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			Chapter 1

			In the split second before hell exploded, Jackson Wilder picked up his weapon and pounded the bastard back. His hands were steady. His mind focused. Sweat rolled down his back from the heat and the adrenaline.

			The memories.

			He shoved away any weakness that taunted him from the edge and dared him to fail.

			He would not.

			Could not.

			Ever again.

			In his book, fighting a fire that threatened to destroy lives was no different than combating the enemy on the parched soils of Afghanistan.

			Same battle.

			Different villain.

			The only variation? This war he had a better chance of winning.

			He ignored the ache in his bones from the busy shift he’d just completed with the San Antonio Fire Department and gathered all the oomph he had left to fight this structure fire for the Sweet, Texas, volunteer station.

			He’d do anything to protect his hometown. Hell, he’d even gone to war.

			Still was if anyone paid attention.

			Except he wasn’t really the heart-on-your-sleeve kind of guy, so most folks couldn’t see what went on inside his head or heart.

			Those battles he fought alone.

			On the battlefield, it didn’t matter if the weapon was a hose or a military assault rifle—it felt good in his hands. Felt right. It gave him a reason. A purpose. An opportunity to help others and sink his thoughts into something other than his own colossal fuck-ups.

			And he’d made plenty.

			As fire licked up the side of the house, he moved forward—daring it to jump to the roof. Like a living, breathing entity, it paused, seemed to look at him, and accept the dare. When it made its move, he shook his head.

			He who blinks first gets their ass annihilated.

			One slight shift of the hose shot bullets of water that split the flame. Weakened its power. Forced it into submission.

			Today, he could claim victory.

			Tomorrow? Who the hell knew.

			Minutes later, he finished helping with overhaul, then climbed back up into the engine. Head dropped back and eyes closed, he endured some good-natured ribbing on the way back to the station from the group of volunteers made up of ranchers, lawyers, and shop owners. The camaraderie he shared with them was different than the one with the guys from the big-city station. But no less important. He’d grown up with some. Learned from others. Respected the hell out of all of them.

			Back at the station, he’d barely kicked off his boots and shrugged out of his turnouts before fatigue sank deep. Too tired to stop and shower, he tossed a wave to the crew, and, behind him, the steel door slammed shut.

			Anxious for a quick combat nap before he picked up his baby girl for their Wednesday-night visit, he shoved his sunglasses on and headed toward the big silver truck parked in the back lot. Once inside the cab, he stretched, yawned, and stuck the keys in the ignition. The engine turned over with a low growl, and he eased out toward the road.

			In his thirty-one years, traffic in beautiful downtown Sweet had never been more than a trickle or two of farm vehicles or mom taxis on their way to pick up the kids at school or shuffle those same kids off to soccer practice or a 4-H meeting. But lately, since a few businesses had been revamped by the TV show My New Town, tourism had picked up. The traffic flow as well. He didn’t like it, but there wasn’t much he could do.

			The county sheriff’s SUV cruised by, with its black deer guard gleaming in the late-afternoon sun. Jackson lifted his hand with the locals’ two-fingered version of a wave. Instead of continuing down Main Street, the patrol car swerved into the fire station driveway and stopped. The window rolled down with a squeal.

			“Been looking for you, Wilder.”

			“Aw, hell. What’d I do now?”

			Deputy Brady Bennett—childhood friend and local chick magnet—chuckled. “I’m sure there’s something. Lucky for you I don’t need to haul out the handcuffs this time.”

			“Ever,” Jackson reminded him.

			“Only because you never got caught.” Brady grinned, knowing he’d been in on some of those wild-ass and death-defying capers too. “And might I add that you aren’t dead yet.”

			Jackson rolled his tense neck muscles. “Feel like it.”

			“Busy shift?”

			“Four structures in the big city. Just mopped up one here too.”

			“Eckels’s place.” Brady pushed back his Stetson. “Heard that over the radio.”

			“Yeah. The missus set a hot pot of fryer oil next to the gas grill to let it cool off. The mister popped on the grill to cook some Brats for lunch.”

			“Poof.”

			“Yep.” Jackson flexed his fingers on the steering wheel. “Caught it before it hit the roof.”

			“Lucky for them.”

			Jackson nodded. “So what’s up?”

			Brady squinted against the sun. “She’s back.”

			“She who?” Jackson nearly shook his head at the pointless inquiry. He knew who by the immediate tingle up his spine. The instant rush through his heart.

			“Ms. Abigail Morgan.” Brady glanced down at the computer between the seats, then back up again. “Or I guess she’s Mrs. Rich now.”

			In more ways than one. “When?”

			“Rolled in yesterday around noon. She’s over at her folks’ place.”

			“They come back too?”

			Brady shook his head. “Saw one of those personal storage containers and a foreign car in the driveway, so I stopped in to check on things. Renters moved out. Abby said she’s there to fix up the house and put it on the market.”

			A tangle of emotion coiled in Jackson’s soul. It took everything he had to stay cool. Keep his tone even. Neutral. “How’d she look?” Sheesh. That hardly sounded superficial.

			“Smokin’.”

			Hell, he knew that too. Abby had always been beautiful. Ethereal. Like a woodland fairy. Even when she’d been missing her two front teeth or had the chicken pox all over her face.

			“I meant did she look ... okay?”

			Brady gave an almost imperceptible shrug of his uniformed shoulders. “Seemed fine.” Then he glanced down the road, narrowed his eyes as an F–350 zoomed past. “Well ... got to go catch me a speeder. Just thought you’d want to know.”

			“Thanks.”

			While Brady put the patrol car in reverse, Jackson sat there staring out the windshield. His head buzzed. Heart tingled. He lifted his fingers off the steering wheel one by one, then replaced them in the same systematic manner. The breath that lifted his chest stuttered.

			She was back.

			With a calm defying the current scramble in his brain, he eased the truck out onto Main Street and turned toward home.

			Every place he passed on the way reminded him of her. Brought back memories of good times. Town Square—where they’d sat on the lawn with friends and listened to concerts beneath a hot summer sky. The high school where they’d laughingly raced through the halls, late again for class. The Yellow Rose Cinema, where they’d often double-dated and fought over the last kernel of a shared tub of popcorn. The used bookstore, which had once been a pet shop where Abby had worked for several months before recognizing animal cruelty and quit. She then proceeded to break in and rescue several cats, dogs, and even a chameleon she’d named Rainbow Brite.

			He laughed at the memory because he’d been an accessory to the cause. An accessory who’d thanked god that Sheriff Mackey excused their indiscretion when he’d been witness to Abby’s grievance. The shop owner had been prosecuted, and Abby had personally found homes for all the animals.

			Jackson’s fingers curled over the steering wheel. Squeezed until the muscles in his forearms popped.

			Abby had been his confidante.

			His partner in crime.

			She’d been his first kiss.

			The first girl he’d made love to.

			His best friend—until the day almost seven years ago, when she betrayed him. Completely cut him out of her life.

			No explanation.

			No apology.

			No good-bye.

			Stopped at the intersection of Main and Stone Creek Road, he waited for Gladys Lewis and Arlene Potter—two of Sweet’s reigning gossip queens—to clear the crosswalk. A long, hard breath pushed from his lungs. He was exhausted and clearly not giving a whole lot of caution to his thoughts.

			So what if Abby had hit the delete key next to his name in her book of life? No big deal that as his best friend she hadn’t been there for him after he’d witnessed his big brother being killed in Afghanistan. No big deal that as his best friend she hadn’t been there when his father had died from the heartbreak over the loss of his firstborn son.

			No big deal.

			He should be over it.

			In his mind, he pictured her the last time he’d seen her.

			Over it?

			Yeah. Not so much.

			When the crosswalk cleared, he put his hands on the wheel and flipped an illegal Uey.

			She was back.

			And he figured there wasn’t a better time than now to fill in the missing pieces.

			The Morgans’ modest, rock-faced, two-story house sat in the heart of Bluebonnet Lane, surrounded by other bungalows and family-style residences. Since Abby’s childhood home had been rented out for several years it looked a little bedraggled. Other than that, there was nothing particularly unique about it.

			Except for the huge storage container and the shiny silver Mercedes SL parked in the driveway.

			With a pull of air into his lungs, he got out of the truck and moved up the concrete path that split the front yard. His heart worked overtime as he knocked on the door, slid his hands into his pockets, and stepped back to wait.

			The last time he’d seen Abby, she’d stood with the rest of his family as he’d cupped her face in his hands and given her a quick good-bye kiss. At the time, he’d never imagined just how final the good-bye would be.

			His mental wanderings snapped back as the front door creaked open and ... Holy shit.

			Everything about her had changed. Her customary cloud of ivory curls were stick straight and streaked with caramel. Her blue eyes were shaded with dramatic hues of pink, brown, and a slash of black eyeliner. A dark blue clingy top draped at her neckline, then clung like a second skin the rest of the way down. Hot pink skinny jeans hugged her long legs. And a sexy pair of open-toed skyscraper high heels flaunted her purple nail polish.

			She’d been made up to look like she’d just posed for a magazine cover. And like some of those cover girls, she looked like she hadn’t eaten a slice of her favorite pepperoni-and-pineapple pizza in a long time.

			Where did her luscious curves go?

			As usual, his big mouth opened before the words connected to his brain. Luckily, they only hit on one of the wild-ass thoughts flying through his head.

			“What the hell happened to your hair?”

			For a long, breathless moment, Jackson stood on her doorstep. Five o’clock shadow dusting that squared jaw. Fists clenched.

			Abby took that split second to drink him in.

			As usual, his dark blond hair appeared carelessly hand-combed—reflecting a hint of the man she knew to be an act-first-think-later kind of guy. The outer corners of his eyes were slightly turned down and made him appear like he was in a perpetual state of concern. But the vivid blue made him look keenly intrigued, full of mischief, and wildly untamed.

			The impressive breadth of his shoulders and chest were rigid beneath a deep blue SAFD shirt. The defined muscles of his biceps expanded from beneath the short sleeves, and dark blue pants hugged his slim hips and long, powerful legs. The man oozed sexuality as if at birth he’d been granted an extra ration of snap and sizzle.

			Abby’s heart gave a fierce thump against her ribs.

			He’d changed.

			He looked better. Older. Wiser.

			And probably a little north of ticked off.

			At his comment, she resisted the urge to lift a hand to make sure her hair was in place. During the extent of her marriage, she’d been expected to appear flawless at all times. To be the consummate hostess. Dedicated personal assistant. And loving wife. At least in the eyes of the world—or Houston society—whichever came first on any given day.

			Her birth date might claim her age to be only thirty-one, but she felt ancient.

			Tired.

			Far from perfect.

			Her heart leaped again as she looked up into the eyes of the man who’d never expected perfection. He’d seen her at her best and her worst, and he’d never looked at her any differently.

			Until now.

			Now, those dark blue eyes were narrowed.

			Judgmental.

			Curious.

			She’d never met a man as outspoken as Jackson Wilder. He called it like he saw it. Spewed advice no one invited.

			Guess some things hadn’t changed at all.

			“So ...” His entire expression shifted. “It’s been a while,” he finally said, unable to hide the undertones of a low Southern growl.

			She lifted the corners of her mouth into a practiced smile. “We’re not going to argue in the first five seconds, are we?”

			“Argue?” His gaze locked onto hers. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Friends don’t argue. And that’s what we were the last time I checked ... oh, say almost seven years ago. Except... wait ...” He folded those massive arms, shifted the weight of that big strong body from one boot to the other. “Friends don’t run off without a word, then never write or call, do they?”

			“Oh goody. We are going to argue.” She tried her best to sound blasé—though a blood-pressure check would have proven otherwise. She stepped back from the doorway. “Then I guess you might as well come in so the neighbors don’t start erecting fallout shelters.”

			Without another word, he strode into the house filled with haphazardly placed furniture and stacks of boxes she’d had the movers bring back into the house from the storage container parked outside. Prep, stage, and sell, had been the request from her mom and dad. Oh, and while she was at it, would she mind going through everything and having a garage sale too? And then, of course, send them the money even though she’d been the one to pay for the movers and she’d be the one to cover any renovation costs to sell their house. Heaven forbid they take a break from playing Texas Holdem or yucking it up during martini happy hour with their fellow retirees.

			Irritation crept up the back of her neck as she turned to look at the man in the middle of her living room—muscular arms folded across an amazing chest while he studied the current wall-to-wall catastrophe.

			“Have a seat,” she told him as she shut the door. “If you can find one.”

			“No thanks. I don’t plan on staying long.”

			“Suit yourself.” She wadded up the sheet covering the sofa and tossed it on top of a stack of boxes marked Records. “Hey, how about if you just stand there and glare at me while I make some tea. Or maybe you’d like a beer. The previous renters might have left one behind in their haste to vacate while skipping on the last month’s rent.”

			“I’ll pass.”

			“Great.” She pushed a breath from her lungs. “You do that.”

			“You sound a little testy.” The orneriness in his deep voice rippled up her spine.

			“Testy? Whatever gave you that idea?” Her blood rushed through her veins, and, for the first time in a long time, she felt alive. She’d been on the run for so long, it was finally time to stop. Deal with the consequences. After all, she’d come back to Sweet to face her demons, hadn’t she?

			Might as well start with the devil himself.

			“The way you’re grinding your teeth,” he said.

			“My teeth were fine and dandy before you showed up at my door with your fists and jaw clenched and your Grrr face in full force. So why did you come here, Jackson? To argue? To throw a wad of guilt at me?”

			He said nothing.

			“Or ...” Her hands slammed down onto her hips. “Were you looking for an apology?”

			Denial darkened his eyes.

			She’d always known him better than she’d ever known herself. Which made her realize he hadn’t come for a pathetic admission of guilt.

			He’d come for answers.

			The truth.

			But she could never give him that. Not without losing a whole lot more of herself than she was willing to give.

			Which just proved what a total weenie she really was.

			So now it became about who played the game better. And since she’d just graduated from a hard lesson of Living a Lie 101, she had no doubt who would win.

			“I’ll take your silence as a yes. So here you go, big guy. I’m sorry.” Check. Mate. She folded her arms across her chest to mirror him. “Happy?”

			“Ecstatic. Never been better.” His eyes lowered. Then that penetrating gaze moved back up her body—stopping, inspecting, assessing. “How about you?”

			“I’m great.”

			“Really? Cause you look ...”

			“Watch it.”

			“Different,” he said, though she knew that wasn’t his first word choice.

			“Don’t judge, Jackson.”

			“I know it’s been a long time but ... damn it Abby, you’re different.”

			“Back atcha, bucko.”

			“A lot has happened since the last time we saw each other.”

			“Tell me about it,” she mumbled, then went back into the kitchen and yanked open the refrigerator door. Cold air brushed her face as she peered inside. Nada. Not even a tray of ice existed in the freezer section.

			What had she expected? For the past couple of years, her parents had been living the good life in the Florida condo her husband had given them. Scratch that. They’d been living the good life in the fully furnished Florida retirement condo her ex-husband had used as bribery. Or even more accurately, to remove them from any chance of their casting some kind of hillbilly blemish on his pristine status with the movers and shakers of Houston’s high society.

			Quite the opposite of their two relatively mild-mannered daughters, her parents had always lived on the wild and loud side of Partytown. They might never have been the loving and devoted parents that Jackson was privileged to have—but even Abby had been shocked to discover how quickly her mom and dad had been bought like Las Vegas hookers.

			At the time, her young and handsome husband had just been handed the Houston Stallions NFL team by his ailing father, and he’d been out to prove himself both on the influential social scene and on the scoreboards. The man oozed charisma. Especially when he wanted something. She should know. He’d turned that charm on her, and she’d been blinded. Eventually, the rose-colored glasses had come off, and she’d quickly learned that money could not buy happiness. But by then it had been too late.

			So really, who was she to criticize what her parents had obviously seen as a way to a better life? She’d done the same thing. She’d just been really misguided about the true definition of a better life.

			Empty-handed, she shut the refrigerator door and turned to find Jackson right behind her—so close she could smell the remnants of smoke in his hair. See the smudges of soot near his hairline and the exhaustion in his eyes. Her instinct was to reach up and brush the hair back from his forehead and trail her fingertips down the lean lines of his face. Instead, she curled her fingers into her palms.

			“Cupboard’s bare?” he asked, with the hint of a smile that said he knew he was inside her personal bubble and was totally enjoying how much that made her squirm.

			“Apparently.” She ducked around him and found a spot with more room to breathe. He had her squirming all right. But she was sure he didn’t realize in what manner. She didn’t know what she’d expected it to be like the first time she saw him again, but this whole heart-thumping, nerves-tingling, dry-throat thing hadn’t been it. “I don’t know why I imagined there’d be anything resembling life around here other than dust bunnies or spiderwebs.”

			She leaned back against the counter—gaining at least another centimeter of personal space. “How’d you know I was back?”

			“Ran into Brady. He said you’d come back to put the house up for sale.”

			“That’s right.”

			His brows lifted. “And that’s it?”

			“Fishing was never your sport, Jackson. So why don’t you come right out and say what you’re thinking like you usually do?”

			He gave her an honest smile, and her traitorous heart went all wibbly-wobbly.

			“Thought maybe you’d finally come back to see me. But something tells me if I hadn’t come by, you would have done what you needed to do, then skipped town without my knowing.”

			“Maybe.” She shrugged. “I didn’t really have a plan when I got here. Still don’t. I just figured I’d do what my parents asked, then I’d be on my way.”

			“Back to Houston?”

			A slow breath pushed from her lungs. “No.”

			His head tilted just slightly. “Why not?”

			Everyone who read a newspaper, the Internet, or subscribed to People magazine knew why not. Was he just being cruel? She searched his face for a hint of spitefulness and came up short. “You know why.”

			“Tell me anyway.”

			A rush of air pushed the words from her throat. “Because there’s nothing for me in Houston since my divorce.”

			In the long, awkward pause that followed, Abby heard the sound of a car door close. The bark of a dog. The chirp of a robin. The pounding of her heart.

			“Yeah.” There seemed to be more behind his single-word response. He glanced away. When he came back around, she still couldn’t get a read on him.

			“What happened?” he asked.

			“I’m sure you don’t want all the ugly details.”

			“There you go thinking you still know me.” His lips flattened and disappeared within that gorgeous face. “How about you start with why you ran off, cut me out of your life, then married a man you barely knew.”

			She’d long ago accepted the circumstances that drove her from her hometown and into the big city. The reasons she’d taken the job in the Houston Stallions offices. The lunacy with which she’d married Mark Rich after only knowing him a few months. He’d been handsome, and attentive, and she’d thought it love at first sight. Kismet. An answer to her prayers.

			Yeah. Maybe if she’d been praying to the voodoo gods.

			“Why don’t we just cut to the chase?” she said, determined to give him answers with only a few of the facts and none of the emotion. She couldn’t and wouldn’t lift the lid off that steaming pot of absurdity, or she might be in danger of losing any of the stable ground she’d regained in the past few months.

			His broad shoulders lifted. “Sounds good to me.”

			“I left Sweet ...” And you. “Because it was time. I was almost twenty-five years old and going nowhere in this town. I needed something different. Something new. Something that would make better use of my college degree. Something that would last a lifetime. I thought I’d found it.”

			She blinked. Looked away from the intensity in his eyes. “Clearly, I’d been delusional. Mark made that very apparent when he ...”

			“When he what?”

			Crap. She’d fallen right back into the comfort of their old friendship and said too much. While she searched for the right words to recover from her mistake, his eyes narrowed.

			“It’s no big deal.” She spouted the well-rehearsed propaganda she’d fed everyone else. “Really.”

			“Bullshit.”

			Jackson had always been someone she could trust. But she didn’t know him anymore. And she didn’t trust as easily as she once had. Oddly enough, when she finally opened her mouth, it had nothing to do with him at all. When she spoke, it was to face her devils, shake off the shame, and put the past behind.

			However, the irony of the situation did not escape her.

			She’d cut Jackson out of her life. No looking back.

			Her ex had done the same with her.

			“Mark ejected me from his life. Quick. Clean. No looking back.” She forced her gaze to meet his and acknowledged the ugly truth. “Karma’s a really vicious bitch.”

			In all the years she’d known him, Jackson had rarely been one not to have something to say.

			But for the first time in her life, she’d rendered him speechless.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			Combat nap or any form of peace of mind long forgotten, Jackson pushed through the glass door of the Sweet Pet Clinic.

			“Hey, Jackson.” Andrea Davis, his brother’s newest and most likely short-term vet assistant, greeted him with a flash of flirtatious smile.

			Andrea was pretty and shapely, and by the time Jesse spun his magic, she’d have fallen in love and tumbled into his bed. Once she discovered Jesse had no interest in anything more permanent than his cable TV subscription, she’d be on her way like all the others. Eventually another Heather, Nicole, or Britney would take her place, and the cycle would start all over again. Jesse had player down to an art.

			“If you’re here to see Dr. Wilder,” Andrea said, “he’s in the back tending to Mrs. Purdy’s Pekinese.”

			“Thanks.” He shoved his sunglasses up onto his head and ignored the pounding echo of his boots as he strode across the yellowed linoleum floor that had existed since he was a kid and they’d brought their Australian shepherd Ralphie to be neutered by old Doc Michaels.

			Poor Ralphie.

			When Jackson reached the back room, he found his brother murmuring in a gentle voice to the petrified pooch as he snipped the stitches on her shaved belly. At the sound of footsteps, Jesse looked up.

			“Hey, little bro, what’s up?”

			“He dumped her.” Jackson thrust his hands on his hips and expelled the breath he felt like he’d been holding since he drove away from Abby’s house.

			A frown pulled Jesse’s brows together as he looked back down and carefully pulled a stitch with a pair of tweezers. “Who’s he? And who did he dump? And you’d better not say Reno, or I will personally kick his stupid ass.”

			Their oldest brother had fallen in love—hard—and gone after his lady love—the host of the TV show who’d come in and renovated half their town, including Reno’s hardware store. As far as anyone knew, all was sunshine and lollypops on that front. “Not Reno. I’m talking about Mark Rich.”

			“Uh-oh.” Jesse’s tweezers paused midair as he looked up again. “Are we talking about—”

			“Abby. The son of a bitch dumped her like she was dirty underwear.”

			“And we know this how?”

			“She’s back.”

			“Shit.”

			“Yeah.” Jackson pushed another breath from his lungs. “Came back yesterday.”

			“And you’ve already been to see her?”

			The almost invisible nod he gave didn’t make his little visit to her any less lame. He’d sworn he was done the day she’d cut ties and got married. He’d sworn he wasn’t going to think about her. Wasn’t going to miss her. Wasn’t going to lose sleep over her.

			What a load of crap.

			He’d done all of the above and more. And didn’t that just make him Mayor of Loserville.

			“Why?” Jesse tossed the tweezers on the towel-covered metal tray and lifted the little, flat-nosed dog into his arms with a comforting stroke of his hand.

			The question was legit though that didn’t make Jackson want to answer it in any hurry. He shrugged. “Don’t know.”

			“Bullshit.” Jesse baby-talked to the snorting pooch, telling her what a good girl she’d been. Then he called for Andrea to take the dog back into the exam room, where her nervous owner waited.

			“You’ve been waiting for her to come back ever since you found out she left,” Jesse added.

			“I just wanted an explanation.”

			“You get one?”

			“No.”

			Jesse folded the metal tools up in the towel and tossed it into a pile on the counter. “You try to get one?”

			“Of course. What kind of idiot do you think I am?”

			“The kind who’s been hanging around her as far back as when he thought giving her a frog he’d captured in the creek was a good idea. The kind who devoted himself to her but never took the time to explore what that meant until it was too late. The kind who—”

			“Jesus, Jess, you don’t have to hammer into my head what a fuck-up I am. I came here to talk. Not get a lecture.”

			His brother balanced his closed fists on the front pockets of his jeans. “I never said you were a fuck-up. But I’d have thought you’d learned your lesson by now.”

			“Which is?”

			Broad shoulders lifted beneath the white jacket with SWEET PET CLINIC monogrammed above the pocket. “When it comes to fighting fires or the enemy on foreign soil, your actions are about two steps ahead of your thoughts. When it comes to women, they’re about two steps behind.”

			Good point.

			Taking in mind the woman he’d married.

			His now ex-wife.

			He loved Fiona. He’d always love her. But in love was different. She’d been crazy to marry him—even if she’d been pregnant with his baby.

			At the time, they’d both agreed it was the right thing to do. If he could have handpicked a woman who’d be a perfect mother to his little girl, he’d have chosen Fi. She was an amazing woman. But she deserved a man who would marry her out of love, not obligation.

			From the moment his baby had taken her first breath, she’d become the light and purpose of his life. But he’d wronged her too by never allowing himself to even try to fall in love with her mother. He’d been too busy living in the past. Too busy thinking of a woman who’d made her feelings perfectly clear the day he’d been tiptoeing through the rugged terrain of Afghanistan dodging IEDs and she’d pushed pedal-to-the-metal out of his life.

			“So what are you going to do?” Jesse asked.

			In the last hour, he’d imagined every possible reason for Abby’s divorce. He thought maybe she’d finally come to her senses. But to learn it had been Rich who’d ended the marriage?

			Game changer.

			“Nothing.” Jackson shrugged. “Let her do her thing here and go on with my life status quo.”

			“Seriously?” Jesse’s eyebrows jacked up his forehead. “How about you give that a little more thought. Maybe then you could actually make a plan that might make sense and put it into action. You and Abby were inseparable most of your lives. Spent a whole lot of time in that old tree house figuring things out.”

			And she proved how much he’d meant to her the day she cut ties and took off. The devastation he’d felt when his brother had been killed almost destroyed him. If she’d been his best friend, she would have been there for him the same as he had for her when she turned sixteen, and her parents decided she could fend for herself and her little sister.

			The agony of Jared’s death washed over him like it had happened just yesterday. He’d loved his big brother. Idolized him. From the moment he’d been able to recognize faces, Jared’s bright eyes and ever-present smile had been one of his favorite sights. He’d been a hell of a baseball pitcher. A superstar poker player. And the one person Jackson had always sought out for good advice.

			Abby had been the perfect complement to his own personal Yoda. She’d always been there to share and listen. Even as a young girl, she’d handed out some solid solutions to the many scrapes he’d gotten himself into over the years.

			When she and his brother both vanished from his life, he’d lost a piece of himself that he didn’t think he’d ever get back. When his father died, the losses became too great. And like the rest of his grieving family, he’d been devastated and retreated from everything that had once brought him joy. At that awful time in his life, all he’d wanted—needed—was his best friend to talk him off the ledge.

			Only she hadn’t been there.

			“Shit happens,” he said.

			“Yeah, well, something tells me this might not be over between the two of you.”

			“Oh, it’s over all right. Hell. I don’t even know her anymore.” He scratched his head, and a lingering hint of smoke filtered past his nose. “She doesn’t even look the same.”

			“Oh?”

			“Hair’s all straight like that Jennifer Aniston’s, and a different color too. And she’s too thin. Like she hasn’t eaten more than carrot sticks for months.”

			Jesse laughed.

			“What’s so damn funny?”

			“You were her best friend when she had pimples, braces, and was flat-chested. You expect me to believe straight hair and a few pounds thinner is going to make a difference?”

			“It’s more than that, and you know it. Too much water under the bridge. Besides, she’s just ... different.”

			“Then why don’t you try to get to know her again?”

			“What?”

			“Get to know her. Like you would any other woman you might be interested in.”

			“I’m not interested.”

			“Find out what makes her tick,” Jesse continued as though he hadn’t spoken. “What she likes. What she doesn’t like. Find out if you’re even compatible anymore. You’re either going to find out you are or aren’t. What have you got to lose?”

			Not much, he thought. He’d pretty much already lost it all. “What makes you so smart?”

			“Check the diplomas on my wall.” Jesse grinned. “I’ve always been smart. And you should be clever enough to pay attention to my words of wisdom.”

			“So says the man with the revolving vet assistants because he shags them all.”

			“Not all.”

			Jackson laughed. “Right.”

			“Seriously, Jack, you’ve got to ask yourself ‘What’s the story?’ Why would a man as shrewd as Mark Rich seemingly dump a woman as gorgeous and nice as Abby?”

			Jackson glanced out the window to the canine exercise yard beyond. “That’s a damned good question.”

			At the Touch and Go Market, Abby pushed the shopping cart with the wiggly wheel down the juice and water aisle. She kept her head down. Tried to make herself invisible as much as possible. She’d even changed into an older pair of jeans, a plain white tee, and a Cowboys ball cap, hoping everyone would focus on the two-for-one wiener sale and not the newcomer scoping the aisles.

			Unfortunately, at the checkout stand, the current issue of the National Enquirer was plastered with seen-before photos of celebrity cellulite so there was an excellent chance that all the behind-the-hand whispers were focused on her. In Texas, gossip came as big as the hairdos. And everyone in the Lone Star State knew that the higher the hair, the closer to God.

			Humiliation humbled a person even if that person already considered themselves modest. It wasn’t just the divorce that shamed her. It was that she hadn’t trusted her instincts. Hadn’t listened deeply enough to her heart. The day Jackson left for Afghanistan, she’d run like a rabbit. She regretted ever taking that job in the Houston Stallions’ administrative offices. She regretted allowing herself to get tangled up with someone who’d obviously sensed her weakness or desperation and played her for a fool. Someone who’d kept his emotions—if he had any—locked up tight. She’d left Sweet to find love. To make a familial connection. To start a family of her own.

			She’d walked away from the experience shaken, lost, childless, and lonelier than she’d ever been before she left Sweet.

			While the sound system played a Muzak version of Foreigner’s “I Want to Know What Love Is,” she scanned the shelves for her favorite brand of flavored water before she remembered the T&G didn’t offer a wide variety. She should have known that having worked in the local grocery-store office for the two years prior to moving to Houston.

			Mark had forbidden her to shop anywhere but Whole Foods. He’d completely banned her from Walmart—which was a sin to anyone who’d been raised to watch their pennies. Money had never been an issue for him. Not even when he’d been a kid. He’d never had to get out and figure how the other ninety percent of the nation lived. Never had to perfect the Fryolater at McDonald’s. Never had to bag feminine products at the CVS. His opulent tastes ran from Persian rugs to Salvador Dali originals. Kobe beef to Italian white truffles. He’d even been particular about his brand of toilet paper, for God’s sake.

			Toilet paper.

			No matter how much she tried to excuse that, there was just something freakish about the war between single sheet and two-ply.

			She’d always had simple tastes—a real beer-and-hot-dog kind of girl. The first time he’d handed her a cracker piled high with caviar, she’d about died. She’d barely managed to get the slimy stuff down her throat. She didn’t even want to think about the whole-raw-oyster incident.

			Over time, she’d learned to swallow the delicacies without dashing to the bathroom in full gag mode. But no matter how many times she’d been told it was an acquired taste she’d learn to love, she’d never moved beyond the yuck phase.

			Should have been her first clue she didn’t fit.

			Had she been paying attention.

			She grabbed several bottles of lemonade-flavored water, then pushed her wobbly cart farther down the aisle. In front of a P.M.S. survival kit display of Cocoa Krispies, Cool Ranch Doritos, and Cheez Whiz, she crashed head-on into another cart. Apology danced on her tongue as her gaze jerked upward.

			“Abby?” The woman tilted her big blond Texas-sized hairdo, dipped her head to peer below the brim of Abby’s ball cap, and smiled. “Sugarplum, what are y’all doing back here in Sweet?”

			Great.

			If Jackson Wilder had been number one on her “Be sure to avoid” list, his mother Jana was number two.

			Not that Abby hadn’t always adored the woman. She had. Still did. She’d always wished she could have been lucky enough to have been born into the Wilder family and had a mother like Jana. At one time, she’d wanted to be a part of that family more than she’d wanted anything. But those hopes and dreams had turned into a self-imposed nightmare.

			Being Jackson Wilder’s best friend had been one thing.

			Falling in love with him had been no-no numero uno.

			A chill from the nearby dairy cooler settled in her spine while her brain scrambled in a zillion directions for a response. One that wouldn’t be too curt. One that wouldn’t be too leading. One that would be just right. Like maybe a hint of the truth without all the “I’m searching for who I am” part.

			“My parents have decided to sell their home,” she said, “and they asked me to come put it up for sale. My sister Annie just found out she’s going to have a baby, and—”

			“Oh, that’s wonderful news.” Jana edged her cart a little closer. “Last I heard she and her husband had moved to Washington.”

			“They’re not married, but yes, they live in Seattle.” And as far as Abby could tell, her little sister should run far away from her loser musician boyfriend.

			“I hear Seattle is beautiful. I’ve never been but a friend of mine recently moved here from there.” Jackson’s mother gave her a disarming smile. One that said her thoughts were not connected to her lips, and whatever she was saying was a pure diversion from what she really had going on in her mind. “I’m sorry for interrupting. You were saying?”

			“Just that someone needed to clean up my parents’ house and put it on the market.”

			“So you’ll be staying here in Sweet?”

			“Temporarily. Then I’ll go ...” Where exactly? She didn’t have a home to go back to. Before Mark had issued her walking papers, he’d gone out and purchased a high-rise condo for her—his former star quarterback Dean Silverthorne’s condo to be exact. When the Pro Bowler injured his shoulder, he decided to hang up his wristband, get married, and start a family. Perfect timing for Mark to get a good deal on a posh piece of property.

			As part of their divorce settlement, he’d put the condo in her name only—a going-away present so to speak. Abby called it what it was. A bribe. She’d since sold it to the CEO of a Houston-based Internet company at a tasty profit from what Mark had paid for it.

			“Wherever the wind takes me,” she said in an unbelievably chipper voice for someone whose heart was about to hammer out of her chest.

			“Well, doesn’t that sound interesting.” Jana’s smile quivered at the corners as she glanced down into Abby’s cart. “Looks like you’re stocking up on water, carrots, and ... celery. All you need now is a nice chunk of roast. How about you drop by on your way home, and I’ll pull one from the freezer for you. You know you can’t get meat here at the store equal to what we raise on the ranch.”

			Abby had been restrained from eating comfort food for so long, she’d forgotten what real down-home cooking tasted like. Her stomach grumbled. “I wouldn’t want to bother you.”

			“Nonsense.” Jana waved her hand. “Actually ... now that I think of it, there’s a better selection of cuts over at Reno’s place. He has a big chest freezer out in the barn. How about you drop by there on your way home and grab a few packs?”

			“Does he still live out on Rebel Creek Road?”

			“He does. Built a space above the barn a couple years back. Just take the stairs up and go on in. Make yourself at home and take as much beef as you want. Lord knows we’ve got plenty. And you know I’ve always thought of you as family.”

			The comment struck a sour note in the center of Abby’s chest. Jana had never been one to lay on the guilt. Abby didn’t believe she meant to do so now. But being thought of as a member of the family and being a member of the family were two different things. And as much as she’d run out on Jackson, she’d done the same with the rest of his family. So, at the moment, it was easier to think about rib roast, brisket, or a thick juicy tenderloin than how many people she might have hurt with her selfishness.

			“That sounds wonderful. If you’re sure you don’t mind.”

			“Don’t mind at all.”

			“I’ll make sure to stop in and thank Reno. Are he and Jared still roommates?” Abby asked, regarding the two oldest Wilder sons.

			“Oh. No, sugarplum.” The light in Jana’s bright blue eyes dimmed. “Jared was killed fighting in Afghanistan.”

			“What?” The air was sucked from Abby’s lungs.

			“And Joe ... well, he died the following year.”

			Abby’s heart missed several beats. Her stomach rolled. Her ears buzzed. And her entire body trembled. She backed up and almost nailed the stack of cereal boxes on the end cap display.

			Why hadn’t anyone told her?

			And exactly who would that have been? she chided herself. She’d cut all ties with anyone in Sweet.

			“I’m so ...” Abby bit her lip. Tried to catch her breath. “I ... I don’t know what to say. I’m sorry just sounds pathetically lame.”

			“It’s not.” Jana reached out, took her hand, and gave it a reassuring pat. “And I appreciate it. I know how much you always loved Joe. And Jared was just like a brother to you.”

			Abby nodded, feeling foolish that the woman who’d lost so much was giving her comfort. It should be the other way around. “If I’d known, I would have been there. I swear I would have.”

			“I don’t doubt it for a moment.” With another reassuring pat, Jana took control of her grocery cart. Wrapped her fingers around the steel handle. “You make sure you stop by for that beef. Then you come by and see me first chance you get. We can have ourselves a little chat. I’ll make us some cobbler.”

			“I’d ... really like that.”

			While Abby tried to recover from the devastating news, Jana wheeled away and turned down the canned-vegetable aisle. It took Abby several deep breaths to quiet her pounding heart and clear the moisture from her eyes.

			Joe Wilder had been a handsome, bigger-than-life individual who spent most of his time teaching his five sons how to ranch and be good men. The rest of the time he focused on his devoted wife or helping out the community. Everyone knew Joe Wilder, and Joe Wilder knew everyone. And when Abby had needed fatherly advice, she often sought him out instead of the man under whose roof she lived.

			Jared had been blessed with his daddy’s good looks, kind eyes, and thoughtful smile. He’d been the troop leader of the band of rowdy brothers. He’d been the calm in the storm. The voice of reason.

			She couldn’t believe both he and Joe were gone.

			Or that Jackson hadn’t mentioned it.

			On a shaky exhale, she pushed her cart with the wonky wheel toward the wine aisle. She might only find a bottle of Boone’s Farm on the shelf, but damn if she couldn’t use a drink.

			An hour, six bags of groceries, and a reasonable diversion of gossip at the checkout counter later, Abby aimed her Mercedes toward Wilder Ranch. After squeezing tomatoes and poking at cantaloupes for freshness, she’d debated whether to take Jana up on her offer. The knowledge that two people whom she’d considered an important part of her younger life had died weighed heavy in her heart. She battled with the truth—that she’d walked away from them. They’d never pushed her away. Well, that wasn’t exactly true. Jackson had extended that long arm, but the decision to walk away from everyone had been all her own.

			With the horrible news still barely registering, she turned her Mercedes down Rebel Creek Road and cruised beneath the tunnel of live oaks that led to Reno’s place. A long look over this portion of the family ranch brought back so many happy memories of the times she’d spent with the wild Wilder boys and the hours they’d all spent playing make-believe about what they wanted to be when they grew up.

			Jared, the oldest and customary peacemaker, had always wanted to be a sheriff or a Secret Service guy. Reno and Jesse had wanted to be cowboys. Jackson had always wanted to be a fireman. And Jake, the baby, had wanted to be Batman. Yet Abby hadn’t been surprised when after 9-11, they’d all joined the Marines.

			Patriotic blood ran through their veins. But as Jackson had told her the day he went off to boot camp, he hadn’t joined solely based on an honor-bound duty. He’d felt a need to do something for all the people lost that day because they were someone’s mother, father, sister, brother, or child. And because someone out there needed to care enough to make a difference.

			The Wilder boys and many more young men from Sweet had enlisted. They were all heroes. Some gave all. All gave some. And that just made her heart ache all the more. Because besides chairing a few Junior League committees, what had she done with her life in the past few years?

			Certainly nothing so honorable.

			Alongside the big wooden barn at Reno’s place she parked the car and stepped out into the hot afternoon sun. Though she was only going into an empty barn to grab some packages of beef, as a habit she smoothed her hands down her shirt and checked her hair in the window’s reflection. Appearances had been everything to her ex.

			Everything and the only thing.

			As she climbed the stairs to the loft, she realized the absurdity of her high heels. Everyone in Sweet wore boots, tennis shoes, or flip-flops if they were down at the lake. So who was she trying to impress with her Tory Burch sandals? The busy spider in the corner? The pigeon cooing in the rafters? The mouse diving into the bale of hay?

			She reached down and yanked them off. In an affront to the rules she’d once lived under, she tossed them over the handrail. They hit the ground with a thunk and a puff of dirt.

			The pine boards beneath her feet were rough and cool. She
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