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            Chapter One

         
         When she got right down to it, Lissette Moncrief’s infatuation with cowboys was what really started all the trouble.
         

         
         There was something about those laconic alpha males that stirred her romantic soul. Their uniforms of faded Wranglers, scuffed
            cowboy boots, jangling spurs, and proudly cocked Stetsons represented rugged strength, fierce independence, and a solemn reverence
            for the land. Their stony determination to tame wild horses, mend broken fences, and tend their families made her stomach
            go fluttery. Their cool way of facing problems head-on, no shirking or skirting responsibilities, weakened her knees.
         

         
         A cowboy was stalwart and steady, honest and honorable, stoic and down-to-earth. At least that’s what the movies had taught
            her. From John Wayne to Clint Eastwood to Sam Elliott, she’d crushed on them all. She loved Wayne’s self-confident swagger,
            Eastwood’s steely-eyed ethics, and Elliott’s toe-tingling voice.
         

         
         When she was sixteen, Lissette and her best friend, Audra, had sneaked off to see a fortune-teller at the Scarborough Renaissance Fair in Waxahachie. Inside the canvas tent, Lady Divine, a woman in a wheelchair, spread spooky-looking cards across an oil-stained folding table. She wore dreadlocks tied up in a red bandana, and a flowy rainbow caftan. On the end of her chin perched a fat brown mole with long black hairs sprouting from it like spider legs. The tent smelled of fried onions and the farty pit bull–terrier mix stretched out on a braided rug in front of her. 

         
         Lady Divine studied the card alignment. She tapped her lips with an index finger and grabbed hold of Lissette’s tentative
            gaze, but she didn’t say anything for a long, dramatic moment.
         

         
         “What is it?” Lissette whispered, gripping the corner of the cheap greasy table, bracing for some horrific prognostication
            like You have no future.
         

         
         “Cowboy.”

         
         “What?” Lissette thrilled to the word.

         
         “There’s a cowboy in your future.”

         
         “Will he become my husband?”

         
         “Only time can say.”

         
         Eagerly, she leaned forward. “Is he handsome? What’s he like?”

         
         “Dark.” Lady Divine’s voice turned ominous.

         
         “In personality or looks?”

         
         “This cowboy will influence you deeply. He brings great change.”

         
         “In a bad way?” She knotted a strand of fringe dangling from the sleeve of her jacket.

         
         Lady Divine shrugged. “What is good? What is bad? Who can know? You can’t avoid this cowboy. He is inevitable.”

         
         The fortune-teller continued with the reading, but Lissette absorbed none of the rest of it. She was so stunned by how the woman had zeroed in on her cowboy infatuation. Later, she and Audra had dissected the woman’s uncanny prediction. They were in Texas, after all. The likelihood of running across an influential cowboy at some point in her future was far above fifty-fifty. Not such a mystifying forecast in that context. 

         
         Most people would have blown off the reading, dismissing it as nothing more than the slick pitch of a smarmy woman who made
            her money telling gullible people what they wanted to hear, but for a girl besotted with cowboys, the fortune-teller’s prophecy
            had not only mesmerized Lissette, it also set her up for heartache.
         

         
         If she hadn’t been convinced that a cowboy was her future, she would never have ignored the warning signs. If she hadn’t romanticized
            Jake into a modern-day version of John Wayne, she wouldn’t have married him. If he hadn’t sounded like Sam Elliott on steroids,
            she wouldn’t have heard the lies he told her. If she hadn’t duped herself into thinking that he was the second coming of Clint
            Eastwood, she wouldn’t have had a child with him. If she hadn’t swallowed the cowboy mystique hook, line, and sinker, she
            wouldn’t be here in Jubilee, Texas, the cutting horse capital of the world, dealing with this new, life-shattering situation
            all by herself.
         

         
         Then again, how could she regret anything that had given her a son?

         
         She glanced at her two-year-old, Kyle, who was seated in the grocery cart. Unable to draw in a full breath, she ran a hand over Kyle’s soft brown curls as he sat in the grocery cart eating cheddar Goldfish crackers from a lidless sippy cup decorated with images of gray Eeyore. Cheesy yellow crumbs clung to his cupid bow lips and there was a grape juice stain on his light blue T-shirt. 

         
         Genetic nonsyndromic autosomal recessive progressive hearing loss.

         
         The words were a mouthful that boiled down to one gut-wrenching truth. Kyle was slowly going deaf, medical science could not
            cure him, and it was all her fault.
         

         
         It turned out both she and her late husband, Jake, unwittingly carried a recessive connexin 26 mutation and poor Kyle had
            lost the genetic lottery. So said the audiologist, geneticist, and pediatric otolaryngologist whose Fort Worth office she’d
            just left with the astringent smell of cold antiseptic in her nose and a handful of damning paperwork and referrals clutched
            in her fist.
         

         
         Deaf.

         
         Such a frightening word. It sounded too much like “dead.”

         
         Deaf.

         
         Her poor, fatherless baby.

         
         Foggy as a sleepwalker, Lissette pushed her grocery cart down the baking products aisle of Searcy’s Grocery, past an array
            of orange and black cupcake sprinkles, candy molds in the shapes of ghosts and pumpkins, and gingerbread haunted house kits.
         

         
         Her lips pressed into a hard line, resisting any stiff attempts she made to lift them into a smile for fellow shoppers. Misery
            bulged at the seams of her heart until it felt too swollen to fit inside her chest. It beat, as if barely stitched together,
            in halting ragtag jolts. A sense of impending doom pressed in on her, hot and smothering.
         

         
         It couldn’t be true that her child was losing his hearing in slow, agonizing increments, never to be reclaimed. She had to seek a second opinion. 

         
         A third.

         
         And a fourth if necessary.

         
         But with what? Consultations did not come cheaply.

         
         Swallowing back her pain, Lissette refocused on her goal of shopping for baking supplies. That was the answer to her money
            troubles.
         

         
         Searcy’s was the only locally owned supermarket in Jubilee, the cowboy-infused town that Jake had settled her in four years
            ago before he first shipped off to the Middle East. In the beginning, she’d embraced the place, the community, the culture,
            the cowboys, but then, bit by bit, her eyes had been opened to the truth. Cowboys were like everyone else. Some good. Some
            bad. All fallible. It had been a mistake to romanticize a myth. No man could give her a fairy tale. She understood that now
            and she was determined to provide for herself. No more depending on a man for anything.
         

         
         The store, with its narrow aisles, sometimes felt like a womb—comforting, cozy, communal—but today, it felt like a straitjacket
            with the straps cinched tight. Maybe it was the candy pumpkin molds, but an unexpected nursery rhyme popped into her head.
         

         
         Peter, Peter, pumpkin eater, had a wife and couldn’t keep her. Put her in a pumpkin shell and there he kept her very well.

         
         “Da . . .” Kyle gurgled with the limited vocabulary of a child half his age. “Da.”

         
         Shoppers crowded her. She needed to get to the flour, but Jubilee’s version of two soccer moms—i.e., Little Britches rodeo moms—stood leaning against the shelves gossiping, oblivious to those around them. 

         
         Lissette cleared her throat, but the moms either ignored her or didn’t hear her, something she’d grown accustomed to as the
            middle child, bookended by more attractive, gregarious sisters.
         

         
         “Um,” she ventured, surrendering a smile. “Could one of you ladies please hand me a ten-pound sack of cake flour?”

         
         “Did you hear about Denise?” the shorter of the two women asked the other as if Lissette hadn’t uttered a word. “She up and
            left Jiff for a man eight years younger than she is.”
         

         
         “Get out! Denise? No way.”

         
         “I tell you, losing all that weight went straight to her head. She thinks she’s God’s gift to men now that she can squeeze
            into a size four.”
         

         
         “My cousin Callie is single and searching,” the taller one mused. “I wonder if Jiff’s ready to start dating.”

         
         Feeling invisible, Lissette sighed and bent over, trying to reach around them to get to the flour, but the ten-pound bags
            were on the bottom shelf. The woman with the single cousin had her fashionable Old Gringo cowboy boots cocked in such a way
            that Lissette couldn’t reach it.
         

         
         Normally, she would have stopped at Costco for a fifty-pound bag when she’d been in Fort Worth, but those big bags were so
            hard for her to lift, and besides, she’d driven the twenty-six miles back to Jubilee in a such a fog she didn’t even remember
            leaving the medical complex.
         

         
         She straightened. It was on the tip of her tongue to ask the women to kindly step aside when a ten-year-old boy on wheeled skate shoes darted past, almost crashing into Lissette’s elbow. She jumped back and gritted her teeth, anxiety climbing high in her throat. 

         
         Kyle was staring at her, studying her face.

         
         Calm down.
         

         
         She was on edge. Kyle would pick up on her negative energy and that was the last thing he needed. If she thought her morning
            had been lousy, all she had to do was imagine what it felt like to her son—poked and prodded and unable to understand why.
         

         
         It hit her then, how confusing life must be when you couldn’t hear, how much communication you missed. Then again, in some
            regards, that might be a blessing. Did she really need to hear about Denise and Jiff’s crumbling marriage? Her own marriage
            had been filled with so many thorns that the occasional sweet bloom couldn’t make up for all the painful sticks.
         

         
         “Da.” Kyle raised his small head, his usual somber expression searching her face through impossibly long eyelashes—Jake’s
            eyelashes—as if seeking an answer to the silent question. Why can’t I hear you, Mommy?

         
         Why hadn’t she suspected something was wrong? Why hadn’t she realized that her baby could not hear? Why had it taken a nudge
            from her best friend, Mariah Daniels, for her to make a doctor’s appointment?
         

         
         She’d been angry at first when Mariah said, “It’s funny that Kyle doesn’t respond when you ask him to do something.”

         
         Lissette told herself Mariah was jealous. Kyle was so much quieter than her son, Jonah, who was six months younger. But then she started noticing how Kyle watched her hands more than he watched her face, how he never cared for toys that made noise, how his language skills lagged behind Jonah’s, and how he often seemed so willful, never listening when she cautioned. 

         
         Her chest tightened. Her son hadn’t been ignoring her. He wasn’t willful. He simply had not heard her warnings. At times,
            she’d been so impatient with him. She pressed her lips together, her throat clogged with shame and regret. How could she have
            been so clueless?
         

         
         “Sweetie,” said a tiny elderly woman with a severe, blue-tinged bun piled high on her head and tortoiseshell glasses perched
            on the end of her nose. She wore a lumpy floral print dress that scalloped around saggy calves and didn’t quite hide the tops
            of her coffee-colored, knee-high stockings.
         

         
         “Yes ma’am?”

         
         “Would you mind reaching that box of powdered milk on the top shelf for me?”

         
         Lissette forced a smile. She wouldn’t be rude like the rodeo moms. Mariah Daniels was five-foot-one, so even though she wasn’t
            particularly tall herself at five-foot-five, Lissette was accustomed to retrieving things off top shelves. “The blue box or
            the red?”
         

         
         “The blue, please.”

         
         Lissette had to stand on tiptoes to reach it, but she got the box down.

         
         “Bless you, my dear. Be proud of your height.”

         
         “I’m not that tall.”

         
         “To me, you’re a tower.” Her blue eyes twinkled. “And who is this little man? How old are you?” she asked Kyle.

         
         Busily eyeing the baking chocolate, Kyle crunched a Goldfish and did not respond.

         
         The elderly lady bustled closer. “Are you two years old? You’re about the same size as my great-grandson. You look like you’re two years old.” 

         
         Kyle did not react.

         
         The woman cocked her head like a curious squirrel. “Is something wrong with him, sweetie? He’s not answering me.”

         
         A dozen impulses pushed through Lissette. The defensive part of her wanted to tell the woman to mind her own business. The
            “nice girl” started thinking of a delicate way to explain. Her shell-shocked psyche curled the words He’s deaf around her tongue, but she couldn’t bring herself to say it out loud.
         

         
         Not yet. Not when she hadn’t even practiced saying it in private.

         
         Instead, she completely surprised herself by blurting out, “His father got blown up by an IED in Afghanistan on the Fourth
            of July.”
         

         
         The gnomish woman stepped back as if Lissette had slapped her. She gasped and put her hands to her mouth. “Oh my Lord, you’re
            that poor young widow that I read all about in the Jubilee Daily Cutter. Oh sweetie, I’m so sorry. I know exactly what you’re going through.”
         

         
         You have no idea what I’m going through, Lissette wanted to scream, but she kept her taut smile pinned in place. “Thank you.”
         

         
         “I’m so sorry,” the woman repeated and patted Lissette’s forearm, and then a tear trickled down her wrinkled cheek. “I lost
            my boy in ’Nam.”
         

         
         “I . . . I . . .” Lissette stammered. She could not imagine—never wanted to imagine—losing her child. She clenched her jaw,
            unable to find the right words.
         

         
         The elderly woman dug into a purse the size of Vermont and came up with a crumpled tissue clutched in arthritis-gnarled fingers. “They never did find his remains.” She pressed a knobby knuckle against her nose, blinked through the tears. “Johnny Lee’s been gone forty-four years, but I think of him every single day. He was only eighteen when the Lord called him away. Just a baby. My boy.” 

         
         Their gazes locked. Two mothers united in loss.

         
         Lissette squeezed the woman’s shoulder. “Is there anything else I can get you from the top shelf?”

         
         The great-grandmother dried her eyes. “Why, thank you for the offer, sweetie. I am running low on baking soda.”

         
         “Big box or small?”

         
         “Small. There’s nothing big about me.” Her congenial chuckle was back, but her faded gaze stayed caught in the past.

         
         Lissette handed her the box of soda.

         
         The woman raised her chin. “I’m going to tell you what I wish someone had told me. Don’t try to be brave. Don’t hold it all
            in. I know the grief is immense, but don’t fight it. Cry hard when you receive bad news because that’s how you will make way
            for tears of joy. When you can accept your losses and forgive your mistakes, then you can embrace a happy future.”
         

         
         The woman turned and vanished so quickly that for one startling second, Lissette wondered if she imagined the whole exchange.

         
         Accept your losses.
         

         
         It was a strange thing to say. It felt like surrender. Lissette was familiar with surrender. She was, by nature, accepting
            of the circumstances she found herself in. It was far easier to give in than to put up a fuss.
         

         
         When Jake had told her that instead of quitting the army as he’d promised, he reenlisted and was going back to the Middle East, she had not only accepted it, she’d been secretly relieved. It was something she would never admit to another living soul, because when he was home on leave Jake was restless, moody. He had frequent nightmares and he would get up in the middle of the night and disappear without a word. 

         
         Sometimes he wouldn’t come home for days at a stretch. He never told her where he went and if she pressed for an explanation,
            he’d grow surly and curt. It had been easier to tiptoe around him. She suspected he might be having an affair, although she
            tried not to think about it too much.
         

         
         Fearing he was suffering from post-traumatic stress, she’d suggested counseling, but Jake yelled at her and even put his fist
            through the wall, proving to her that he did need therapy. She’d been afraid of his rage and she’d backed down, never knowing
            what was going to set him off or what he was capable of. He was no longer the charming cowboy who’d swept her off her feet,
            but she was loyal to the bone, and she kept hoping that once he was back home for good, eventually he’d heal and they could
            become a real family.
         

         
         The gossipers were still hogging the flour shelf. She took a step forward, cleared her throat, and opened her mouth, determined
            to ask them to please move, when the store’s public address system crackled.
         

         
         “Attention shoppers!” announced the store manager. “It’s Searcy’s five for five. For the next five minutes, any five items
            on the baking products aisle will sell for five cents. You have from three p.m. until three-o-five to get your purchases and check out. On your mark, get set, go!”
         

         
         Before the announcement finished, the baking goods aisle flooded with customers. A sea of shoppers pushed against her, tossing
            her farther from the flour as they snatched and grabbed at everything in sight.
         

         
         Okay, she’d go for the vanilla. It was right behind her. She spun her cart around, but a handholding young couple with matching
            facial piercings and tattoos halted right in front of her.
         

         
         Hands locked, they stared her down. The young man had a Mohawk. The girl’s hair was Barney-the-Dinosaur purple with glow-in-the-dark
            neon green streaks. Neither said a word, just glowered in simpatico, their gazes drilling a hole through Lissette. Apparently,
            they wanted her to move rather than force them to let go of each other’s hands so they could continue on their way undivided.
         

         
         Fine, Sid and Nancy. Let it never be said I stood in the way of punk love.

         
         Lissette tried to maneuver her cart off to one side, but people jostled each elbow and the cart wouldn’t roll. Some sticky
            crap stuck to the wheels. Flustered, she picked the cart up and tried to eke out a couple of inches.
         

         
         “Hey!” complained a woman she bumped against who was tossing a handful of garlic salt bottles into her cart. “Watch where
            you’re going.”
         

         
         “I’m so sorry,” Lissette apologized.

         
         The amorous duo wrinkled their noses at her, turned, and stalked back the way they’d come, never letting go of each other
            in the about-face, even though they had to raise their coupled hands over the heads of other shoppers.
         

         
         Ah, true love. Once upon a time she’d been that young and dumb.

         
         Someone stumbled against her. Someone else smelled as if they’d taken a bath in L’Air du Temps. Simon and Garfunkel’s “The Sound of Silence” trickled through the music system. The irony was not lost on Lissette. 

         
         Claustrophobia wrapped around her throat, choked her. She broke out in a cold sweat. She stood frozen, wishing the floor would
            open up and swallow her whole so she didn’t have to deal with any of this. She would have unzipped her skin and stripped it
            off if she could have. Her hands shook. Panic clawed her chest.
         

         
         It took everything she had to curb the urge to abandon the grocery cart and sprint like a madwoman to her quaint Victorian
            home in the middle of town. Grab Kyle up, clutch him to her chest, tumble into the big, empty four-poster bed, and burrow
            underneath the double-wedding ring quilt that her mother-in-law, Claudia, had made.
         

         
         She ached to go to sleep and wake up to find this whole thing was just a wickedly bad dream—Jake’s death, the fact that he
            left his four-hundred-thousand-dollar life insurance policy and his one-hundred-thousand-dollar military death gratuity benefits
            to a half brother she never knew existed, and now today’s striking blow of learning that Kyle was going deaf.
         

         
         Her son would never be a concert musician. Never speak three languages. Never hear the sound of his children’s voices.
         

         
         She’d been utterly shocked when she’d learned her husband had not named her his beneficiary. Then bone-deep anger. Followed by marrow-chilling dread when the government informed her that because she was not his beneficiary, she and Kyle were no longer eligible for Jake’s VA benefits. Nor would they be able to receive any monies under the Survivor Benefit Plan or Dependency and Indemnity compensation because, in violation of a direct order from his commanding officer, Jake had been killed while returning to a village trying to save orphans in the line of fire. Willful misconduct, the Army called it. 

         
         She’d taken out the only health insurance she could afford—a catastrophic policy with a massive deductible. None of today’s
            medical expenses would be covered, or any further expenses, until she hit the ten-thousand-dollar annual threshold.
         

         
         The only thing she knew for certain was that the money she’d been anticipating to provide for her and Kyle would not be forthcoming.
            Beyond a tiny nest egg in an untouchable retirement account, Jake’s cutting horse, and her Queen Anne Victorian, she had only
            five thousand dollars left from the money the army had given her to bury Jake. If he hadn’t told her numerous times that he
            preferred cremation to burial, she wouldn’t have had even that small sum.
         

         
         In this real estate market her house was more liability than asset. The only thing she had of any worth to sell was Jake’s
            cutting horse and the accompanying horse trailer, but she just hadn’t made herself go through the motions yet. She had to
            do something and soon. Today she’d worked out a payment plan for the medical services Kyle had undergone, but this was only
            the beginning.
         

         
         “Damn you, Jake,” she whispered. “For treating us this way. Damn you for refusing to get help and killing what little love
            we had left.”
         

         
         It struck her then that she couldn’t really remember what Jake had looked like. Big guy. Strong. Muscled. Smelled like protein. John Wayne swagger. But that was it. 

         
         They’d been married for four years, but he’d been in the Middle East for a big chunk of that time. If she broke it down into
            consecutive days, they probably hadn’t been together more than six months total. She’d had his child, but she’d known nothing
            about the secrets he kept tucked away under that Stetson. She never asked about the war. She believed in letting slumbering
            dogs alone. Besides, she hadn’t really wanted to know what horrors he’d seen. The things he’d done.
         

         
         Ostrich. Sticking her head in the sand.

         
         But now? She had to do something to stretch her budget.

         
         What bothered her most about losing the money was that the mysterious half brother had never shown up. He didn’t call, nor
            had he even written to express his condolences. You would think five hundred thousand dollars would at least earn a sorry-your-husband-got-blown-up-in-Afghanistan-thanks-for-the-money
            card.
         

         
         “I’ll help you as much as I can, Lissy,” Claudia said, but her mother-in-law was little better off than she was.

         
         Lissette’s own family was upper middle class, but their investments had gotten caught in the real estate crash and they were cash strapped as well. Besides, whenever her parents gave her money, there were always strings attached. So far, she’d been too proud to ask them to help, but she was going to have to get over her pride, and accept the strings. She had a part-time job making wedding cakes for Mariah’s wedding planning business, The Bride Wore Cowboy Boots, but her salary barely covered her mortgage. 

         
         Which was why she was at the grocery store.

         
         Survival.

         
         On the way home from Fort Worth, an idea had occurred to her. Cowboys had been her downfall, but clearly she wasn’t the only
            one mesmerized by the fantasy. Why not take advantage of her infatuation? Do what you know, right? Add cowboy-themed baked
            goods to her repertoire to supplement her wedding cake business.
         

         
         Her mind had picked up the idea and run with it. Pastries straight from the heart of Texas made with indigenous ingredients.
            Velvet Mesquite Bean Napoleons. Giddy-up Pecan Pie. Lone Star Strudel. Bluebonnet Bread. Mockingbird Cake. Chocolate Jalapeño
            Cupcakes. Prickly Pear Jellyrolls. Frosted sugar cookie cutouts of cowboy boots and hats, cacti, longhorn cattle, spurs, and
            galloping horses.
         

         
         Even though it meant going out on a limb with her remaining five thousand dollars, she’d grasped at the idea. It gave her
            something to think about besides Kyle’s diagnosis. But now that she was here amid the five-minute-sale madness, the idea seemed
            stupid. Throwing away good money.
         

         
         What else was she going to do? Baking was all she knew. It wasn’t as if she possessed the skill set for anything else.

         
         Bake.

         
         It was an edict. She fixed on the word.

         
         Bake.
         

         
         Something comforting. Something sweet. Something lifesaving. Cookies and cakes, doughnuts and cream puffs, strudels and pies.
            Salvation in pastries.
         

         
         Bake.

         
         Kyle dropped his sippy cup, arched his back, let out a screech of frustration. One high bounce off the cement floor sent Goldfish
            splashing up and down the aisle.
         

         
         A woman behind Lissette let out an exasperated huff and pushed past her, crunching Goldfish underneath the wheels of her cart.

         
         Kyle wailed, made a grasping motion toward the scattered crackers.

         
         The gossiping women still hogging the flour shelf glared at her.

         
         Yes, I’m the villain.
         

         
         Finally, they turned and stalked away.

         
         About time.

         
         Kyle howled, tears dripping down his cheeks. Lissette snatched the sippy cup from the floor, and then thumbed through her
            purse for more Goldfish crackers, but the bag was empty.

         
         Get the ingredients and get out of here. He’ll calm down in a minute.

         
         Ignoring everyone else, she started grabbing what she needed. Let’s see. Cake flour, check. Pure cane sugar, check. Vanilla,
            vanilla. Real vanilla. Not that fake stuff. Where was the real vanilla?
         

         
         She searched the shelves, going up on tiptoes and then squatting down low, pawing through extracts and flavorings. Almond,
            banana, butter, coconut. No real vanilla. Dammit. The budget-conscious shoppers had wiped it out like locusts. Now, she’d
            have to drive to Albertson’s on the other side of town.
         

         
         Couldn’t one simple thing go right today?

         
         C’mon, c’mon, there had to be one bottle left.

         
         Without real vanilla, she couldn’t start her new baking project. Without her new baking project, she couldn’t afford to get Kyle the best deaf education. Without getting him the best education, her son’s future was indeed bleak. 

         
         Oh, there was so much to think about! She had no idea where to start. The medical brochures and jargon only confused her more.
            She knew nothing about deafness. She’d never even met a deaf person. How could she help her child? The pressure of tears pushed
            against her sinuses and an instant headache bloomed, throbbing insistently at her temples.
         

         
         She couldn’t let her son’s life be destroyed. She had to get that damn real vanilla.
         

         
         But the cupboards were bare and Kyle was shrieking.

         
         “Ma’am, ma’am,” a pimple-faced stock boy in a Black Keys T-shirt came over. “Your baby is disturbing the other customers.
            Can you please take him outside?”
         

         
         Harried, Lissette looked up from where she crouched, the floor strewn with baking products and crushed Goldfish crackers.
            It was all she could do not to let loose with a string of well-chosen curse words. The mother inside her managed to restrain
            her tongue. She stood, wrapped her arms around her sobbing child, and tugged him from the cart.
         

         
         Head down, she rushed toward the front door.

         
         “Would you like a sample of Dixieland cinnamon rolls?” called a woman at the end of the row dishing out samples.

         
         Lissette spun to face her, Kyle clutched on her hip, his face buried against her bosom. “I bet it’s made with fake vanilla,
            isn’t it?”
         

         
         The woman looked taken aback. “I . . . I . . . don’t know.”

         
         “That’s what wrong with the world,” Lissette said. “Fake food. Nobody knows what they’re eating. We’re all getting artificial, prepackaged garbage dished out by corporate marketing departments—” 

         
         Stop the rant, Lissette. This woman is not the enemy. Canned cinnamon rolls are not the enemy. Fake vanilla is not the enemy.

         
         Three months of anger and shock surged to a head. For three months she’d been at loose ends, not knowing where her future
            was headed, but there in Searcy’s Grocery, just weeks from Halloween, everything she’d ignored, tamped down, and shut off,
            erupted. She stormed from the store, leaving slack jaws hanging open in her wake.
         

         
         Her heart slammed against her chest with jackhammer force. Her negative energy flowed into Kyle. He fisted his little hand
            in her hair, yanked, his hopeless shrieks piercing her eardrums.
         

         
         Calm down, calm down.

         
         But she’d lost all ability to soothe herself.

         
         Bake. The no-fail solution to runaway emotions. Bake. How could she bake without real vanilla?

         
         Get real vanilla.
         

         
         It was a nonsensical edict. Of course it was, but the command stuck in her brain. She made it to Jake’s extended-cab pickup
            truck. She’d wanted a Prius and this was what she ended up with. The key fumbled at the lock, but she finally wrenched the
            door open and got Kyle buckled into his backward-facing car seat.
         

         
         By the time she slid behind the wheel she was only breathing from the top part of her lungs. Her diaphragm had shut down,
            paralyzed, seized. Puff, puff, puff. Short, fast pants swirled through her parted lips.
         

         
         Hyperventilating.

         
         Real vanilla, whispered her mammalian brain.
         

         
         Go home, commanded her last shred of logic.
         

         
         She started the engine, put the truck into reverse, and stamped her foot to the accelerator. Her worn leather purse rocketed
            to the floorboard, sending the contents scattering—makeup, hairbrush, wallet, plastic Happy Meal toys.
         

         
         Dammit! She reached down for her purse.

         
         Instantly, she felt a jolt, heard the jarring crunch of bending metal, tasted the wiry flavor of alarm. She lifted her head,
            saw a big red pickup truck filling her rearview mirror, and realized she’d just hit someone.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Rafferty Jones had a simple goal. Find a certain woman. Deliver what he’d come to Texas to deliver, do what he’d promised,
            and then get out of Jubilee before things turned dicey. He wanted to be long gone when that happened.
         

         
         Because they would turn dicey, of that he had no doubt.

         
         He was not usually a procrastinator, but now that he’d driven the streets of Jubilee, which were overrun with horse trailers
            and dually pickup trucks like the one he drove, he was suddenly uncertain about his mission.
         

         
         It felt too familiar here. People in Stetsons and Wranglers and cowboy boots were the majority, not the minority. In L.A.
            he was the oddity. In Jubilee, he was part of the scenery. Country music played from shops on the square instead of rap or
            hip-hop. The air smelled of fresh harvest. Folks waved and smiled as if they knew him.
         

         
         As if he belonged.

         
         Instead of driving straight to the address clipped to the papers on the seat beside him, Rafferty decided to stop at the grocery store. He knew he was stalling, but he hadn’t eaten anything since Tucumcari except a small bag of peppered beef jerky. He wasn’t a big fan of greasy truck stop fare or fast food. A can of tuna and crackers washed down with V8 juice sounded just about right to him. Throw in a couple of bananas for dessert and he was good to go. 

         
         Searcy’s Grocery looked homegrown. It should do the trick.

         
         He pulled his old Dodge Ram diesel into the lot and out of nowhere—wham—a late-model Ford extended-cab pickup truck bulleted backward out of a parking space and clipped his left front fender.
         

         
         Dammit.

         
         He put his aging Dodge into park, and swung his gaze to the driver of the Ford.

         
         She was a pretty woman with an agitated expression on her thin face. Not beautiful, but nice-looking.

         
         She turned her head and their gazes met.

         
         He saw it then. That haunting vulnerability he seemed fatally attracted to. Her skin was pale, her eyes wide, her pink bottom
            lip pulled up between straight white teeth.
         

         
         Unexpected fear seized him. He couldn’t express why or in what way, but his gut sensed she could do him serious harm.

         
         Blow off the damage, back up, and drive away. Now.
         

         
         Too late.

         
         She was opening her door, and swinging to the ground. She wore a long-sleeved white cotton shirt over a blue denim skirt that made her look all of eighteen. The hem swished against the top of black knee-high boots. A mass of wavy, brown-sugar hair tumbled down her back. He couldn’t help noticing the wedding band on her left hand. She was married. 

         
         Disappointment arrowed through him.

         
         Why the hell did he care? His romantic relationships always seemed to end in a messy tangle. Besides, he was only in town
            for one day.
         

         
         All you’d need is one night with her.

         
         But something told him that one taste of this woman would never be enough and damn if he didn’t have an urge to run his fingers
            through that cascade of thick hair. It looked incredibly soft. Good thing he’d noticed the ring before he said something glib
            and flirty. The last thing Rafferty needed was an angry husband punching his lights out for lusting after his woman.
         

         
         “I am so sorry.” She kneaded her forehead. Distress glazed her green eyes and the worry lines creasing her brow furrowed deeper
            than a crunched fender.
         

         
         That was his first clue that she was having a really bad day.

         
         Watch it. No sympathy. Don’t cut her any slack. Pretend she’s a hairy, knuckle-draggin’ steelworker.

         
         “It’s my fault. I wasn’t paying any attention to where I was backing.”

         
         He wasn’t going to argue. She had plowed into him. “No, you weren’t.”

         
         Okay, he was being unrelenting, but it was his only defense against her wide-eyed upset. Rafferty hardened his jaw. He wouldn’t
            be feeling forgiving if she were a six-foot, two-hundred-pound guy.
         

         
         But she wasn’t.

         
         The woman moved forward, spied the damage to his truck, and groaned. She splayed her palms against her lower back. “I’ll pay. Let me just get my insurance information.” 

         
         “Hold up a minute.” He reached out and rested a hand on her slender shoulder. Big mistake. His body reacted instantly. Lightning-quick,
            he dropped his hand. Think of something else besides how good she smells. Horses. Think about horses.

         
         “What? What?” She blinked as if seeing him for the first time.

         
         “Are you okay?” Rafferty asked, unable to stop his dumbass self from caring.
         

         
         “Fine, fine.” She looked harried, distracted . . . fractured.
         

         
         Do not go there. It’s not your duty to fix her life.

         
         A thin wail came from the backseat of the Ford. There was a kid in the truck. Double damn.

         
         “What about your baby?” Rafferty arched an eyebrow.

         
         Her mouth formed a startled O. She pivoted and rushed to her child.

         
         Rafferty followed, even though he had no idea why.

         
         Clucking a soothing noise, she removed a toddler in a blue T-shirt who was kicking hard, arms flailing. He seemed more mad
            than hurt or scared.
         

         
         Like any good mother, she examined him thoroughly in spite of the squirming and squalling. “Hold still for Mommy,” she pleaded.

         
         The boy bucked against her, snorting in loud frustration.

         
         Rafferty stepped closer. “Hey there, little britches,” he said, and gave the boy a stern but gentle look. “Ease up on the
            volume.”
         

         
         The toddler’s gaze fixed on him. His mouth clamped shut and he quieted, his eyes filling up with Rafferty.

         
         “He needs a nap,” the woman apologized. “And he misses his daddy.”

         
         “Traveling man?”

         
         She jerked her head up. “Huh?”

         
         “Is his daddy a traveling man?”

         
         Her face darkened and her jaw tightened. “My husband . . .” She trailed off, her voice distant, but strong. “Died in Afghanistan.”

         
         Damn. There was a lot of that goin’ around.

         
         “I’m sorry, ma’am.” He tipped his Stetson. “It wasn’t any of my business.”

         
         She hitched the boy on her hip and turned back to stare at their two trucks kissing back fender to front, but the foggy sheen
            to her eyes told him she wasn’t seeing the slight damage. Was she thinking about her husband?
         

         
         He shifted uncomfortably.

         
         “Let me just get my insurance information,” she repeated and tracked around the front of her pickup to get to the other side.
            Rafferty trailed behind her. He couldn’t make himself not notice the sweet sway of her hips.
         

         
         She opened the passenger door and tried to one-hand the glove compartment open. The toddler started whimpering again.

         
         “You want me to hold him for you?”

         
         She pressed her lips into a grim line, shook her head. A fall of brown-sugar hair slanted across her cheek.

         
         “I don’t mind helpin’,” he offered.

         
         “I’ve got it,” she snapped.

         
         Rafferty raised his palms. He knew when to back off. This one’s nerves were wiredrawn and he had a feeling it was not just because of the smashup. 

         
         She half leaned over, one side pressed against the seat, the child tucked in the crook of her arm, and dug through the glove
            compartment. Papers flew every which way—receipts, fast food napkins, computer printouts of MapQuest destinations.
         

         
         “I know it’s in here somewhere,” she mumbled.

         
         The kid was tuning up, working out his lungs.

         
         Rafferty met the boy’s eyes, laid a finger over his own lips.

         
         The toddler stilled.

         
         The woman’s head jerked up and she thrust the child toward him. “Fine. Hold him.”

         
         Rafferty’s arms wrapped around the boy, who looked surprised to be there. He studied Rafferty’s face with the astuteness of
            a miniature cop.
         

         
         In the meantime, the child’s mother was still rooting around in the glove compartment and muttering under her breath. “I found
            the old one, but it’s expired. The new one has to be in here somewhere.”
         

         
         “Could it be in your purse?” Rafferty asked, trying to be helpful.

         
         Their vehicles were blocking the back end of the parking lot and a few people had already thrown them irritated glances. If
            he wasn’t holding the baby, he would have gone ahead and moved his truck.
         

         
         “No, no, my husband always puts it in the glove . . .” She trailed off, her shoulders slumped, and all the fight seemed to
            go out of her. “I didn’t pay the car insurance.” She gulped visibly. “I forgot to mail it in. The stamped envelope is setting
            under a pile of correspondence on the table in the foyer.”
         

         
         “Look, it’s okay. Don’t worry. I’m insured.”

         
         “It’s not okay. It’s not okay. It’s not.” She pounded a fist against the dashboard and then burst into tears.

         
         Women’s tears did not scare Rafferty. Not when he’d grown up with a mother who was emotionally more child than adult, not
            when he’d practically raised his younger sister and brother all by himself.
         

         
         “Hey,” he soothed, the center of his chest pinching oddly. “It’s just a crumpled fender. Nothing to cry over.”

         
         “It’s not the damn fender.” She glowered.

         
         “I know. I know.” He shifted the boy onto his other hip and reached for one of the fast food napkins that had fluttered to
            the seat.
         

         
         Stop it. You know how you get. It’s not your job to solve her problems.

         
         His fingers accidentally brushed her arm.

         
         She drew back, alarm running across her face. Belatedly, she must have realized what he was after, because she accepted the
            napkin he offered, pressed it to her eyes. “I’m sorry.”
         

         
         “You’ve been through a lot. Losing your husband—”

         
         “It’s more than that.” She sobbed softly. “He can’t hear, he can’t hear.”

         
         Rafferty was confused. “Who?”

         
         She waved at the baby.

         
         “Your son?” he asked, just to clarify.

         
         “He’s going deaf.”

         
         Sympathy yanked at him. Because of his deaf ranch foreman, Guillermo Santo, who never allowed his lack of hearing to slow him down, Rafferty knew that from the boy’s point of view, deafness wasn’t the end of the world, but the news had to have been a sharp blow to the mother. He started to tell her about Guillermo, but stopped himself. He shouldn’t get into her business. 

         
         “Ah, hell,” he mumbled, not knowing what else to say.

         
         “I just found out today and there’s nothing the doctors can do to stop his hearing loss. He’ll be completely deaf by the time
            he’s five.” She shredded the napkin with anxious fingers. “I haven’t told anyone yet. I can’t bear to tell anyone.”
         

         
         “I get that.”

         
         “I can’t stand to listen to their questions, see the pity on their faces.”

         
         “ ’Course not. You need time to absorb it yourself.” The toddler had fallen asleep in Rafferty’s arms, curled up against his
            chest; the pressure of the little boy’s head weighed heavily against his heart.
         

         
         “He’ll never be able to identify birds by their calls or hear a football coach holler out plays or listen to his wife tell
            him that she loves him.” Her voice cracked again as a fresh round of tears sprang to her eyes. She swiped at her cheeks with
            both hands.
         

         
         Jesus, just walk away, Jones.

         
         But how could he do that? He had her boy in his arms. He reached out to her then, pulled her from the truck, and just held
            her there in the parking lot. The child in one arm, the distraught mother in the other.
         

         
         Rafferty was instantly aware of everything about her—the softness of her skin, the sound of her ragged breathing, the pressure
            of her breasts poking against his ribs. Trapped. He felt trapped, and yet underneath it was another, completely opposite feeling.
         

         
         Contentment.

         
         On the street, a pickup truck with a throbbing bass passed by. A breeze gusted, shaking autumn leaves from a nearby elm tree. Dark clouds bunched overhead. An elderly man and woman crossed the parking lot, arms linked, holding each other steady. 

         
         Rafferty shifted his gaze back to the woman in his embrace. Her crisp white blouse smelled of spray starch and the neckline
            dipped into a modest V revealing just the barest hint of cleavage. Sexy in an innocent way. Above her collar hung an opal
            stone suspended from her long, slender neck by a fine gold chain. Her skin was smooth and creamy pale. She was not a woman
            who wandered out into the sun much, and the contrast to his own tanned skin was stark.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” she said. “This is stupid. I don’t usually . . . This isn’t . . . me.”
         

         
         “Shh. It’s okay,” he said. But it wasn’t okay and they both knew it. With her son’s diagnosis, her life had changed forever.

         
         Shoppers skirted the fender bender, staring goggle-eyed, taking mental notes, drawing erroneous conclusions about them. Nosy
            Roseys. Ogling. The downside of small-town living.
         

         
         The woman’s hands curled into fierce fists. “I’m about to implode. I can’t take any more. Not now. Not on top of everything
            else.”
         

         
         The October breeze ruffled her hair over his shoulder. She smelled like cinnamon rolls—sweet and warm and yeasty. Spray starch
            and cinnamon rolls. A homey kind of scent he had not grown up with. She dropped her forehead against his neck. Through the
            open collar of his western shirt, he could feel her soft breath feather the hairs on his chest.
         

         
         “I’m so furious at my husband for leaving when I needed him most.”

         
         “That’s understandable.” He rubbed her back, hurting for her in an alarmingly empathetic way.

         
         She tilted her chin up. “Is it? Is it really? Or are you just trying to make me feel normal?”

         
         “What’s normal?”

         
         “I have no idea.” She laughed mirthlessly, but he felt her body relax. She pushed her fingers through her hair, ruffling the
            thick honeyed strands.
         

         
         “Listen. Forget all about this fender bender,” he said. “Your truck is fine and I have insurance to fix mine. No harm, no
            foul. You go on home, put your baby to bed, have a hot soak in the bathtub, eat something healthy, and then turn in early.
            You’ll feel better after a good night’s sleep.”
         

         
         His advice sounded lame. How could he offer advice to a woman who’d lost her husband prematurely and violently and then just
            found out her child was going deaf? He could tell her that the boy would easily adapt to what she saw as a handicap. Guillermo
            considered his deafness no different from eye color. Just part of who he was. She needed time to grieve and let go of the
            image of what she thought her son might be, but Rafferty wouldn’t tell her this. Eventually, she’d come to understand it for
            herself.
         

         
         “I can’t let you do that.” She stepped from the circle of his arms. “I’m so embarrassed I broke down like this in front of
            you.”
         

         
         “Think nothing of it. I’m a stranger in town. You’ll never see me again. You can pretend I was sent by your guardian angel
            to help you through a bad day.”
         

         
         “I like that idea. Thank you.” She gave him a slight smile. She had gorgeous lips. Right out of a man’s fantasy.

         
         “Will you be okay to drive?”

         
         “Yes.” She nodded, reached for her son.

         
         He passed the boy to her. “You’ll get through this and one day you’ll be happy again.”

         
         “Right now, that sounds like a pretty impossible promise.”

         
         “Just hang in there.”

         
         Platitudes.

         
         He knew it as surely as she did, but now they were at the awkward stage. She’d shown him—a stranger—too much raw emotion.
            They’d touched in an intimate gesture saved for close family and friends. Plus she was probably feeling like she owed him
            gratitude she didn’t want to owe. That would make anyone feel uncomfortable.
         

         
         Get away from her as quickly as possible and leave her to her sorrow. She wasn’t his responsibility. But Rafferty had a hard
            time walking away from anyone in need. Like it or not, it was just the way he was wired.
         

         
         You can’t save the whole world.

         
         “Thanks,” she said. “For being so understanding. Usually, I’m not this high-strung.”

         
         He got a glimpse of the steel magnolia in her as she straightened her shoulders and raised her chin. “I believe you.”

         
         Rafferty waited while she secured the boy into his car seat once more and settled herself behind the wheel. Hang those people
            tooting their horns at him to move his vehicle. Slowly, he sauntered back to his truck. He climbed in, started the engine
            and with a sharp screech of metal, backed up, separating his truck from hers.
         

         
         She slid on sunglasses, hiding her weary eyes, and waved at him as she left the parking lot.

         
         That was it. She was gone. Out of his life.

         
         He should feel happy, right? Instead of disquieted. Shrugging off the feeling, he took the parking spot she’d vacated and
            tried not to think about her, but his shirt was still damp from her tears and his collar smelled of her.
         

         
         Pleasing. Sweet. Special.

         
         The crowded store was packed with moms who’d just picked their kids up from school and were swinging by for groceries on their
            way home. Seeing those kids with their mothers made him think of Amelia and how he’d never had a normal childhood.
         

         
         When he was small, before the other kids came along, Amelia called him her snoopy little bodyguard because he quizzed the
            men she dragged home. He wanted to know who they were, what they did for a living, and why they were with his mother.
         

         
         Amelia would laugh, make excuses for him to the men, then give him two dollars and tell him to go down to the corner store
            to buy a Nutty Buddy for them both. He’d protest because they hadn’t yet had dinner and Amelia would say in a high voice that
            tinkled like glass tapped with a spoon, “You can’t count on anything in life, Rafferty, so eat dessert first.”
         

         
         By the time he got back from the store, Amelia and the man of the day would be in her bedroom making thumping noises. He’d sit in a chair in the hallway licking his Nutty Buddy while hers melted. Eventually, the bedroom door would open, the man would leave, and Amelia would stagger out rumpled and smelling funny. She’d pick the melted chocolate and nuts off the puddle of ice cream and then lick her fingers. She’d wander into the kitchen, pour a glass of red wine, then collapse on the couch in her filmy pink housecoat, stare out the window, smoking Virginia Slims and reciting melancholy lines from her favorite movie, Doctor Zhivago.
         

         
         To this day, Rafferty hated both Omar Sharif and Nutty Buddies. But Amelia was better now. Finally, one of the numerous rehabs
            he’d gotten her into had worked. She was taking her medication, staying sober, and doing well.
         

         
         Family.

         
         What could you do? They not only affected who you became, but the choices you made. Like it or not, you couldn’t escape your
            DNA. Family marked you with indelible graffiti and weighted you with the freight of permanent memories. Good, bad, indifferent,
            and everything in between. Blood branded you. Claimed you. Broke you down to the most basic level.
         

         
         Which brought him back full circle to the reason he was here in Jubilee. Family pulling at him from both ends. He thought
            of the brown-sugar haired woman in the Ford pickup truck and hoped she had family to help her. She was going to need it.
         

         
         Thank God, he hadn’t gotten her name and phone number. Otherwise, he might have been tempted to call and check on her.

         
         Rafferty fisted his hands. People often didn’t want his help. He had a hard time wrapping his head around that one. He’d been accused of thinking he had the answers to everyone else’s problems, but when you saw someone heading blindly off a cliff, didn’t you have some kind of responsibility to stop them from taking the plunge? Did that make him a know-it-all? 

         
         He tucked the questions to the back of his mind, bought tuna and crackers and V8 juice, and took it back to his truck. He
            sat there in the parking lot eating and practicing what he was going to say to the person he’d come to Jubilee to see.
         

         
         Excuse me. You don’t know me but . . . No, that sounded lame. Hell, he’d had fourteen hundred miles to come up with a good intro and he still couldn’t think of the
            right way to break the news.
         

         
         He finished his meal, dusted off his hands, and consulted the map to his destination. He’d studied it a dozen times during
            the drive to Texas, but now that he was so close, he got a sick sensation in the pit of his stomach.
         

         
         Just get it over with.

         
         Mentally, he shook himself, started the pickup, and headed for the X spot on the map a mile away. He flipped on the radio.
            Barenaked Ladies were singing “If I Had a Million Dollars.” Lighthearted. He could use a dose of that in spite of his situation.
         

         
         The closer he got, the tighter anxiety’s grip on his spinal column grew. His sense of honor prevented him from simply mailing
            what he needed to deliver, along with a letter of explanation. It’s what most people would have done, but he couldn’t do that.
            He’d made a promise. This deserved a face-to-face meeting. Even if it made his palms sweat.
         

         
         He entered a tree-lined neighborhood filled with old homes built around the turn of the twentieth century. Lots of flowers and big sturdy oaks. White picket fences and window flower boxes. Two-acre lots. Roomy, welcoming, the whole damn works. Totally opposite of his arid horse ranch outside Los Angeles. 

         
         How different would his life have been if he’d grown up here? How different would he have been?

         
         Useless. Such thoughts. He’d grown up on the streets of old Hollywood in a variety of squalid apartments. Amelia, who’d once
            been an extra in a couple of B movies, was convinced she’d make it as a star as long as she didn’t let her kids get in the
            way of her ambitions. But booze, men, and drugs? Oh yeah, those came before anything—children, career, her health.
         

         
         Self-medicating. She’d been self-medicating. Trying to ease the pain of her bipolar condition. He understood it now, but back
            then? He’d been one resentful kid.
         

         
         He glanced at the map. The house he was looking for turned out to be a three-story Queen Anne Victorian with a gated archway
            on a corner lot. Rosebushes, devoid of flowers this late in the season, grew in wild profusion along the fence line.
         

         
         Rafferty cut the engine and sat staring at the front of the house. An American flag fluttered from a holder that was positioned
            underneath the eaves. A toddler’s Big Wheel in camouflage colors was parked to one side of the uneven cement driveway that
            meandered away from his view to the back of the house. A sack of horse oats lay propped up against the side of the house.
         

         
         An odd swell of panic struck him and he blew out his breath. He felt as if he’d stumbled across a Norman Rockwell family blindsided
            by war. Dammit, Jake, why did you have to go and get your stupid self killed and leave me behind to pick up the pieces? Messy shit, this.

         
         Story of Rafferty’s life. Cleaning up after everyone else. He hadn’t even had time to grieve the brother he barely knew and
            now here he was about to face the Widow Moncrief.
         

         
         What was he supposed to say? Sorry your husband left his money to me instead of you? It didn’t matter. He was giving it back.
            He couldn’t keep the money, no matter how much he could use it. Rafferty had never in his life taken something that didn’t
            belong to him and he wasn’t going to start now.
         

         
         What would Jake’s wife say to him? How would she react? Would she tell him stories about his brother? Would they become friends?

         
         In your dreams, bastard boy. You don’t belong here in Norman Rockwellville. Fractured or not.

         
         Family loyalty. Why did it mean so much to him? Especially when it didn’t seem to mean anything to anyone else. Maybe that
            was it. Maybe that’s why family loyalty meant so much. He’d never really had it. He was searching for the glue that would
            finally make him stick.
         

         
         Don’t believe for one second that you’ll find it here.

         
         The next few minutes were not going to be easy. Nothing
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