some use out of them. “No, go, wear them in good health.”

			“Thanks.” Zoey picked up her anatomy textbook from the table and headed out the door. “You’re not such a bad big sister.”

			Pearl took her red spatula and went back to the kitchen, while Lars said something about taking his constitutional along the river and slipped out the back door.

			From the other side of the wall came the sound of guests entering the formal dining room. Natalie went to greet her visitors—which included two older women traveling together, a young newlywed couple, and a middle-aged gentleman who said he was writing a book about the Marfa Lights.

			The nearby town of Marfa was famous for inexplicable “ghost” lights that appeared in the night sky and defied scientific explanation. It was something of a curiosity. Several movies had been filmed in Marfa, including Giant with Rock Hudson and Elizabeth Taylor. Natalie’s great-aunt Delia had gotten the movie stars’ autographs and they were framed and displayed on the wall in her foyer.

			Natalie shook hands, made pleasantries, and suggested outings to the guests. Welcoming people to Cupid was her favorite part of the job.

			“So,” said the female half of the young married couple. She was a trim blonde with a pert upturned nose dotted with freckles, and earnest brown eyes. “Tell us the story of how the town of Cupid got its name. I heard it involves a romantic legend.”

			The young woman threw a besotted look at her husband as they filled their plates from the chafing dishes on the buffet. He responded by filching a piece of bacon off her plate. She swatted at him playfully and they laughed in unison. Seeing them together tugged at Natalie’s heartstrings. Would she ever have that easy camaraderie with a mate? Maybe. Could be. If this morning was the real deal. How would she know? And what was she supposed to do if it was the real deal? Biker dude was most likely halfway to El Paso by now.

			“Yes, please do tell us. We love a ripping good yarn, don’t we, Mazey?” one of the older ladies chimed in as she maneuvered to the table, a cane in one hand and her plate in the other.

			It was a story Natalie told every day, sometimes numerous times, but no one ever had to twist her arm to get her to relate it again. She was proud of her hometown and her heritage. Besides, the legend was her edge over the four-star hotel and spa condos.

			“Well,” she said, sitting down with the guests, lowering her voice and glancing at each of them in turn, drawing them into her crafted narrative. “It all started with a hanging.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3

			Until he appeared I never knew what I was waiting for.

			—MILLIE GREENWOOD

			“Right after the Civil War, when Cupid was still just a settlement, there were three times as many women living here as men. And the few men that were around were either too young or too old for military service,” Natalie told her guests.

			The sunlight fell across the table. Mazey squinted. Her companion shaded her eyes with her hand. Natalie got up to close the blinds. Cars motored by on Stone Street, and there came the sound of a motorcycle engine.

			Natalie’s pulse quickened. It was a Harley! How fast could her heart gallop before she had a heart attack? Riveted. Right there to the spot. The Harley came into view. Natalie held her breath.

			It was a gray-haired guy with a ZZ Top beard and a red “For Sale” sign posted on the back of his Harley. The local taxidermist, Beau Jenkins.

			It was not he. Not her guy.

			With trembling fingers, she snapped the blinds closed. Breathe. Crazy. This was craziness. Then again, wasn’t that what love at first sight was all about, an illogical craziness that somehow turned completely rational in the face of overwhelming emotion?

			“Common problem post–Civil War,” said the guy who was writing the book. “All the good ones got picked off.”

			“There were also a lot of outlaws and deserters roaming the area, and the local caverns often served as a hideout.” Natalie limped over to close the cover on the chafing dish of bacon that had been left open.

			“Bad boys,” whispered the blond newlywed, and gave a little shiver.

			Her husband hooked her around the shoulder with the crook of his elbow and pulled her closer to him.

			“Because of all the outlaws, there were also a lot of hangings.” Natalie rearranged the paper napkins on the buffet table into a pretty pattern. There. Nice and orderly again.

			Mazey put a hand to her mouth. “My goodness, how barbaric!”

			“Function of the times,” said the writer. “Back then, they were free with the noose.”

			Natalie slipped back into her chair. “Anyway, because of the man shortage and the preponderance of outlaws, someone got the bright idea that a man could be saved from being hanged if a woman from the settlement would agree to marry him.”

			“Rehabilitation through forced marriage.” The writer laughed.

			“It’s just like in that Jack Nicholson movie Goin’ South,” said Mazey’s companion.

			“Exactly.” Natalie smiled. “We have the movie available on demand. It’s the ultimate marriage-of-convenience story. Jack Nicholson doesn’t get hanged and Mary Steenburgen gets someone to do her manual labor. And then nature takes its course. Similar story here in real life between Mingus Dill and Louisa Hendricks.”

			“And it was love at first sight?” The blonde cut her eyes over at her husband. He chucked her under the chin affectionately.

			“Hardly,” Natalie said. “Mingus was a good-looking man and quite charming. He

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	

OEBPS/images/Harper_Imprint_Logos_fmt.jpeg
s

Avon
An Imprint of HarperCollnsPublishers





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





