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Book 1

Blurb:

Jared Flint struggles to overcome his spotted past and put his years in prison behind him, slaving away beneath the Texas sun. Yet, hard work has done little to abate his ever-present anger. With every brawl, he strikes back at his abusive past, unable to turn loose of the hate that almost took a man’s life.

Holly Carleton hopped a train on a dare and headed south. After her mama’s passing, she’s been rudderless, always searching for that one thing to fulfill her. Taking a job at a ranch at one of the towns along the tracks comes on a whim. But walking in on cowboy, Jared Flint, half-dressed – that was accidental. And something she’ll never forget. He’s strength and brawn in a perfectly carved package.

The days passing, their attraction growing, it becomes clear, he’s held aloof from relationships for a reason. No woman deserves a man like him. Except together, they have a future rich in possibilities, and if he can just turn loose of the pain, a chance for forgiveness and love.

For great is thy mercy toward me: and thou hast delivered my soul from the lowest hell. (Ps 86:13)

CHAPTER 1

The ranch foreman’s steely glare spoke louder than words, the twitch of a muscle on his jawline and flared nostrils enough warning to cause the angry cowboy to back down. Bringing his bloody knuckles to his lips, Jared Flint sucked the stinging, split flesh and tried to look suitably cowed. Inside, however, his mood roiled, acidic.

“Take the afternoon off,” the big man said in a slow Texas drawl. “I expect you out at sunup tomorrow with your attitude adjusted. You’ll go with Dale to hunt down those feral hogs.”

A curse word sat sharp on the end of his tongue, but Jared swallowed it, not wanting to lose this job over an argument with a lowlife like Simon Ervin. There used to be a day when he wouldn’t have cared. Over-dressed, egotistical cowboys like him were a dime a dozen nowadays. Driving trucks decked out from hood to tailgate in chrome, wearing hand-tooled boots that’d rarely seen the stirrups, they got hired, not because they knew how to work, but because “Daddy” was worth a mint and had to be pacified.

“Well, go on.”

Jared snatched his hat from where it’d fallen and crammed it on his head, his footsteps aimed for the bunkhouse. Dust and cow manure clung to every fold of his skin, bits of hay and plant life sticking to his sweat-soaked shirt.

He couldn’t fault the foreman, Jim McCready, for admonishing him over it. Unlike Simon, Jim had ridden hard his entire life, enduring summer temps of over one hundred and bitterly cold winter nights. He’d run cattle across hundreds of miles through tough terrain, getting little to no sleep most nights for warding off predators like coyotes and mountain lions. He’d earned his position and deserved respect for it. 

Just the same, Jared’s mood turned bitter.

Nothing was lower than catching hogs. Though it had to be done regularly, no one willingly volunteered for it, and he was in for an awful, wearying day. Knowing that, he shoved the bunkhouse door too hard, and it slammed against the inside wall. 

He weaved through the dozen or so beds that filled the space, at his cot, sinking down amidst unmade sheets to remove his boots. Unlike Simon’s, they’d seen years of use, the leather scuffed and worn, softened from rain and mud and heat. He wriggled his toes and bent over to shed his socks. Cold air rushed over his feet. 

He stared, his mind numb, until a passing ray of sunlight jabbed bright in his eyes.

With so much afternoon to waste, he should go to town and pick up a few supplies. At least, not be sitting around here when the others came in. His mind semi-decided, he headed for the showers, shedding his shirt outside the tiled stall. Unfastening his pants, he let them slid down over his hips. He reached down to tug the legs over his feet and, spinning left, stared, startled, into the eyes of a young woman standing not six feet away.

“God bless Texas,” she said, her lashes spreading wide. “I ... I didn’t know ... and I was here to ... to clean ... b-because Mrs. Porter said everyone was ... out ... You know? In the fields? O-of course, you know because ... y-your one of them, only ...” She exhaled. “God bless Texas.”

He wanted to laugh at her sputtered words, except she seemed rooted in place. He grasped the waist of his jeans and held them up.

“Right. I’ll go now,” she said. In a breath, she was gone.

She was cute, whoever she was, five-foot-three or four, blonde and curvy, and in those cut-off shorts—

He muted his thoughts in an instant, releasing a loud breath, and all the turmoil that’d caused him to react to Simon bubbled afresh to the surface. This went deeper than a little name calling, fathoms deep to a horrible wound he’d let fester far too long.
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Bumped forward, Holly Carleton stumbled on the uneven wooden floor. The passage of feet had worn patches smooth, but left others rough and jagged. It was crowded for a small Texas town, with a surprisingly young crowd. 

“I can’t believe you talked me into this,” she said.

Her companion, Shirley O’Malley, nudged her forward. “Gotta christen you somehow.”

Shirley worked at the Double R as an upstairs maid. She and Shirley shared a tiny closet-like space, not much more than two beds, a dresser, and a TV. So far, they got along just fine, though Shirley snorted some in her sleep and tended to be bossy. Like tonight when she’d insisted on dragging her to the Red Barn, the local hangout. 

After the scare she’d had this afternoon, she’d much rather turn in early and pretend she didn’t exist. Stumbling in on that almost-naked cowboy still burned in her brain. 

“They do make ’em big here,” she said.

“What’s that?” Shirley asked.

“Nothing.” No way was she telling a soul what’d happened. Shirley was already impossible to tame, with her eye out for any man in blue jeans and a cowboy hat. If she found out about what she’d seen, she’d never shut up.

“If that was another one of your protests,” Shirley continued, “then bury it. We don’t have to be in until five a.m., and I aim to spend my night hours sliding between the sheets. I just gotta catch the right man’s eye.”

She wanted to reply she’d never done any sliding with a man, but didn’t want to hear Shirley’s response. Shirley shoved her again, and the swirl of bodies sucked her in. Tossed between couples, grinding together in various fashion, she lost sight of her friend, and ended up with a short, square cowboy who, strangely, reminded her of a puppet from that kids show on public television. 

He pushed close, the tingly smell of buttery cologne, making her sneeze. Using that as a way out, she squeezed through yet more dancers and tumbled free of the throbbing pulse and up against a corner booth. The tip of her boots thunked against a man’s left foot, and she grasped the end of the table, meaning to apologize. The face staring back at her took the words out of her mouth.

Eyes made from the sky, the kind of blue you saw on a mid-April day, light brown lashes, surprisingly long for a masculine face, and two perfect lips, quirked, amused. 

“Jared Flint,” he said. “We’ve met already.”

That was an understatement, although saying they’d “met” was exaggerating. That’d been more him, surprised, and her gawking. She’d never seen that much of a man, and certainly not one as attractive as him. Shoulders thickened from hard work, a chest carved from stone.

“Won’t you sit?” he asked.

“I could.” Tucking her skirt beneath her bottom, Holly slid into the booth and buried her hands in her lap. “Holly Carleton,” she said. “I work up at the house.”

The spark in his eyes said he knew that, and her cheeks warmed. Where she worked would be obvious. And now she looked like the inexperienced, naïve fool, she actually was when the less reference to that inane moment, the easier this would be.

He reached for his glass and looked aside. “You want a drink?”

He had water, an unusual choice for time spent in this place. He appeared to read her thoughts. 

“I have to be up early,” he said. “I’d rather not have to fight a pounding head.” He glanced toward the dance floor. “For that matter, I wouldn’t usually be here, except ...”

Whatever the “exception” was, he didn’t state it, but raised his hand, signaling a waitress. “I’ll order you something.”

The person who answered was a six foot, over-embellished cowboy with a decidedly nasty grin. He was attractive at first glance:  dark hair perfectly brushed, a day’s growth of black beard, and given his clothing, clearly, made of cash. But the set of his mouth and the glint in his eye promised trouble. 

Jared’s expression clouded. “Move on.” Not a suggestion, but a threat.

Their visitor never blinked. “If you weren’t always so hard up, you’d have a much happier life.”

“My life is what I’ve made it. Yours ... if you’d get your mama’s teat out of your mouth ...”

The visitor erupted. Grasping Jared by the collar, he hauled him from his seat. Jared yanked free and swung, his fist cracking hard on the other man’s mouth. Blood spurted from his lip, and a melee broke out, women squealing, men hauling them back, a select few cheering the fight on.

The visitor swung back, making half-impact below Jared’s eye. Jared stumbled backward, from the force, only to circle and land another blow on the man’s temple. From somewhere to the rear of the room, the bouncer appeared, an enormous, strapping man in a t-shirt two sizes too small, and what had begun so fast, died in an instant. The crowd parted. Jared headed for the door, and the other man spun in place and walked toward the back of the room.

Holly rose and circled the perimeter, following Jared into the lot. She spotted him striding beneath a yellow street lamp toward a battered pickup truck. 

“Jared, wait!” She picked up her speed, rocks spitting from beneath her feet.

He paused, one hand on the handle. A jagged cut spanned his cheek, the skin beneath his eye turning dark.

“Take me with you,” she said.

A million questions flashed across his face, most of them obscured by the low light.

“Wherever you’d like to go,” she continued. “I didn’t want to come tonight, and I’m thinking we have wanting to leave in common.” She lowered her hand to her side.

He held in place, silent, for a moment, then nodded toward the door. “Hop in.”

She obeyed, sliding across the driver’s seat to the passenger side. The rumble of the truck’s V8 seemed to double her heart rate, the crunch of its tires on the gravel, popping loud in her ears. 

The truck wobbled onto the pavement, its headlights cutting a bright swath. But Jared’s face blended in with the darkness, lost almost. She shivered, gooseflesh rising along her arms.
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Jared questioned the wisdom of taking Holly with him anywhere, grateful for the darkness to hide his lousy mood. It wasn’t her fault he’d gotten tangled up with Simon again. At the same time, he avoided women for a reason; no female needed to get involved with him, even overnight. And in that flirty see-through white skirt, it was hard to think otherwise.

“So what is this place?” she asked, twisting her gaze upward in a slow circle.

The scent of moist air mingled with memories long forgotten.

“Belongs to the Porters.” The abandoned barn sat at the other end of their property, from his understanding, the only remaining evidence of the original owner who’d given the Double R its name. It’d held together well, over the years, but served no use now, past storing hay. 

“I come here to think,” he said.

That brought her eyes back to his, and it seemed like she wanted to know what he thought about. 

“You cold?” he asked, diverting her attention.

She nodded. “A little.”

“Unfortunately, the only warmth I have is body heat.” He opened one arm.

She stared at him, for a moment, questioning, then approached and pressed her slender frame to his. He draped his hand around her shoulders and pulled her snug. 

“I can’t believe I’m here,” she said, “but then, my mama always said I jumped into things with both feet. It’s how I ended up in Unknown City, Texas, miles from home.”

This peaked his curiosity. “How did you end up in Unknown City, Texas, miles from home?”

She glanced upwards. “That is an interesting story. A friend dared me to hop a train.”

“A train?”

She nodded, strands of her hair fluttering around her face. “She said I couldn’t ride to the next stop, free of charge, without being found, but I rode all the way to Oklahoma City. I did ‘get found’, but sweet-talked the conductor into letting me go that far. He leant me his phone when we arrived, and I called my friend, told her to bag up my things and stow them in the garage. I’d come back for them one day. I walked a mile south to a truck stop where I hitched a ride.”

“How’d you get to Texas?” he asked.

She pulled free. “Is there somewhere we can go and sit?”

He nodded. One hand on her shoulder, he directed her deeper in the barn to a storage room and a couple bales of hay stacked by the back door. He took a seat on one and opened his arm again. She took the suggested spot, snuggling tight. It struck him how comfortable it was, given they didn’t know one another. He wondered, briefly, if she felt the same, but didn’t ask. 

“So the truck stop?” he pressed.

She cleared her throat. “Right. I went in and looked for a grandfatherly type. You know, someone who was lonely and longing for his wife and kids. There was an older man at the counter, gray hair, handlebar mustache, dreamy look in his eye. I sat beside him and ordered a glass of milk. In actuality, I hadn’t a dime to my name, and I hate milk. But it had the needed effect. He tilted his gaze toward me, and I smiled. ‘You remind me of my daughter in Abilene,’ he said. ‘Texas?’ I asked in return. He dipped his chin, tipping his hat back from his face in one motion. ‘You headed there?’ I asked. ‘I always wanted to see the Lone Star state.’ Next thing I know, we’re in his truck aimed south. Went to Abilene, where he bought me a bus ticket to Austin. I got off before there, mostly because I had to use the restroom, and that’s where I saw the sign the Porters were looking for help.”

He sat silent for a while. “Your mama doesn’t miss you?”

That was a lot to do on the spur of the moment and sounded more like she was alone.

Holly shook her head. “She’s dead, bad heart.” She patted above her own.

Knowing he was right silenced him, and they sat there for several minutes, neither one making a move. Then, as if on impulse, she detached herself and crawled into his lap. Her skirt rode up high on tight thighs. She swallowed, her throat flexing. “This is me jumping in with both feet again.”

He stiffened. “Sometimes you have to watch where you leap. Simon ...”

Her lips pursed. “Is that the other fellow?”

Jared nodded. “He’s no good.”

“I figured that,” she said, “but he isn’t here. You telling me you’re not any good?”

He didn’t answer. He was no good, but for an entirely different reason. He was, also, right then, incredibly weak where she was concerned. His body begged him to give in; his mind warned him to stop. His mouth dampening, he leaned forward, and the years flashed back, vivid, the body offered up to him, smooth and pliable, golden skin, silky black hair. He’d given in then, too, and look at where it had gotten him.

His stomach tossing, he dumped Holly, sudden, where they sat, and strode to the doorway, gulping in the night air. But the acid in his gut wouldn’t settle, and the anger he’d rehearsed a million times, returned, laced with a load of regret.

Jared heard Holly stand, felt the vibrations of her footsteps in the soles of his feet. The scent of her perfume curled all around him. She grasped his shirt, wadding the fabric into her palm and tugged him toward her, worry lines creasing her forehead. “I don’t know what I’m doing anyway.”

Her admitting that so openly surprised him, and that she’d not asked what was wrong. Though looking at both, they went hand-in-hand. If she had no experience with men, then she wouldn’t have the frustrations of a woman with her night planned. He’d sent enough signals for her to expect something, but lacking familiarity, she’d, apparently, decided to let it go.

“I’m not sure I’m ‘for’ it either.”

His brow wrinkled, he stared down at her.

“Part of me still believes virtue,” she said.

His thoughts deepened. Believing that, she’d offered herself to him. Jumping in with both feet, as she’d said. But what if she’d done that with someone like Simon? He wouldn’t have stopped, wouldn’t have given her any thought past what he got out of it. That made Jared feel way more protective of her. She’d gotten here on a whim with no idea how cruel the world was. 

“That’s a good thing to believe in,” he said. 

“I know. It’s just Shirley said ...”

“I know about Shirley,” he replied. “Why don’t you be yourself around me? That is, if you’re going to hang around for a while.” The fact he was asking hit him square. But he was tired of fighting with himself, tired of the darkness always circling his mind, and she was the first bright light he’d seen.

Holly tilted her head, her lips pursed. “You don’t think I’d leave now, do you?” she asked. “Not when I’ve seen the best of what Texas has to offer.”

Jared couldn’t help but laugh. He sobered in the next instant. 

“I don’t have to go back until dawn,” she said.

And the last place he wanted to be tonight was the bunkhouse. He glanced behind then back at her. He stretched his hand for hers. She laid her fingers in it and trailed behind him to the hay. He descended onto a loose pile and she followed suit. Rolling toward him, she pillowed her head on his shoulder. 

Her eyes remained open, and he wondered what she thought of. What she’d almost done with him? Or was she thousands of miles away, wherever she came from? 

What made a girl hop a train and just keep going? What made a man ask her to stay?

CHAPTER 2

Shirley’s intense brown stare could have boiled an egg it was that fierce. “Where’d you go all night?” she asked.

In one of their rare morning breaks, they’d retreated to the kitchen for leftover hash brown casserole and coffee. She’d never much liked coffee, but it was what was the most available here. And it was wet.

“You first,” Holly replied. 

Shirley blew out a breath, clustered with frustration. “I struck out. Had my eye on that fancy one, Simon, until he got in a fight with Jared. I don’t know why Jim puts up with him.”

Holly did her best to act nonchalant. The fact Shirley wasn’t interested in Jared was a huge plus. Not that he’d pay her any mind. For that matter, she had the distinct feeling that she was the first woman he’d looked at seriously in quite some time. Thinking harder, the spike in Shirley’s words was a negative. She didn’t want him, good; she didn’t like him, bad.

“What’s wrong with him?”

Shirley leaned over the table, conspiratorial, her volume dropping. More gossip circulated inside the main house than was printed in a year’s worth of the town’s news, she suspected, and Shirley was often the instigator. 

“Don’t get me wrong,” Shirley said. “He’s a lot of eye candy, but I heard he’s done time up state for practically killing a guy.”

Holly’s last bite of food stuck in her throat. Jared did have a temper; he’d reacted to Simon well enough. Although, from her point of view, it seemed like he was egged on. He was reserved with her, reluctant even. Something ate at him, something related to a woman. 

Her face flashed hot. He’d made her think things she never had before, want something she had no right to. Unlike Shirley, who would shack up with any man that’d take her, she’d always held onto a silly girlhood daydream of falling in love. Fortunately for her, Jared hadn’t ruined that, though his reason for it was shaded.

“But he’s out now,” Holly said. Whatever he’d done, he’d served his time. “There must be circumstances we don’t know.”

Shirley sat back, a peevish frown on her face. “You’re starting to look like a goody two shoes,” she said. “There you were ...” She pitched her voice high. “‘We can’t be gone all night or we’ll be exhausted in the morning.’ Yet you came tripping in the door at quarter ’til four. Who was he?”

Holly pushed her chair away from the table. “Just remembered I forgot to fold the towels.” Taking one last bite of her food, she set her plate and coffee mug in the kitchen sink and headed for the door. But two steps into the hallway, Shirley grabbed her by the arm.

“You went inside with me, then the fight broke out, and you were nowhere to be found. I saw Simon afterward, but not you or Jared.” Her eyes spun wide. “You hooked up with him?”

Holly yanked her arm free. “You should go back to work.” And mind your own business. What she and Jared hadn’t done belonged to no one but them. In fact, they’d fallen asleep as natural as an old married couple, which should have been odd, but wasn’t.

Her back to her friend, Holly headed forward, but carried the weight of Shirley’s stare until she’d rounded the corner.
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The boar threw his two hundred pounds in a tight corkscrew, aiming sharp tusks for Jared’s gut. Throwing himself sideways, he avoided fertilizing the soil with his insides, his grip of the animal dragging him across the turf in an awkward zigzag. Somewhere in the back of his head, logic said to let go, but his anger, channeled properly for once, clung tight anyhow. His hat flew off, sailing down into the dry creek bed, the low-growing brush snatching at his shirt and pants. 

He sought some way to turn the tables and dig his heels in, but before he could fully comprehend it, a splintered cottonwood stump appeared out of nowhere, pummeling where it hurt the most. Curled in on himself, stars flashing in his vision, the rapid approach of his fellow hog handler, Dale Greene, went mostly unheard.

“The ladies are crying,” Dale said. “You just lost the ability to have children for a decade.”

Jared laughed in spite of his pain, the sound melting into an agonized groan.

“Here ...” Dale offered his hand. “When you’re able, I’ll help you up, and we’ll go find some shade. I’m about spent, and I didn’t decide to give up fatherhood.”

Getting up took quite some time, and even then, tears sprang to his eyes. Dale located his hat, offered him the rest of a warm water bottle, and drove ahead a mile to a copse of trees. He parked, his elbow on the window ledge, and leaned back.

“Just as well,” Jared said, drawing Dale’s gaze. Dale, for a moment, didn’t seem to know what he talked about. “Give up fatherhood?” he prompted.

Dale’s face cleared, and he exhaled. “You’re too hard on yourself. I heard via the grapevine what you’ve been through and can’t say as I’d have done any different.”

“I should have done different.”

Dale was a veteran on the ranch. He lacked the years of Jim McCready, but had lived enough to have a good perspective. He was easier to get along with, as well.

“Maybe. But you did your time for it. You’ve got to let it go, and don’t tell me you have because I’m looking at you. If ever a man kept punishing himself ...” Dale’s voice trailed away, and the silence of the land took over. Silence that wasn’t silence at all, but a quiet hum of living things all voicing at once.

He’d rather be out here, catching hogs, than trapped behind four walls. This wasn’t punishment, but redemption. Punishment was avoiding Holly last night. She’d come onto him, maybe thinking it was what was expected. Her comment about Shirley indicated it. But though he’d had thoughts in that regard, his interest in her was on a different level, one he didn’t understand yet.

“Well, I reckon we ought to tote these sows in. I’ll have to chase that boar another day.”

“You chase that boar,” Jared replied, “and I want part of it.”

Dale’s bushy eyebrows rose in tandem.

“Yeah, I’m volunteering. Whether that’s me being hard on myself or not ...” He shrugged. Better to beat up a hog than fight with Simon again. 

He’d resolved to do better, rein himself in, by the time they returned. After disposing of the two sows, he headed for the bunkhouse. Crossing a hundred foot of open ground, he circled around the side, through a narrow path between the bunkhouse’s southern wall and head high bushes. Halfway in, his head hung, weary, he caught sight of a woman’s sneakers and halted. 

A bead of sweat trailed off his brow onto his temple. He wiped it away with his sleeve and met Holly’s gaze. “They ain’t missing you at the house?”

Her nose wrinkled, hands clasped behind her back, she strolled toward him. “No. I had to come clean the bunkhouse like I was supposed to do yesterday.”

“Ah.” Jared leaned against the wall on the flat of his hand. “You’ve been going through my things then.”

A smile spread on her face and into his heart. 

“Mmm ... maybe. I changed the sheets, washed the towels ...” She pointed her forefinger toward him. “Someone needs a shower.”

He chuckled. “You got your timing off this time.”

She glanced behind, and he followed the direction of her gaze. The rumble of trucks rose in the lane, the other hands arriving. It’d get crowded now. 

“You should go,” he said, sobering.

She scooted in reverse. “Look under your pillow.” In her next breath, she revolved and fled.

Under his pillow? Jared shook his head and ambled forward. Entering the bunkhouse, he angled to the right toward his sleeping space, an eight-by-ten foot area little bigger than the size of his bed. She’d made it pristine. In fact, he’d bet you could bounce a quarter on it. That alone had probably gotten her the job.

Lifting his pillow, he snagged a folded note, turning it upright and spreading it flat in his palm. He laughed to himself.

Feels childish writing notes, she said. But I couldn’t think how else we’d communicate. I don’t have a cell phone, and Shirley’s hounding me about last night, one of them bald eagles ready to swoop in for the kill. In any case, you can reply, and I’ll find it. Meanwhile, take care, Texas.

“Look who’s squealed in from the pig trough.”

Hearing Simon’s taunt, Jared poked the note in the pocket of his jeans, what lightness he’d felt evaporating. He turned in place, slowly, and swallowed the bile tickling his throat. “Isn’t your daddy calling?” he asked.

Simon surged forward, but one of the other hands hauled him back. “Isn’t yours?” Simon replied.

Jared stiffened, his insides shaded cold. “My dad would have wiped his feet on you, then squatted.”

“Right,” Simon replied. “Like father. Like son.”

Jared made the first swing, his fist landing square on Simon’s nose. Simon’s head flew backward with an audible snap, and a fountain of blood sprayed toward the ceiling and across Jared’s clean sheets. 

Righting himself, his hands cupped over his face, Simon wobbled. “You’ve done it this time,” he said.

“Done what?” Jared pushed into his face. “You forget, where I come from there was no space for pussies unless you wanted to become one. Tuck your tail between your legs and leave the real work to men with stones.”

The hate in Simon’s eyes was the same, but, for once, he didn’t respond. Instead, he reversed out the door. The others stared, motionless. Jared looked away and contemplated the stains on his fresh bedding. Furious, he yanked it off and wadded it into a ball, then his pillow tucked under his arm, he made his way out. The others parted, their gazes wide. Stomping through their midst, he slammed the door open and headed for his truck.

He slung down the lane, driving too fast, and the further he went, the more the pavement passed beneath his wheels, the worse his heart ached, until somewhere, ten miles to nowhere, he dissolved into tears. Blinded, Jared drove onto the verge, sliding to a stop.

One hand gripping the steering wheel, the other curled into a fist. When would it end? It wouldn’t. As long as men like Simon ... like his dad existed ... different town, years apart, yet their words were the same.

Waste of my time. 

Not even worth the effort.

Won’t ever amount to nothing.

“Yeah? And who’s living?” he screamed, swinging his fist into the wheel. It landed solid on the horn, the noise blasting into the late afternoon light. “I showed you!” Jared continued. “Beat me again! I dare you.” His voice wavered. 

“I dare you,” he whispered.
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Shirley looked particularly triumphant, much like the proverbial cat that ate the canary, and though Holly had worked to avoid her need to gossip, she had to admit to a certain amount of curiosity. Or maybe it was fueled by boredom. Given leave to turn in early, she’d already read the same out-of-date magazine twice. She turned her head on the pillow, her knees tented, and contemplated asking, finally releasing a sigh. 

“Fine,” she said, sitting upright. The magazine fell closed. “What’s got you so puffed up?”

Shirley leaned her back against the wall, her mouth puckered. She crossed one leg over the other, her hand draped over her knee. “Who says there is anything?”

Holly rolled her eyes. “I’ve been here only a short time, yet one thing I’ve figured out is you’re holding onto something. Go ahead and spill it.”

“No ... I wouldn’t want to offend your sensibilities.”

“My sensi ...” Holly snorted. “Balderdash. Now, who did what?”

That was all the encouragement her friend needed. A giggle on her lips, Shirley laid flat. “Big argument this evening between Mr. Fancy and your bad boy.”

Holly’s breath caught in her throat. “An argument?” 

Again? Jared seemed okay the few minutes they’d had together, but something about Simon always set him off.

Shirley nodded. “One of the hands brought Jared’s bedsheets to the house. I happened to be standing there at the time, and there was blood all over the place.”

“Blood? Is he ...?”

Shirley eyed her, and Holly hushed. Bad enough Shirley knew they’d spent the night together, though they hadn’t done what she thought they had. Show too much interest in him, and things would get infinitely worse.

“I hung around to hear what happened. Apparently, Jared gave Simon a solid thump, broke his nose, so the blood’s his. Jared was pissed, took off like a fire was lit under him. Mr. McCready’s out looking for him, but I just don’t get why he bothers.”

“You said that already,” Holly replied. “Everyone’s worth saving.”

Shirley rolled her eyes. “There you go again.”

“Well, aren’t they?”

“Not an axe murderer or one of those creepy perverts that takes children.”

“But maybe a cowboy with a rough past.”

Shirley sat up again. “He told you his past?”

“Enough.” Nothing actually, but she’d seen his pain clear enough. Holly lifted her chin. “And it’s private.”

Shirley stared at her, but didn’t speak again. Holly snatched up the magazine and flopped back in place. The words blurred, and her heart beat faster. Where was he? What had happened?

When would she see him again?
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The coffee looked thick enough to stand on its own, so Jared didn’t drink, but used it as a hand warmer instead, the porcelain mug tucked tight in his palm. Steam purled from the liquid’s surface tickling his nose, the clink of forks to plates a fitting backdrop alongside the murmur of people’s voices in the roadside diner. The front door opened, its squeal on tight hinges louder than everything else, and the shadow he’d expected to find him loomed over the booth.

Jim didn’t ask to sit, but did so anyway, his large girth rubbing against the table’s chrome edge in what looked to be an uncomfortable position. He scratched his forehead with a gnarled finger. 

“Go ahead and fire me.” Fatalistic and numb, Jared was tired of hurting. And clearly not able to stop reopening his wounds.

“I’m not here to fire you,” Jim replied. “I’m not here as the foreman of the Double R.”

This raised Jared’s gaze from contemplation of the table. Their history together wasn’t common knowledge, though it was possible some knew. There’d certainly been a lot of speculation about why Jim tolerated so much of his shenanigans. Released from prison, the grime of it still clinging to his clothing, he’d had nowhere to go, no one that’d take him in but Jim. That was odd really, like returning to the scene of the crime in a sense, yet it was either that or become homeless. He’d had no one else who cared.

“I’m going to move you out of the bunkhouse and put you in the spare room at my place.”

Jared sat up taller.

“I thought ...” Jim paused. “I thought with time, you and Simon would reach a truce. I know he’s a ...” 

There again, Jim paused. But name calling wasn’t something he ever did and this was as close as Jared had ever heard him get to it.

“Overstuffed coward,” Jared finished for him, although something more colorful rested on his lips.

“He’s spoiled, and believe it or not, that’s why Hollace Ervin sent him to me.”

Hollace Ervin, Simon’s dad, wore gold Lamé underwear and a diamond-studded watch, money he’d inherited from his father, who’d inherited it from his father, and so on. None of them had to work past wiggling their pinky finger, a fact Simon used to gall him ... a lot.

“He wouldn’t have lasted two seconds inside,” Jared said.

Jim’s eyes darkened. “No doubt, but this isn’t about if he would or if he wouldn’t. I was told to teach him a skill, and believe it or not, he has a good head for cattle ... just not the temperament for the work. But it takes all types of men to keep a ranch of this size running. You need people like Simon who’re good thinkers, quick to create solutions, and people like yourself that can get in the trenches and ride an angry boar across the worst landscape.”

“Dale told you about that?”

Jim nodded, and it seemed like he was partially amused. In the next second, he wasn’t, however. “Your dad ...”

Jared blew out a breath. “Can we not talk about my dad? Or what I did to my dad? Or what my dad did to me?”

“We have to talk about all of it,” Jim said. Not as the friend Dale had been, nor as the foreman who rode him hard at work, but as the father he should have had, but hadn’t. “It runs every minute of your day,” Jim continued. “You’re swinging at Simon, but it’s your dad’s face you see.”

Jared sank low in the booth, releasing his coffee. Over and over again, every day, he replayed that night, heard his dad speaking, saw his fist strike, felt the crack of it against his temple, and the bubbling hate that they’d shared for each other. “I killed him.”

He didn’t look at Jim with the admission, but could see his face, the lines long and unforgiving.

“Your dad died on his own. Besides, you did what any sixteen-year-old boy in those circumstances would’ve done. The courts knew that.”

But he carried the weight of it, unwilling to ever set it down.

“And Rai?” Raimundo Oliviera, the other part of his personal destruction, an incident which happened years later, but for the same reason, and locked him away for almost a decade.

“He beat that girl senseless. She’s alive today because of you.”

Stating it like that wrapped it up too neat, too orderly, when the truth was a lot of blood, a man permanently crippled, and a girl he’d thought he’d loved, mentally damaged from it. The truth was, like punching Simon, at that moment, he’d seen nothing but the man who’d told him he was about to die.

Should have done this when you were born, his father had said.

With Rai, others qualified his behavior saying he protected her. But he knew ... he knew ... what he’d held in his heart, that in some small part, he’d planned it. Yeah, he was pushed to his limit. Yeah, if he hadn’t done something, the girl would be dead, but he’d gone in there with the intent to snuff his life out, and no one could take that feeling from him. You couldn’t talk away the oily blackness that caused a man to kill, no matter how justifiable the reason. 

“I want you out of there,” Jim said. “You’ll stay with me and get a handle on yourself. I’m going to make sure you and Simon aren’t on the same work team. For the next couple of days, you’ll ride with me. I’ve got some trucking to arrange. Then on Monday, Mrs. Porter needs a strong back to shift furniture. They’re having the carpets restretched.”

Shift furniture. His cowboy career was reduced to moving the couch? He held in his protest, and his mind flickered a new thought. Holly. She shouldn’t leave him notes since he wouldn’t be there, but how to tell her?

Jared eyed Jim. He wasn’t fond of the cowboys messing around with the help. He’d never expressly forbidden it, but the thought was there. “I need to collect my things.”

Jim nodded. “We’ll swing by tomorrow while the others are out. I need to pick up some paperwork.” That seemed to end their conversation. Jim signaled the waitress. “Bring me a number four, extra gravy.” He glanced toward Jared. “And a piece of apple pie.”

The waitress zipped off, her hips undulating.

“I know how hard you’ve struggled,” Jim said, “but your father was an awful man, a horrible husband, and a terrible father. I wish my sister had seen that.”

His sister, Violet, who’d lived with them a year before his dad tossed her out, her arm broken, her spirit crippled beyond repair. There lay their connection and the reason he’d known Jim would take him in. 

“I wish ...” 

Jim didn’t finish, but Jared knew what he wanted to say. He also disagreed with it. Had Jim known what was going on, he might have stormed in there and taken things into his own hands, but Jared wouldn’t wish the stain of his life on anyone else.

CHAPTER 3

Holly halted the broom mid-motion, the Porters’ cook, Elmira, popping her round face into view. 

In spite of Mrs. Porter’s need for icy air-conditioning, she’d managed to work up a sweat this morning. It’d help if everyone didn’t track in so much dirt. Then again, this was a ranch.

“Can you cook?” Elmira asked.

Elmira told everyone she was permanently single, blaming her choice on an abusive relationship. She’d vowed she would never marry, yet had a regular boyfriend, a man dark as midnight with a spine-tingling deep voice. They made an attractive couple, Elmira with her more coffee-colored complexion, a perfect contrast to him.

“Good enough,” Holly replied. “Where’s Trevor?”

Trevor worked in the kitchen alongside Elmira, but didn’t live on the property. Instead, he commuted from town.

“Sick with the flu, and I’m not having him coughing in my kitchen. The Missus says you can fill in.”

Well, cooking was better than sweeping, though she ought to finish this little bit. “I’ll be right there. Let me clean up my mess.”

Elmira vanished down the hallway, and Holly bent back to the work. The floor sweepings disposed of, the broom back in the closet, she aimed toward the front of the house, but passing a window, looked out and glimpsed Jared headed to the house. Desperate for five minutes with him, she swiveled left and slipped out the back door. 

Without missing a beat, he spotted her and jerked his chin toward a more secluded spot. Pressed close in a nook made from undergrowth and the garden wall, she realized afresh just how grand he was. 

You okay?” she asked.

His eyes darkened, turning almost black. “I’m fine. I’ll be with Jim for a few days. Don’t go in the bunkhouse looking for me.”

So this was a warning. She appreciated that, but wondered what exactly had happened. Tucking her hands behind her, Holly leaned against the wall. The bricks, kept in shade, pressed cold on her shoulder blades, their rough texture rasping against her palms. 

“A girl from Kansas can’t help but look when Texas is so glorious.”

He quirked a smile. “Kansas?”

She nodded. “Wichita originally. Home of airplanes and oil companies. But nowhere near as interesting as this.”

He eyed her for a moment and released a breath. “Well, Kansas, Texas will be back on Monday to move furniture. Until then, he’s with Jim, and as sorry as I am for that, it’s better than being with Simon.”

Holly held still, gazing up at him for a time, then straightened. “Sticking my foot where it doesn’t go,” she began, “Shirley’s full of rumors about you, and whatever the truth is, I’m looking at the man standing in front of me. I don’t live on haze and vapors. I want earth, to dig my hands in deep and ride wherever the animal takes me.”

His brow furrowed, much written in its folds, but he said nothing at first. Then, lowering his lips to her cheek, he whispered in her ear. “Saddle up.”

A spark from his words raced around her heart, kicking flames. She’d ride wherever this takes her, as long as he was there when it stopped because the ending would be ten kinds of spectacular. 

Jared pulled back, his gaze deep. “Monday.” 

She nodded, her hands falling free, and watched him walk away, but every footstep seemed to bring him closer instead, the soles of his boots leaving imprints behind.
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One thing Jim did not ever discuss was his sister, Violet. Jared’s memories of her consisted either of seeing her in a semi-conscious state, high on some form of drug, or of his dad smacking her around. But never awake and happy as she was in the photo to the right of the mantle.

His feet rooted, the echoes of time reverberated, hollow, in Jared’s brain, a lot of shouting, cries of pain, and his dad’s alcoholic rage.

“She hates that picture.”

Jared glanced behind. “Why?”

Jim blocked the light of the front doorway, his face hidden in shadow. Stepping further inside, the light shifted, falling, bright, in Jared’s eyes, and he squinted.

“Something about not liking her smile, but that’s how I remember her best.”

“Where is she?”

Strange, but he’d never asked that. She’d been pretty battered when she’d finally left. He’d been intent on survival and not paid her absence much attention.

“Seattle. She’s clean ... took falling in love to give her the will to do it. You wouldn’t recognize her now.”

From so many years of drug use? Or because she’d fallen in love? Jim didn’t make the difference clear, and Jared didn’t ask. He nodded to indicate he’d heard.

“She asked about you.”

Another surprise. Not like they’d had any pleasant times together.

“I told her you were working for me and had—”

“Anger issues?” Jared finished his statement for him, noting Jim’s frown. He waved one hand outward. “I’m going to take a shower.”

Showering made him think of Holly in both a happy way and an erotic one. Their banter earlier had given him something to look forward to, but she’d had no idea just how seductive she’d looked, her hair mussed, her blouse dampened to her skin. 

The pull of desire, that longing to experience someone, sent his mind back to the first time. Antônia Oliviera. She was as unalike Holly as was possible ... lithe, willowy, tall for a girl. And dark, her Brazilian heritage shining through, from silky black hair to the smoothest bronzed skin.

He’d wanted her bad enough to risk her brother’s wrath. They’d been stupid, though, trying to sneak around behind his back, when it’d been inevitable he’d find out. One afternoon, he’d walked in on them and tossed her toward the wall.

His lawyer had argued, during the trial, that he’d snapped, for those few minutes losing all control. But the truth was they’d had an opportunity to escape, but he had wanted, for a few minutes, to give into the hate built in him. Rai was bigger, but not angrier. He hadn’t had years to stew on his past, years to relive his hatred for his father.

Antônia was the reason he’d not pursued any women. In his head, some brother, father, or other family member would come after him, and he’d do what he’d done twice already. After all, he’d seen what he was capable of. Comparing that part of his life to any other was unfair, but all these years since that incident and his emotions over what’d put him there were still way too volatile. And here he was, thinking of Holly and wishing, with all he had, that this time would be different.

He didn’t know how to get there, though. How did he shake off the past when pieces of it clung to everything he did? 
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“Where are you going?”

Shirley was way too dressed up to be headed to bed. If you could call short-shorts, a v-neck beaded top, and calf-high boots dressed. 

“Never you mind,” Shirley replied. “I’ll be back before sunup, much happier.”

A man. Evidently, she’d finally snagged her one. Holly didn’t comment, and Shirley vanished out the door. Holly switched on their little TV and tried to focus, but Jared’s heated whisper kept reentering her thoughts. Saddle up. 

She hadn’t traveled south to capture a cowboy, but, thinking on it, had wanted to shake off her mom’s death. The years since she’d passed had become mostly her spinning in an endless circle, no goal to aim toward, not even minor plans on what she wanted for her life. Hopping that train had been her new start, and leaving Jared out of the picture, she liked it here. Put him back in and she drew a sparkly vision of falling in love. Yet, given the way his past troubled him, expecting some crystalline path to a golden future was asking too much. Look at how stupid she’d been so far. Seeing how angry he could become, she’d have been smarter to walk away. 

Canned laughter rocked her to sleep. She awakened around four, upon Shirley entering the room. Shirley smelled like beer and male cologne and two bodies that’d joined one another.

“Was he good?” she asked, not sure why she cared.

Shirley giggled and lay flat. “An expert,” she replied, “and rolling in green.”

Simon. Holly didn’t have to ask to know and couldn’t swallow for the longest. Or sleep. When she finally did, it was fitful. She gave up around six and headed downstairs, thinking to snag a cup of coffee and maybe a biscuit, if Elmira had some prepared.

She entered the kitchen and, of course, the older woman was there. She’d begun breakfast and appeared to also be working on lunch. Instead, of serving herself, Holly grabbed her apron and put it on.

“How can I help?”

Elmira nodded toward a bowl of red potatoes. “I need those sliced.”

The knife in her hand, her head bowed, she set to work. Her eyelids dragged, however, the job blurring below her, and her head bobbed, her fingers slipping. The stab of pain and spurt of blood hit her with a jolt.

“Oh, you’ve done it now,” Elmira said. She dropped her tools and sprinted over. Grasping her fingers, she turned Holly around and stuck her injured hand beneath the faucet. “Can’t have you bleeding all over the food.” Her expression changed. “Tell you what,” she said, after some time had passed. “We’ll bandage this up and I’ll get that ham going, then you and I will sit a few.”

Elmira released her and disappeared from the kitchen, returning a minute later with salve and a bandage. Her finger attended to, Elmira shooed her toward the table, poking the seasoned meat in the oven before cleaning up the mess she’d left and tugging out a chair. She exhaled and wiped the back of her hand across her brow.

“Far be it for me to give advice,” Elmira said, “but sometimes you’ve gotta do what’s best for you.”

Holly wrinkled her brow. 

“Ain’t nothin’ wrong with making a new start.” She held up the flat of her hand. “Just what I’ve heard on the grapevine. You turned up here in a town where everyone knows everyone else, and people will talk. Know this, though ... all of us have our own pain to bear, but startin’ over is easier when you don’t hang onto what you’re trying to escape.”

Was she ‘hanging on’? She missed her mom, and running away from Wichita hadn’t eased that. Nor had running to Jared. Maybe that was where she’d gone wrong. She couldn’t solve her life through him, no more than he could solve his through her. But that left a lot of questions about how two souls like theirs could find each other.

Elmira sat, quiet, for a moment, then smiled and returned to her work. After ten minutes had passed, she paused. “I’ll manage here, but you could help me prepare the sideboard. I think I’ll take a minute to read a while, while the Porters are at church.”

“I can do that,” Holly said, rising. She aimed for the china storage, halting with her bandaged fingers on the knob. Not opening it, she glanced behind. “Thanks.”

Elmira nodded, her gaze, afterward, falling to the food.
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It was rare he had a moment to sit and do nothing, rarer still, for Jim to not be watching over some aspect of the Double R. But though the land reclined lazily beneath a yellow Texas sun, Jared’s thoughts were restless. His boots kicked up on the railing, his ankles crossed, he folded his hands behind his head and tried to make sense of the uneven path his life had taken. 

Jim made a spasmodic snort from the seat at his side, and Jared turned his gaze. Jim’s leathery skin folded into sun-bronzed wrinkles, the corner of his eyes forked from squinting in the bright light. His graying hair flattened in a circle, pressed that way by wearing a cowboy hat most of his life. He was heavier than he’d been, but Jared put that down to age and contentment. He was good at his job, able to do many tasks at once without blinking.

He was also alone, and that gave him pause. This lifestyle lent itself to bachelorhood, the long hours and frequent overnight work not really favorable for relationships unless you owned a spread like the Porters. That didn’t make a man stop looking or wishing, though, and looking deep within himself, he’d not really given up on the idea, in spite of his past. He’d simply not found a way around it ... or anyone who made him wish for it. Given that, if someone like him could still think about finding the right woman, then what was Jim’s excuse?

The rumble of a diesel engine broke into his thoughts and shook the foreman awake. Jim sat up, dropping his feet to the wooden porch. A swirl of dust floated up around the glossy black sides of a duel pickup that crept to a halt in the drive. A man climbed out, his expression fierce, in spite of his short stature.

The seat of Jim’s chair crackled with the release of his weight. “How can I help you Hollace?”

“Mr. McCready. Mr. Flint. I’m glad you’re both here. We need to address the assault to my son.”

Simon’s father, Hollace Ervin, was worth upwards of seven billion dollars. And acted like it, a behavior his son had picked up. The major difference between him and Simon was that Hollace knew how to apply himself to get a job done. He believed in hard work and, according to Jim, had wanted to instill that in Simon. But there, the respect for him stopped because, given the chance, he would protect his own.

“That’s jumping ahead of the gun,” Jim replied. He curled his thick fingers around the porch post. “The situation has been handled, and you have my reassurance it won’t happen again.”

“Your reassurance isn’t worth much,” Hollace said. “I hear they’ve been after each other more than once now.”

“Which is precisely my point. Both your son and Mr. Flint have provoked each other. I have plenty of witnesses to it.”

Hollace puffed up like an angry toad, his face florid. 

“You have every right to be upset,” Jim continued, “but I think it’s best to let things die down. Simon’s doing well. Mr. Flint is on another work plan. Their paths won’t cross if I can help it.”

Both men stared, inflexible, at each other. Mr. Ervin was the first to back down. He released a huff and ran his palms down his sides. “Very well. But you should remember ... one wrong move and Mr. Flint will find himself back where he came from.”

Jared gritted his teeth, holding in a retort, anger suffocating any happiness he’d had. If Hollace noticed, he didn’t say so, but turned on one heel and stomped back to his truck.

Jim held in place until his taillights had faded behind a trail of dust. His breath rushed out, weary, and he sank back into his seat. “You’ve caused me a world of trouble,” he said. “I can’t afford to anger Hollace Ervin, no matter how loudmouthed and arrogant his son is.” He glanced toward Jared. “And he’s right. The person that’s going to get blamed and, maybe, arrested the next time is you.”

“I’m sorry, Jim.” Fear squeezed the anger out of his chest.

Jim sighed and leaned his head back. “Just stay away from Simon Ervin.”

But in this small town, lives continually crossed, and what happened if theirs did? As he’d learned the hard way, for him, walking away wasn’t an option.
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The Porters’ house was a two-story structure of some six thousand square feet. They were always having someone in – relatives, business associates, even, on occasion, people who just wanted to “experience ranch life”. Jared always found those types odd. They’d stand around, usually dressed all wrong for the lifestyle, and eye you while you looked your worst ... every inch coated in sweat, dirt, and manure. 

Yet as uncomfortable as that was, knocking on the front door was worse.

Mr. and Mrs. Porter were both very polite, but though they dressed like typical ranch owners, blue jeans, a western button-up, and worn boots, he was always aware of his status.

Mrs. Porter greeted his knock, a smile fit on her face. “Jim sends me his most handsome hand.”

Jared offered a smile in return and tried to act suitably humble. “I don’t know about ‘most handsome’, ma’am, but I’m here so ...”

She laughed beneath her breath and reversed, waving him in. “Timothy is coming home for a couple months, so I decided to fix these carpets before he gets here. We’ve had several people trip.” She closed the door, but made no effort to lock it. “I suppose I could have waited for him to get here and had him help me, but he’ll whine, and I don’t know ... I guess, I can’t take that.”

Timothy Porter was their son. They had two, neither one inclined to run the ranch, as far as he’d learned. Timothy was in the last year of college somewhere more northerly. Their other son, Terrance, named after his father, lived in Boise with his wife and their sole grandchild, a two year old also named Terrance. He’d never spoken directly to either one, though they seemed friendly enough when they came. He was just one of the many people their parents employed.

“Wouldn’t want that,” Jared remarked.

“This way ...” She led him further into the house, down a long hallway and into the living room.

It was a mixture of farmhouse and modern, the furniture newer than most expected, but comfortable enough you’d want to sit for a spell.

“We’re going to shift everything into the den,” Mrs. Porter said. “I know it’ll be crowded, so put it wherever you can. And if you need help, I’ve told the girls to be ready. Holly’s in the kitchen, helping Elmira. Shirley’s cleaning Timothy’s bedroom upstairs.”

Jared nodded. “I think I can manage it.” Although, after yesterday, he wanted to see Holly pretty badly.

“The flooring company will be here in an hour. Since you’re here, you’ll stay and have lunch. Elmira’s making brisket. Well ...” She shuffled in reverse. “I’ll leave you to it.”

Taking in the various furniture pieces around the room, Jared formed a plan of action, working from left to right to clear the doorway into the den for the larger ones. He’d probably need help for the couch to avoid bumping walls while working it through the opening. He left that for last. Unplugging the lamps, he moved any breakables first, then the smaller tables and chairs. 

Gripping the arm of one of two matching upholstered chairs, he raised it from the floor and carried it across the room. At the doorway to the den, he paused to angle it better to fit through.

A curious female face brought him to a halt. He’d been careful to avoid Shirley while working here. She wasn’t unattractive by any means, but her reputation with men preceded her. He decided, thinking on that right then, that she reminded him too much of the types his dad brought home, Violet being the exception.

Most of his dad’s “girlfriends” had been curvy brunettes, very loose with their sex lives, and usually, unable to go very long without hooking up with some man. His dad had had a smooth side that’d draw them in, then when the shouting started, they’d scamper. Violet had been more desperate than most and willing to tolerate the abuse.

“You need help with that?” Shirley asked.

Jared lowered it in front of him and leaned on the back. “No, I’ve got it.”

To his surprise, she approached. “You thirsty?” She looked over her shoulder. “I can get you a beer.”

Drinking during work hours was strictly frowned on, which made him question her motive. Coming from her, it’d have huge strings. “I’m good. Thanks.” 

He wondered briefly if she knew about him and Holly, and if she did, why she’d come onto him like this. Because her lips pursed, her blouse settled a little too low on her cleavage, seemed like that’s what she was doing. Only in his eyes, it looked ... sad.

All those women who’d shacked up with his dad had been the same way. There’d been nothing of their hearts involved. If anything, they’d worked hard to keep themselves sheltered. He understood that now, having done the same. Holly was the first person to make him want to change, or more specifically, to want to even want to change and think that his life could be different ... better. And, for once, not filled with so much pain.

CHAPTER 4

Left with just the couch to move, Jared wiped his brow and headed toward the kitchen. He halted just out of view, his eyes on Holly and the chef, Elmira. Golden sunlight filled the space from large windows in the far wall. Elmira’s ebony skin shaded darker, and Holly’s blonde hair formed a halo-like glow. Head bent, she worked a large knife over several carrots, slicing them into small even discs. Her lips pursed, pink, delectable, and her blouse, too, begged his gaze, the neck gapping open in the casual way of someone who’d not paid it any mind. 

He cleared his throat, and both she and Elmira looked up. “I was told if I needed any help to look for Holly.”

She smiled. “You found me. Just let me finish with these, and I’m all yours.” 

A bandage on her finger caught his gaze. He stared, for a moment, then dipped his chin and reversed.

She was a couple minutes before she walked into view. She nodded to move further from the kitchen, and he followed her to a small nook between the hallway and the living room. Standing close, she tilted her head back. “Good morning, Texas.”

“Good morning, Kansas.” He reached for her hand, turning her finger toward the light. “When’d you do this?”

She laughed, though it sounded jittery, and withdrew her hand. “It’s nothing ... I’ve missed you. How is that possible?”

“My charm?” he asked.

“Is that what we’re calling you now?”

His amusement leaked out. “Call me whatever you like. I’ve missed you, too.”

“Be still my heart.” Her expression took on a nervous tenor again. “Maybe I’m being forward ... Probably, I am ... but it’s so long between now and my regular day off and Shirley sneaks out late.” She lowered her voice and chewed on her lip for a second. “We’re not locked up in here, so technically, it’s not ‘sneaking’ ... I don’t suppose I can convince you to come get me tonight?”

Surprised she’d asked, Jared crooked a smile. “Won’t take much convincing. If you can ‘sneak out’, I’ll pick you up. What time?”

“Ten? Is that too late?”

“If you’d said two, I would agree,” he replied.

“So sweet. Then I’m all yours.” Her hand rose to the top of his head. “Wear the hat.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She straightened. “Now, we’d better do what you’re here for because I have more vegetables to dice.” She rubbed her thumb across her bandage, absentmindedly. 

Releasing him, she headed into the living room where, between the two of them, they managed to wriggle the couch into the overstuffed den.

“Unfortunately, it’ll all have to be moved back,” he said. “But until then, I might hang out in the kitchen and annoy the help.”

Holly squinted one eye, playfully. “Just don’t get in Elmira’s way. She isn’t above brandishing a knife.” She seemed to realize her words after she’d said them, her cheeks shading pink. She ducked her gaze in response and turned around.

Back in the kitchen, Elmira looked up from amidst a cloud of steam. “Oh, good,” she said. “I’ve need a strong man to move those cast iron pots off the top shelf. I’m tired of throwing my back out every time I want one ... and since you’re here, you can help.” Her gaze grew brisk. She flicked it between him and Holly. “Miss Carleton, I need those onions.”

“I’m on it,” Holly said. But a bulb in her palm, she stared at him, and he couldn’t help but stare back.
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On a typical day, the help ate in a small dining area off the kitchen, leaving the Porters and their guests to dine more formally. Mrs. Porter had walked through today and spoken to Jared, offering him a place with her, Mr. Porter, and one of their fellow ranchers. Jared had thanked her, but said he’d keep his place. He hadn’t spoken much during the meal, however, and now, appeared ready to go. He pushed to his feet, his eyes on Elmira. “The food was great. Thanks for serving me a plate.”

Elmira dipped her chin. “You’re welcome, young man.”

He glanced at Holly. “I have to go put things back in place. You feel like helping me with the couch?”

“I’m glad to help,” Shirley said.

Holly bit her lip, her forehead tight. Why did Shirley even offer? And how exactly did she discourage her from following through? She hadn’t missed the looks she’d given Jared during the meal, or the way he was careful to act like he didn’t notice. He wouldn’t know Shirley had slept with Simon, and Holly wondered, if he did, exactly how he’d respond. 

Shirley, as far as she’d learned in her short time here, wasn’t spiteful by nature. She didn’t do things to purposefully hurt people. But sometimes, if she did, she would turn a blind eye to it, and she had to know how Jared felt about him.

How defensive she’d be over Simon, given there was a clash, was a big question, since Holly had no idea how deep her feelings ran. Was he just a way to relieve her angst? Or did she have hopes it’d lead somewhere? She didn’t know Simon at all to say if he’d even want a second time. It could be Shirley was a lousy lover, and that was definitely something she wasn’t going to ask.

All of that made her think too hard and speculate even harder on why Shirley kept staring at him so intently. Maybe it didn’t involve Simon at all. Maybe she was curious because of all the rumors she’d heard about his time in prison. That sounded a lot like her. She’d want all the gory details, so to speak, but hopefully, be tactful and keep silent.

“Miss O’Malley, I could use some help clearing the table,” Elmira said. “Holly fixed the food. She can move the couch.” 

Gratitude washed over her and annoyance over Shirley’s face, but Shirley didn’t protest. Holly exited the room on Jared’s heels. Neither one spoke until they’d entered the den. “I’m sorry about that,” she said. “I don’t know what’s gotten into her.”

Jared’s face was curiously blank. “Forget it. You and I have a date tonight. That’s more interesting.”

She smiled across at him. “Yes, we do.” 

He didn’t seem inclined to say anything else, and there was no pursuing the subject, since he wasn’t willing, so she let it go. They moved the couch back into place, then she helped him with the smaller pieces. Mrs. Porter appeared at one point to direct where certain things should go. Afterward, he took his leave and headed outside. 

She exited behind him once more. “I guess I’ll see you tonight.”

He appeared to want to say something, his mouth parting, but he closed it again, and instead, leaned down and kissed her cheek. “Later.”

The press of his lips spread warm across her skin. “I can’t wait.”

He straightened, a soft smile on his face, then turned and ambled down the steps. His broad back blocked the sunlight, casting him in silhouette, and she could see him again as he’d been that first time, every wonderful muscular surface outlined, from the set of his jaw to his trim abdomen.

Yet as beautiful as that was, his voice, his smile meant so much more.

Somewhere in the back of her mind, she remembered her mom saying similar about her dad. As she’d gotten older she’d not mentioned him as often, but the memory was there just the same. And the feeling she’d always carried that her mom loved him still. One day, she’d like to feel the same, to be swept away by one man’s face ... whether it was Jared or someone else. 

Although, today, her heart in her throat, this
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