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It was official. Jake Langston ripped off his leather work gloves and shoved them into the back pocket of his jeans. He was going to kill Jessie.

This was all her fault. And she was going to pay for it one way or another.

He raised his binoculars to get a better look at the little white car that had so recently pulled into the drive at the Diamond Duvall Ranch, better known around these parts as the Diamond. A convertible Volkswagen Beetle. Not a ranch car by any stretch.

How many did this one make? Seven? Eight? He didn’t know. He’d lost count early on of how many ‘cowbride’ wannabes had shown up on his doorstep—literally—to get a shot at Texas’s fifteenth most eligible bachelor. Heaven help them all if he had scored any higher on the scale. They’d be wading through women. He had a ranch to run. He didn’t have time to fend off ladies with wedding gleams in their eyes while his sister-in-law sat back and laughed.

Though this one seemed a little different. Field glasses still magnifying the scene, Jake peered at her. She wasn’t wrapped in some slinky, stretchy second-skin dress that showed off every curve. Instead she wore faded jeans and a white cotton shirt with elaborate stitching on the front. Her leather sandals weren’t appropriate ranch footwear, but it was a sight better than a pair of those god-awful heels women seemed to prefer these days. The word hippie sprang to mind.

He lowered his binoculars and cranked the four-wheeler, then whistled for Kota. His blue heeler perked up at the summons and ran ahead toward the ranch house.

Best he take care of this one on his own. The last time he left it up to whoever answered the door, Grandma Esther had invited the woman in and had all but interviewed her to be the next Mrs. Jake Langston. Down the aisle was one place Jake never intended to walk again.

She started for the door, but stopped, apparently deciding to wait for him to greet her. She turned and shielded her eyes and his heart gave a painful thump. Something about the motion was so familiar...

He was only a few yards away when he fully recognized her. Austin. And that one fantastic night... But her name...

He killed the engine and slung his leg over the side of the four-wheeler, his hands suddenly sweaty, his mouth dry.

But she wasn’t here to find him because she missed him. Or wanted a repeat of that one incredible night.

Damn that article. She was only here because she had realized that he wasn’t a poor work-a-day cowboy, but one of the wealthiest men in West Texas—oil excluded.

She smiled.

He scowled.

Damn he wished he could remember her name. Had they even exchanged names? It would be so much easier to kick her gold-digging rear off the property if he could call her by name.

“Jake.” She said his name as if she were trying it on for size.

He stopped and propped his hands on his hips. He really didn’t have time for this.

Kota had no such reservations and continued on toward the interloper. He sniffed his way toward her.

She held her ground but gave the dog a cautious glance. “Will he bite?”

“Only if you break from the herd.”

She nodded, then a nervous laugh escaped her. “I—”

He broke in. “Let me save us both the trouble and the embarrassment. I know why you’re here.”

“You do?” Her brown eyes widened. He might not remember her name but those melted-chocolate eyes were burned into his soul. Along with the feel of her underneath him, on top of him...

“The article in Out West magazine.”

A frown wrinkled her brow, and she tilted her head to one side as if needing a better angle on the situation.

You’re going to need more than that, sweetheart.

The hot Texas sun glinted off the chunk of purple in one side of her seal-brown hair. That he didn’t remember. Purple?

“And you should know, you’d better just clear on out right now,” he continued. “I’m not interested in it.”

The frown deepened. “It?”

“It.” He waved a hand in her general direction. The word had sounded so much more forceful in his head.

“I don’t think you understand.”

“I don’t think you understand.”

“Can we go inside and talk?”

“Nope.”

“It’s hot out here and I just—”

“If you don’t like the heat, stay out of Texas.”

She thought about it a second, then gave him a small smile. “That was a joke.”

“I’m trying to be as nice as I possibly can, but I’ve had more women crawling around here in the last few weeks than I ever imagined. It’s best you just go on home.” He turned to walk away, hoping she took the hint. Maybe if he went back into the house without inviting her she would lose interest and leave.

Yet that feeling that something about her was different panged in his midsection.

“Jake?” Grandma Esther stood on the large stone porch. “Aren’t you going to invite her in? It’s mighty hot out.”

“That’s true, Grandma, so get on back in the air conditioning.”

“Jacob Dwight! How are you ever going to find yourself a bride if you don’t invite these women in?”

He closed his eyes and sucked in a deep breath, his feet stuck in the dirt somewhere between the driveway and the big house.

“Are the women coming here to marry you?” she asked from behind him.

“He is the seventeenth most eligible bachelor in Texas.”

“Fifteenth,” he corrected, then winced at his own words. He wasn’t making this easier on himself.

Her laughter rang, sweet and clear like a babbling brook.

Wait...what?

The sun had to be getting to him. He whirled around, wondering why she hadn’t left.

Then he realized what was so strange about the situation. Why would a hippie chick want to marry a cowboy? True he’d shown her a few tricks in the saddle as they say, but one completely incredible, fantastic, amazing night did not a lifestyle change make. Or something like that.

“I don’t want to marry you,” she said. The light in her eyes told him she wasn’t lying. “But I do need to talk to you about something.”

Just as bad.

“Come on in this house, girl.” Grandma Esther waved her in with the business end of her cane.

The brunette—why couldn’t he remember her name?—edged past him.

Kota nipped at her heels.

She yelped. The cow dog had never actually bitten anyone, but Jake knew that his nips and nibbles could be a bit unnerving if you weren’t used to them. He hid his smile as she skipped to the house.

Reluctantly, he followed behind.

Grandma Esther stepped to one side, and he watched her rear disappear into the shadows of the cool foyer.

The porch offered a reprieve from the blistering sun, but another heat filled Jake. Memories of that one night when he had let his guard down. When he’d lost his resolve and tried once again to find the answers at the bottom of a bottle. He hadn’t had a drink since then, but he didn’t count days sober. It wasn’t like that for him. But he knew with so many ghosts of could-have-beens and should-have-beens haunting him that the alcohol could take over in an instant and it was best to just stay away.

But that one night...

“Esther, what is going on out here?” His mother skidded to a halt when she caught sight of their visitor. But Evelyn Duvall Langston was nothing if not composed. She brushed down the sleeves of her rose-colored, pearl snap shirt. “Hello.”

“Hi.” The brunette flashed his mother a nervous smile. Bre? Was that her name? No, but it was close. Briana? Nope. That wasn’t it either.

“I wasn’t aware that Jake had a guest.”

“She’s not a guest.” He frowned to silently instruct his mother to drop the matter.

Mama opened her mouth to speak—she never was much at following his wishes—but Grandma Esther stepped in, her cane rattling against the stone floor. “Come on, Evie, let’s give these two some privacy.”

For once Jake was grateful for his grandmother’s interference. He certainly couldn’t toss her out on her pretty little behind with his grandmother and mother watching. Well, he could, but he would never hear the end of it.

He watched Grandma Esther lead his mother into her office, then turned back to his unwanted guest.

Once again she shot him that nervous smile. She hadn’t been so nervous three and a half months ago when they had—

“I don’t know how to say this except to just say it.” She sucked in a deep breath. “I’m pregnant.”

He went numb as his gaze flickered to her midsection hidden under her blousy, gauzy shirt. A bus could be parked under there. Or maybe that was the point. 

“Pregnant?”

Was this true? Would she even be here if it weren’t? Maybe. He had become such a target lately. Slowly he raised his gaze to hers. She was telling the truth. Somehow, someway, he knew it.

His heart constricted and the air left his lungs even as he tried to speak.

His worst nightmare.

His stomach clenched and his fingers tingled with a combination of adrenalin and terror.

Nothing would ever be the same again.

“Get rid of it.” His lips barely moved. Fear gripped him. Fear like he had only known once before. He was the dutiful son. Reliable. Dependable. The caretaker. The responsible one. Always responsible. He’d never been careless. Never.

That night in May flashed through his mind and mixed with one fall afternoon down by the river with Cecelia. A picnic meant to bring the spark back into their marriage. And yet all it had brought about was her death.

The night with this stranger blurred and frayed until the two merged into one and all he could think about was the fear.

“I-I beg your pardon.” Her voice was no more than a whisper. But it held the weight of the ages. Betrayal, disbelief. He’d never meant to hurt her.

“Get rid of it.”

She trembled, her own nervousness eclipsed by an emotion he couldn’t discern. She opened her mouth and when she spoke her voice was no more substantial than an incredulous wisp of smoke. “You mean like an...an abortion?”

“That’s exactly what I mean.” An invisible hand clutched and clawed at his throat until he could barely breathe. This couldn’t be happening.

“Jacob Dwight Langston!”

His mother stormed into the room, but Jake couldn’t think, couldn’t move.

“I’m sorry, Miss...Miss...”

Evelyn looked to him.

“Bryn,” he croaked. Oh, now he could remember her name.

“What my son means to say, Miss Bryn—”

“Talbot,” she corrected, then shifted from one foot to the other and adjusted the strap of her enormous orange handbag.

“Miss Talbot,” his mother started again, but Bryn shook her head.

I...” she faltered. “I just thought you’d want to know.”

She spun on one heel and headed for the door.
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Out of all the possible scenarios she had expected, this was not one of them. Weren’t cowboys supposed to be noble?

Bryn shook her head at herself and palmed her keys. What the heck did she know about cowboys anyway? Just that one sizzling night where she had done the unthinkable and hooked up with a man she didn’t even know. A perfect stranger.

Not perfect at all.

She tripped down the steps and hurried toward her car. This stop had put her behind schedule. But she had thought he should know. Didn’t every man deserve that much?

She just hadn’t expected his reaction. Disbelief maybe. Denial, probably. Even anger.

Cold-hearted bastard. Except he hadn’t been so cold that night. He’d been so warm that night. Hot, burning up, dazzling.

As if.

“I should have never come here,” she muttered. But she hadn’t expected his reaction.

Still there was something in his eyes when he said the words, that unthinkable act. Sadness, remorse and...guilt?

She pushed the thought away and slid behind the wheel of her car. What did he have to feel guilty about? They had entered that hotel room together.

“Looks like it’s just the three of us again.” She pressed a hand to her rounded belly and glanced over at the urn sitting in the passenger’s seat. “Just the three of us.” She cranked the car and put it into reverse. The best laid plans.

“Miss Talbot?” Jake’s mother came rushing out the door and over to where Bryn had parked. At least she thought she was Jake’s mother and the older lady his grandmother, though neither one looked particularly like the man. Neither had those fabulous green eyes. Or that dark hair that just begged a woman’s fingers to—

Bryn rolled down her window. “Yes?”

“Won’t you come back into the house?” Mrs. Langston stooped down where she could look into Bryn’s car. Her gaze flickered to the passenger’s seat, then back to Bryn. She’d be damned before she would explain herself.

“I don’t think so.” She shot the woman her most polite, Southern smile and turned to get a good look out the rear window as she backed up.

Jake’s mother clutched her arm. “Please, Miss Talbot. Come in. Let me apologize for my son’s behavior.”

She whipped around, but shook her head even as she made no move to leave. “There’s no need.” He didn’t want the baby they had created. So be it. She did. The child she carried was a new beginning. A fresh start. One she so desperately needed.

“I believe there is.”

Something in the woman’s voice had Bryn putting the car into park, had her cutting off the engine.

“Just for a bit.” His mother smiled encouragingly, then moved back so Bryn could get out.

Her limbs were stiff and jerky as she opened the car door and stepped into the Texas heat once again. It was different than Georgia. Not as humid by far, but hot all the same.

Together the two of them walked back to the sprawling ranch house. It was a beautiful structure though Bryn had been too nervous before to truly appreciate its majestic beauty.

“Let’s go into my office where we can talk.” She led the way, then turned back to face Bryn. “I’m Evelyn, by the way. Jake’s mother.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” Bryn murmured. Southern manners kicked in where all else failed. At least she had called it right. “This really isn’t necessary,” she said.

Evelyn ignored her and opened one of the large doors to a leather and bronze office complete with a gently-worn sofa with a brown and white cowhide tossed over the back. Bryn was fairly certain it was the real deal and not a designer version from Pottery Barn.

“Go ahead and have a seat. Grandma Esther went to get us some refreshments.”

“Really,” Bryn gently protested once again. “This isn’t necessary. I don’t want anything from Jake. I—”

“Sit.” The one word was spoken like a woman who was accustomed to getting her way. Always.

Bryn perched on the edge of the sofa, while Evelyn eased into the overlarge chair behind the desk.

“How did you and Jake meet?”

Bryn shook her head. This was not going at all as she had planned, but then again, what did she really expect? That she could come in, announce that she was having Jake’s baby, and they would just let her waltz out the door without so much as a by-your-leave?

A girl could hope.

But when she got back to Georgia, she was having a long talk with Rick about personal boundaries and bad advice. A girl had to depend on her best friend to help her through tough situations. So far he had encouraged her to latch on to a cowboy—the very same cowboy who’d gotten her pregnant—and pointed out his picture in Out West magazine, thereby negating her arguments that she didn’t even know his last name. That night, trivial matters like surnames just never came up.

“I was in Austin in May. I believe Jake was there for a weekend conference. He didn’t really tell me.” She shook her head. She was making a mess of this.

She stood. “Listen, you don’t owe me an apology. I’d rather just be on my way.”

“Carrying my grandchild.”

Bryn made a face. “She sort of has to go with me.” She placed one hand protectively over her growing mound of a baby. No matter how much she watched what she ate, she seemed to be packing on the pounds.

“It’s a girl?” Evelyn asked. Her voice was barely audible.

Bryn shrugged. “I just want it to be.”

Jake’s mother smiled. “So did I, but I ended up with five boys.”

“Five?”

“I’m afraid so.” But her smile took all the venom from her words. “Jake didn’t mean what he said. He...” she started, then shook her head, “he had a tough time when his first wife died.”

“He’s a widower?” Of course he had been married. The women in Texas knew a good thing when they saw it.

“Cecelia, that was his wife, she died giving birth to their daughter, Wesley.”

He has a daughter? Bryn sank back into the couch cushion. “I see.”

“He just needs some time to adjust to the idea of being married again. And having another baby.”

“I’m not marrying Jake.” The idea was ludicrous. They didn’t know each other. A baby did not a marriage make. “It was a mistake coming here.” Bryn pushed to her feet and slung her purse over one shoulder.

Evelyn was on her feet in a heartbeat. “I told you, Jake didn’t mean what he said.”

Bryn pinched the bridge of her nose and pushed her sunglasses back into place. “This has nothing to do with what he said. Well, maybe a little, but we don’t know each other. We can’t get married.”

“You know each other well enough to have made a baby.” Evelyn’s words stung with the truth.

“That’s not really the point, now is it?”

“Why are you in such a hurry?”

She spun around. Grandma Esther stood in the doorway with the promised refreshments.

“Oh, you know. I’m a busy girl with things to do.”

“If you’re going back to Austin, then I hope you’ll leave your number and address so we can keep in touch.”

“I’m not going back to Austin.”

“Your car has Georgia plates,” Esther said.

“That’s right. That’s where I live.”

“You’re from Georgia?”

“That’s right.”

“You never did answer me,” Esther pressed.

“I have a...meeting on the West Coast.” That was a great way of putting it. Surely beat the heck out of ‘I’m dumping my baby sister’s ashes in the Pacific.’ “I’m supposed to be there day after tomorrow.”

“Then you have plenty of time.” Esther waved away Bryn’s protests with a flick of one gnarled hand.

“That’s right,” Evelyn said. “You can have dinner and spend the night here.”

“I—”

“We won’t take no for an answer,” Evelyn said.

“Besides,” Grandma Esther interjected, “it’ll save you the hotel charge.”

Money wasn’t an issue. But staying with these people...that was. She should get out now while the getting was good.

“Please.” Evelyn’s voice was filled with heartfelt emotions. “Please give us a chance. We need to get to know you. After all, you’re having my next grandchild.”

She didn’t want anything from these people. In fact, if it hadn’t been for that blessed magazine, she wouldn’t be standing here now. But she had wanted to give them the chance, let them know that in six months’ time another Langston was entering the world.

“How do you even know I’m telling the truth?”

Evelyn smiled. “If you were just trying to trap Jake into marriage, why would you walk away?”
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Chapter Two
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Jake laid his head against the rough cedar paneling of the hallway and tried to get himself back together. He could hear his mother, his grandmother, and Bryn Talbot in his mother’s office talking about nothing and the most important things in his life. He felt trapped, hopeless, like a calf who had gotten tangled up and no one was around to free him. Oh, how he wished he could hop in his truck, crank up Van Halen, and just drive.

But if he was wishing, he might as well wish he could go back and relive that night. Change something—anything—that would keep them from being where they were right now. Or maybe he just wanted to go back a half an hour or so and figure out a better response to Bryn’s shocking news. There had to be at least a hundred.

He shook his head. Going back wasn’t an option. Going forward was all he had left.

Lightly, he rapped on the door and entered without waiting for a response.

Grandma Esther hung about the fringes, holding a plate of nachos as if presenting them to the queen. His mother leaned against her large mahogany desk while Bryn perched on the edge of the big leather couch as if she might bolt at any second. She seemed confident, yet wary. In control, yet ready to call the whole thing off. And beautiful.

She looked beautiful. And he was slammed with memories from that night. Heated sighs, soft touches. Vivid yet surreal, like a dream he couldn’t quite shake. But this was no dream.

All heads turned in his direction as he entered, but he only had concerns for the woman on the couch.

“Can I...uh, talk to you for a moment?”

There was a split second when he thought she might say no, then she gave a small nod.

“Come on, Esther. Let’s give them some privacy.”

“Not on your life.” His grandmother shook her head and dug in her heels. “I wouldn’t miss this for the world.” She grabbed one of the nachos from the plate and shoved it into her mouth before offering some to the both of them.

Bryn politely shook her head, but somehow the small gesture seemed to break some of the tension.

“I’m sorry,” he said. The words too simple and not enough, but all he had just the same.

Her gaze was steady as she studied him. “Sorry that we’re having a baby or—”

“Sorry for what I said.”

“Okay.” She dipped her chin as if to say she understood, but her eyes remained distrustful. Wary.

“Esther.” His mother hovered at the door, but Grandma Esther simply ate another nacho and looked from one of them to the other as if she were at a tennis match.

“And you’re right. I did need to know.”

She remained silent. He had no choice but to continue though the words seemed to be getting harder and harder to say.

“Can you stay for dinner? Give us some time to work out the details?”

“We can call Seth and Jessie,” Grandma Esther said. She abandoned the plate of nachos on the desk and headed for the door. Her cane rattled with each step she took. He supposed she was going into a different room to use the phone, but Jake was grateful to have one less person be witness to his humiliation.

“I’ll just...” his mother started, then pressed her lips together and let herself out of the office.

The door hadn’t even shut behind her when Wesley raced in, her dark hair flying out behind her. “Daddy! Daddy! Daddy!” These days she had two speeds: full blast and asleep. She flung herself into his arms as if she hadn’t seen him in days instead of just minutes. “I finished my snack, can I go out to the barn? Joe Dan said he’d keep an eye on me.”

“Joe Dan has work to do.” Jake brushed her hair back from her face and resisted the urge to kiss her jelly-smeared cheek. She was getting to the age where random kisses were not allowed. Still he could eat her up he loved her so much. The feeling alone made his heart ache in his chest. “I tell you what. If you will go play in your room for a few more minutes, I’ll take you to the barn myself. Deal?”

“Deal.” Her grin was sly as she slid down his side. Her boots clunked on the floor as they touched down. She started to turn for the door then stopped. “Who’s that?”

“Bryn,” he choked out. There were so many answers but none that he could give his daughter.

“Hi.” Wesley walked over to Bryn as pretty as you please and extended her hand for the woman to shake. “It’s nice to meet you, Miss Bryn.”

“Likewise.”

Then his daughter turned back to him. “Is she here about the cook’s job?”

Jake shook his head.

“Oh, okay, then.” She nodded sagely.

“Go on and play now.”

“’Kay, Daddy.” She skipped from the room as if she hadn’t a care in the world. That was his job, to make sure she didn’t.

“I’m just going to go now.” Bryn waved a hand toward the door in a gesture that looked like a fish flopping on the banks of a creek.

“I thought you were going to work out some details with me.”

She shook her head and turned away, but not before he saw the tears in her eyes. “I’ll send you an email.” Without waiting she made her way to the door and out.

It happened so quickly Jake blinked twice before realizing that she was gone. “Wait,” he called, finally setting his feet into motion behind her. “You don’t have my email address.”

Her footsteps never slowed as she darted across the foyer and out the front door. “I’m sure the ranch has a website.”

She was almost to her car when he caught her arm and spun her around. She might have had a good head start but his longer stride was to his advantage.

“Why are you running away from me?”

She shook her head and gently pulled her arm from his grasp. “I just need to go.” Thankfully her tears had disappeared, if they had ever really been there to begin with.

“And we’re going to decide the fate of my child over email?”

“Our child,” she corrected. “And yes. I see no problem in handling this through email. In fact, maybe we should just consult attorneys and let them sort through it all.”

Jake shook his head. “They might get to draw up the papers, but you and I have to decide.”

“I need to go,” she repeated.

“What’s so urgent that you can’t stay for an hour or two? I mean, you came here. Surely you didn’t think you could tell me that you’re having my baby then waltz back out again like nothing ever happened.”

“You’re right. I should have never come here.”

“But you did.”

She stopped trying to get away from him. “I have an appointment.” She had said that before.

“I understand, but this is important. More important than to take care of it with a string of emails.”

She shook her head. “We’re going in circles.”

He crossed his arms. “The solution?”

“I don’t know,” she whispered.

“Why don’t you stay and let’s work this out?”

“I can’t. I can come back.”

“Come back?”

“I promise. I’ll come back after my...appointment.”

They were at an impasse. What could he do but tell her okay? “So be it.”
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Bryn was all too aware of those green eyes following her as she backed out of the driveway. She imagined that she could feel his stare but she knew she was just being overly dramatic.

And yet...

She waited until she got to the farm road before punching the address of her hotel into the GPS. Four and a half more hours until she got to El Paso. Four and a half hours of wondering why she agreed to come back.

“You are on the quickest route to your destination.”

“Great,” she muttered, adjusting the air. Then she dialed the familiar number and turned on her hands-free.

“Hair Flare Unlimited.”

“Rick?”

“Girl, I have been worried about you. I thought you’d call before now.”

His familiar voice brought tears to her eyes. She blinked them away. One thing she had learned in the last couple of years: tears didn’t help a thing. Not. One. Thing. “Yeah...? Well, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to worry you.”

“So,” he said. She could almost hear him rubbing his hands together in anticipation. “Did you see him?”

Six foot plus of handsome cowboy flashed through her mind. Dark hair, green eyes, strong jaw, unyielding lips. “Yeah. I saw him.”

“And...?”

She shook her head. “And nothing.”

“Don’t give me that. I need details, and I need them two hours ago.”

“There isn’t much to tell.” It was both the truth and a lie.

“Was he surprised to see you?”

Bryn flipped on her blinker indicating that she was turning out onto the highway even though it didn’t appear there was anyone around for miles. “That word works.”

“Oh, you! Spit it out. What happened?”

“He seemed angry.” Though for the life of her she couldn’t figure out why. It’d really been more than angry, and he looked a bit scared. And that was where she got confused. What did he have to be scared of?

“Angry?”

“I know, right? It’s weird. But I just got the feeling...”

“And...?” Rick asked.

“And nothing. I need to get to El Paso before dark, and I told him I had to go.”

“There’s something you’re not telling me, and it’s big.”

And that’s what she got from being best friends with Rick McFadden since seventh grade. “I don’t know,” she said truthfully. “It was just strange.”

“How else did you expect it to be? Not every day you go tell a man you’re having his baby, never mind the fact that you barely know him.”

Those hard green eyes flashed through her thoughts. “I don’t know him at all.”

“Only in the Biblical sense,” Rick quipped.

“Will you be serious?”

He coughed. “Sorry. Why are we being serious again?”

“I don’t think I can go through with this.”

“Well, it’s a little late to be changing your mind.”

“Not about having the baby. About including him. I mean, we don’t know each other and—”

“Hush your mouth,” Rick said. “You can’t keep this child from him.”

Bryn sighed. “I know, but—”

“No buts.”

“He’s not what I expected.”

“How so?”

She resisted the urge to close her eyes and think about it. He wasn’t what she had expected in so many ways. “Well, he’s wealthier than I thought, and he’s got a little girl.”

“He’s married?”

“Widower.”

“That’s tough. How old is his daughter?”

“Four. Maybe five.”

“Honey, are you going to be okay?”

“I will.”

“What are you doing now?”

“Driving.”

“What?” he screeched. “Why aren’t you back at the ranch house with your cowboy?”

“First of all. He’s not my cowboy. Second of all, I made a promise that I intend to keep.”

Rick sniffed. “I’m sure Emery would understand. You need to work things out with this man. And the sooner the better. You can’t do that driving to California.”

“You don’t understand. I was standing there, his grandmother’s trying to serve nachos, his mother wants to talk to me about the future, his daughter comes running in. I just couldn’t take it. I had to leave.”

“So you tucked tail and ran, using your sister’s ashes as an excuse.”

“Hey,” she said. “I told him I would come back.”

“Now I know you better than that. You have no intentions of going back to that man’s house.”

What did she say? It was the truth. She didn’t have any intentions of going back. Why couldn’t they handle everything by email? In this new day and age, she didn’t have to be right there with him, staring into those green eyes as she tried to make life-altering decisions about the child she carried. She just couldn’t do it.

Maybe it was time to talk to somebody. But she had managed her grief this far. Still, she knew that she had a lot of changes in the last few years starting with the death of her stepmom and her dad.

A freak accident everyone had said. Freak or not it still resulted in her and Emery losing the two most important people in their lives. Emery had been seven at the time. Since then, Bryn had raised her sister the best she could.

“Bryn, he has rights, you know.” Rick’s voice had lost all its teasing.

“I know.”

“Promise me you’ll go back on the way home.”

“Rick, I—”

“Promise me,” he said again. “I have a feeling that he wouldn’t skip out on you. You can’t do the same to him.”

“Wasn’t it you who also told me to go buy that cowboy a drink?”

Rick chuckled, “I seem to remember something of the sort.”

“So why should I do what you say now? Look what that got me into.”

Rick chuckled. “You’ll do it because you know I’m right.”
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Jake stood in the driveway and watched until she was good and truly gone. His heart felt like it was being squeezed in a vice. She wasn’t coming back. She could promise all she wanted, but he could see the panic in her eyes. It was primal and instinctive. She could no more hide it than the color of her hair.

With a sigh he turned and made his way back into the house.

“Jake?” his mother called as he opened the door.

“Ma’am?” Good man. Delay the inevitable.

“My office. Now.”

His footfalls sounded heavy upon the hardwood floor as he made his way to her office. His knees were stiff. It was like being fifteen again and called in front of her because the foreman caught him and one of the ranch hand’s daughters in the hayloft.

He resisted the urge to salute as he entered.

She pointed to the couch, the very same place where Bryn had been sitting just minutes ago.

Jake crossed his arms and refused to sit.

“Well?” she asked.

“Well what?”

“Where is she?”

“She’s gone.”

“You let her leave?”

“Yes, Mama. In case you haven’t forgotten, this is a free country and holding someone against their will is a federal offense.”

“Don’t get sassy with me.”

He pulled his hat from his head and tossed it onto the couch. Then he ran his fingers through his hair needing some sort of action to relieve the stress building inside him. “I’m sorry, it’s just—”

“—been a long afternoon. I know.” She leaned back in her chair and eyed him. “So what are you going to do?”

“I don’t see that there’s a lot I can do.” He shrugged. “Let the lawyers handle it I guess.”

“Would you like to tell me what happened?” Was she talking about that night in Austin?

“Not particularly.” He pulled his phone from his pocket and texted Seth.

Can you come to the house tonight? Need to talk.

“I think you should decide what you’re going to do.”

His phone chimed.

I can come now. See you in twenty.

OK Jake texted in return, then pocketed his phone. “I don’t want to talk about it.” He left off the ‘with you.’ He wouldn’t hurt his mother’s feelings for anything in the world. But she was too wrapped up in the family and appearances for her to see everything else. If he had his way and in a perfect world, he would marry Bryn. They would magically fall in love, have the baby and live happily ever after. But this wasn’t a perfect world. And the chances of him getting his way were slim to none. At this point all he could do was pray that she would be okay. That she would be strong enough to have the baby. That nothing would go wrong.
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“Let me get this straight.” Seth set his beer on the patio table and squinted his eyes as if that would help bring everything into focus. “You met this woman in Austin, in May, and I’m just now hearing about her?”

“I can’t say it was one of my finer moments.” That wasn’t exactly true. Deciding to let his guard down and have a drink wasn’t something he was proud of. But those hours he’d spent with Bryn, upstairs and away from all the noise and company, had been something else entirely.

He’d felt alive in her arms. Alive for the first time in a long time. It was both liberating and terrifying. And when he’d left early that morning, he’d looked at her there in the bed and thought about leaving a note, something, anything so she could get in touch with him if she wanted. Then he’d changed his mind and quietly let himself out.

“You must have done something right.” Seth picked up his bottle and raised it in toast.

Jake shook his head. “I’m beginning to think God is punishing me.”

Seth rolled his eyes. “It’s a baby, Jake. Not the end of the world.”

And suddenly he felt like the biggest heel in Texas. “I didn’t mean that.” He shook his head. How could he be so insensitive. It had only been a couple of months since Seth and his wife Jessie had lost their baby to miscarriage. They’d almost split up over the loss with Jessie on her way out of town before Seth convinced her that he loved her and he wanted her to stay and be his wife. The declaration of his love was still painted in bright red letters across the city’s water tower. And since Seth was the Sheriff of Page County, Jake didn’t think it would ever be removed.

“It’s okay,” he said. “We’ve both lost something very important. Just don’t let it cause you to lose more than you have.”
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Chapter Three
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“You can do this,” Bryn muttered to herself as she got out of the car. Once again she was on Langston property. She had buried her mother, her father, and her baby sister. She had driven across the country and sprinkled her sister’s ashes in the ocean, but facing Jake Langston again? Now that was really something she didn’t want to do.

But Rick was right. She would have to share her child with the Langstons. It was better by far to spend some time with them and find out who they really were before she carted her baby off for the summer.

The thought made her stomach hurt. But what choice did she have? And all because one night she took a chance on a cowboy. And what a chance it was.

“Well, I’ll be.”

Door still open, Bryn looked up to see Jake’s Grandma Esther standing on the porch. She was dressed in typical granny attire, pull-on, denim-isk pants and a cotton t-shirt, though Bryn noticed it had been silk screened to look like a Western shirt. On her feet she wore black orthopedic shoes, but Bryn had the feeling she wore her boots when she thought no one was looking. “Hi.”

The elderly woman shook her cane at Bryn. “I knew you would come back. It’s a good thing they didn’t bet me.” She shook her head. “Bah, those boys welch on their bets with me all the time anyway.”

What did she say to that? “That’s terrible. They shouldn’t welch.”

Esther shook her head. “That’s what grannies do. Let their grandkids get away with murder. You know once, Jake had this fundraiser at school. He used to come over to my house all the time and pilfer around and ask for things to sell. Then he would come the next day and try to sell me my things back.”

“Did it work?”

The old woman smiled with the memory. “Every time.” She motioned toward the house. “Come on in. I’ll help you find a room.”

Bryn shook her head. “I’m not staying here.”

Esther stopped. “But you’re not leaving town.”

“I thought I would drive on in to Cattle Creek and get a hotel room.”

“Trust me, you do not want to do that. There’s a bed and breakfast, then the motel where the kids go to watch dirty movies.” She lowered her voice as if repeating state secrets. “Like we don’t know that’s what they’re doing in there. You just need to get that idea out of your head and get on in this house.”

The offer was generous, but she couldn’t accept. Yet she had the feeling that the more she argued with Esther Langston, the harder it would be to win.

“Well, now don’t just stand there. Get on in here so we can commence with the getting to know each other.”

Bryn laughed and followed the woman inside.

“Evie,” Esther called just inside the door. “Bryn is here.”

A door opened down the hallway and Jake’s mother appeared. She wore a relieved smile that perfectly complimented her pristine white, western shirt and immaculately starched jeans. “You came back.”

“Yeah.” She nodded feeling more than a little awkward. “I figured we could benefit from getting to know each other better.”

Evelyn nodded. “Jake’s in town right now.”

“He’s not here?”

She shook her head. “He and Wesley went into town to get everything she needs for school. And, of course, to make sure that we’ll have a bus to pick up the kids each morning.”

Emery would have been starting the seventh grade this year. Bryn pushed that thought away and tried to concentrate on the fact that Jake wasn’t there and she was. “I should have called to let him know when I would be here.” But she hadn’t, because she really hadn’t known if she would actually come back until she found herself in his driveway once again.

“That’s okay, dear,” Grandma Esther put in. “He knows the way home.”

As if to back up her words, the sound of tires crunching gravel sounded from outside.

The old woman’s eyes twinkled. “And that’s him now.”

A few seconds later the front door opened followed by “Nana! Nana! Nana!” Wesley came running into the office and flung herself into Evelyn’s arms.

She noisily kissed Wesley’s cheek, then let her slide back to the floor.

“I did it! I’m going to school.” Wesley did a little dance, the heels of her pink cowboy boots clunking against the floor as she did her jig.

Evelyn caught Bryn’s eye. “Kindergarten,” she mouthed over the top of Wesley’s head.

Bryn gave a nod but stopped as Jake came into the room. Damn, but the man was more handsome today than he had been the last time she had seen him. Of course he had been scowling then and shooting green daggers with his eyes.

“You came back,” he said in lieu of a proper greeting.

Bryn stood. “I said I would.”

He gave a quick nod. And she knew then that he’d had as many doubts about her return as she did.

“Jakey-boy, go get her things out of her car and I’ll check the linen closet for clean sheets. I think we’ll put her in the room next to yours.”

“No.” Bryn shook her head.

“It’s the nicest guest room we have,” Esther explained.

“I mean, no, I can’t stay here.”

Esther patted her hand. “I thought we had already covered this. You don’t want to stay in town. Not enough options. Plus, if you are going to try us on for size, don’t you think it’s better to spend as much time with us as possible?”

Was that what she was doing? Trying them on for size? Did it matter if they fit? She was having this baby, whether Jake liked it or not. Yet how would she get to know them if she spent more time driving back and forth from town than she did actually at the ranch.

“I’m just staying a week,” she said.

Esther shook her head. “Nonsense. You stay as long as you like.”

“Come on,” Jake said. “I’ll help you get your things.”

They passed a couple of doors on the way down the hall, but Jake didn’t bother to point out which one belonged to him. Bryn didn’t bother to ask. Knowing he was so close was bad enough. She surely didn’t need to know exactly where he was. That might be too much temptation to bear.

Half an hour later, Bryn was all moved in to the most gorgeous room she had ever stayed in, hands down.

A tall ceiling complete with raw cedar beams soared over her head. The floor was comprised of wide wood planks making her think of the pallet floors she had seen on the internet. Two walls were covered with the same cedar paneling while the third was rugged sandstone. The fourth was a bank of glass that overlooked the swimming pool. A sliding glass door bisected the windows and led to a large verandah that seemed to stretch the length of the house. All in all, the effect was masculine and rugged, but it
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