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      Savannah hated everything about the basement at her father’s church in Sun Terrace, Indiana. She hated the smell. She hated the damp air that slithered over her skin, coating it in shame and grime.

      Most of all, she hated that no one knew why. Not that she’d ever tell. So why was Savannah Whitley heading down the haunted halls? She had no clue. Well, she had a small clue. Her father needed communion wine and her brothers volunteered her. Not that she could say no— that would lead to questions.

      “Savannah, do you need help?” her father yelled down the stairs, probably before heading to the pulpit to make certain his sermon notes were in place.

      Yes. Yes, please. “No, Dad.” She’d said that without hesitation, right? No reason for anyone to question it, to come down here and check on her. Her brothers would make fun of her ridiculous fear of the basement. Her dad would shake his head, because she should have gotten over this years ago. She was nineteen years old. No one would understand.

      No one could tell how her pulse raced or see her clammy skin. Fear wrapped around her neck and pulled, making her breath stutter as she walked between the red brick walls, past the offices and the bridal rooms to the back— the place everybody in her family referred to as “the way back”— where the air was crusted with must and breathing became an Olympic sport.

      That very farthest room was a closet stuffed with the overflow of church necessities. Extra hymnals, baptismal candles, and random items were crammed into the small space. Savannah opened the creaking wooden door.

      She’d been here before. Many times when she was a little girl. Too many times. Enough to know she didn’t want to be back down here. It’s why she’d avoided the basement for so many years.

      She grabbed the two closest jugs of wine and slammed the door with her foot. She’d done it. Wrapping her arms around the loot, she longed to get upstairs to the normal world. To fresh air. Her body spun around and her brain sent out frantic signals to her legs, but she couldn’t move. She bumped into a chest. An immovable chest. A gasp hitched in her throat as hands reached up and steadier her.

      Déjà vu crept along her spine. What little air there had been disappeared. She couldn’t be stuck here, not again.

      “Whoa, Savvy.”

      Her eyes searched the darkness and blurred horror was replaced by reassuring lines and curves. Leland. Leland Barnes. Her ex-boyfriend. Her friend.

      It wasn’t him.

      Her breath left her lungs in a whoosh, a balloon deflating and spinning out of control. But her lungs weren’t really spinning. Things weren’t out of her control. Not today. Never again.

      Savannah stepped back and forced a smile onto her face, ignoring Leland’s concerned frown. “What are you doing down here?” She’d never talked to him about what happened down here. Not once during the three years when they were dating, so why the heck would she explain anything to him after they’d broken up? She had Joe, her current boyfriend, if she wanted to talk about this stuff. Not that she’d tell him, either.

      “I know basements freak you out, Savvy,” he said.

      “I’m fine.” She leaned back against the wall for support. “Shouldn’t you be helping my brothers lay out hymnals?”

      “We just finished.” He tugged a bottle of wine from her arms, and the other one teetered until she repositioned it in the crook of her elbow. “I thought I’d help you.”

      “Thank you.” Maybe the two words came out a tad harshly, but she was tired of Leland doing nice things so she’d reconsider dating him again. And anyway, why would she date him again, when he admitted last year that he’d never felt anything for her but convenience? That sounded a bit harsh— he did feel something. Friendship. And she didn’t want to lose that. They’d known each other too long and had each other’s back since they could walk. His friendship meant the world.

      “A girl should be nicer to a guy offering to help. Especially when that girl looks like she saw a ghost.” He stood over her, blocking her forward movement. Blocking her from leaving the brick walls and smudged tile floor of the basement.

      “Umm...” Beyond Leland, the stairs beckoned, bathed in the sunlight streaming through the stained glass. Freedom.

      “I’m not looking to get back together,” Leland whispered. “I know you’ve moved on. I just want to be your friend.”

      The sadness in his eyes cut deep. They’d spent most of their childhood as best friends, and that had morphed into something more. Savannah and Leland were as well known in these parts as Brangelina. It wasn’t anyone’s fault that the something more didn’t stick.

      And she couldn’t bear to hurt him.

      “That’s all I want.” She tucked a hand through his offered arm and guided him toward the stairs. Red, blue, and yellow light painted the floor through the Jesus picture in the stained glass.

      “Good.”

      “Good.” She made it up the stairs without a breakdown, without panic. Well, not that much panic. She was getting better. She smiled and nodded at the parishioners walking in the front door as she handed the second jug of wine to Leland. She was fine. She was.

      Or would be.

      Once Leland walked away she slid a hand into her pocket and found her cell phone. Her lifeline. She just needed to talk to her boyfriend. Just to hear his voice. She stepped outside of the church and inhaled the scents of summer— fresh cut grass and flowers. A beautiful Sunday morning.

      A soft burst of wind feathered along her legs as she moved to the side of the building. She sat down on the stone bench against the outside wall of the church and tapped her phone.

      “Hey baby, aren’t you supposed to be in church?” Joe’s deep voice slid over the line and her heart thudded to a stop as her death grip on the cell phone relaxed. Actually, everything relaxed. Her shoulders dropped from their position of high alert to defcon green. The knot at the back of her neck uncoiled.

      “I’m at church, just wanted to see what you were up to on the other side of the world.” Joe spent his summers off from school with his aunt and uncle in Poland, which meant Savannah hadn’t seen him in over two months. Over two months. It was torture. She had spent almost every night at her dorm with him and now nothing, cold turkey. She was jonesing to see him again.

      Over two long and lonely months. She missed him, and after today’s downstairs excursion she missed him a little bit more.

      “Had lunch and now we’re sitting here talking about a mitral valve bypass.” Joe’s breath stuttered as if he were walking away. The sounds in the background faded to nothing

      “Sounds fascinating.”

      “Did I mention they started talking about this during lunch? We had my grandma’s Gulasz for lunch, which is basically meat in this thick red sauce, and I listened to my cousin, uncle and grandfather talk about hematomas in the pulmonary artery.” He laughed. “Grossest combination ever.”

      Every word he said eased her mind and her heart. Even his laugh soothed her rattled nerves.

      “You still there?” he asked.

      Apparently, her nerves were so soothed she didn’t notice the lull in conversation. “I’m here.”

      “Everything okay?”

      Perfect opportunity to tell him. Perfect chance to bring up what happened in her childhood church. I’m not okay. I haven’t been okay in a really long time. Tears threatened and she swallowed hard. She didn’t cry. Never. Crying didn’t change anything. It didn’t stop bad things from happening. It didn’t help.

      “Everything is fine.” The words just slid out, and the base of her throat twisted into a knot. “I just can’t wait to see you next week.”

      “Me too,” he murmured. “More than you know.”

      “Savvy, there you are.” Leland angled his head around the corner. “Your dad’s looking for you. Service is starting.”

      “I should go,” Savannah murmured into the phone.

      “Me too.” Joe sighed. “I don’t want to, though.”

      A small smile curved her lips. He didn’t want her to go. At least she wasn’t the only one who didn’t want to be without him. “Me either.”

      Silence hung between them as they both breathed into their phones. They’d never had this problem before. “Are you sure you’re okay?” Joe’s voice broke the odd silence. “You’re never this quiet.”

      She never was this quiet, not when there was so much to say, so much she wanted to say, but how could she? Where would she even begin? I’m not okay. I’m scared. I need you so much it hurts.

      Not that she would actually say that out loud. She was scared to death to use the words and have him run away screaming. Or worse, have him say that he needed her only to find out that he’d never really felt the same. Been there. Overcame that.

      She settled for “I just miss you.”

      “Me too, baby. I’ll see you soon.”

      “Yep.” She clicked to end the call and slid the phone back in her pocket. Pulled it out again and checked the screen. Shoved it in her pocket. Again. Just one more time. She only had to do this one more time. Out came the phone and she checked the screen. The call had ended. It was now official. She’d checked the phone two times. Twice seemed to be the charm.

      She shoved it back in her pocket and sighed. She’d gotten better about not giving in to her compulsions, but after being there, in that basement, now it felt like they were rearing their heads again. Thank God she was leaving soon.

      She’d survived the summer. Over two months of being home with her family and her animals, floating around the church and avoiding bad memories. And really, they’d been great months. Hanging with her brothers, listening to her father’s sermons, working in the barn and riding her horse. She’d missed Joe, but the being here with them had been amazing.

      Until this morning, when the memories wouldn’t let go. Now she really couldn’t wait to see Joe, so he could take her away to school. Getting her far away from this church, this town, this feeling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Josef Kaminski tossed his phone on his bed and looked around his room in Poland. Froufrou lace and flowery curtains lined the windows and bed. He’d spent almost a year living in this ten-by-ten space before his aunt saved him. Saved him? Yeah, it had been a rescue mission.

      He hated being back here, even if it was only for the summer. His uncle visited the local hospitals while his aunt shopped, leaving Andrzej and Joe to deal with the grandparents. The grandparents who’d made Joe’s life hell for the first year after his parents died.

      Thankfully, his aunt had stepped in. She’d given her husband’s parents some garbage about wanting their son Andrzej to have someone to grow up with. Joe’s grandparents bought it, and Joe left the prison of his grandparents’ home and went back to America to live with his aunt and uncle.

      He couldn’t even begin to thank them for that. Living with his aunt and uncle had been heaven compared to his grandparents. Although he still felt like he was just visiting. Nothing felt as comfortable as living with his parents. Nothing ever would.

      His bedroom door flew open and his grandfather stood in the gaping hole. “Josef, co robisz?”

      What was he doing? Taking five minutes of alone time. Not that he could actually tell his grandfather that. Apparently, children of any age weren’t allowed alone time or downtime or any time. Thank goodness he wasn’t giving himself a handy or something. On second thought, maybe if his grandfather got an eyeful of that, he’d stop coming into the room without knocking.

      “Your grandma’s looking for you,” his grandfather said in Polish as he turned and walked away, leaving the door propped wide.

      “Where’s Andrzej?” Joe had helped all morning while his cousin made out with his girlfriend Samantha. Joe needed a break. Not that his grandfather was going to give him one.

      “You shouldn’t worry about your cousin’s actions. You should worry about your own.” At least that’s what Joe thought his grandfather said. Joe hadn’t spoken Polish at home with his parents, had never spoken the language at all until he moved in with his grandparents. Another reason for them to think he was a complete idiot.

      Joe followed his grandfather’s retreating back to the kitchen, where his grandmother was sliding pans into the oven. Heat swirled in the air from the overworked ovens and burners. There was enough food to feed an army, and Joe had a feeling that army would all be related to him.

      Another large family dinner with the sour smell of cabbage and the spicy scent of sausage. All food he’d loved when he was a kid, ruined when his parents died.

      “What’s the matter with you, boy? Help out.” His grandfather grabbed his medical journal and sat down in the leather chair where he propped himself while he was home. The thing had ass indentations. If his grandfather ever needed a new butt, they had a mold they could use.

      Joe walked around the stove and followed his grandma’s outstretched finger to a waiting pork roast. Hefting the pan, he slid it into an oven.

      “I don’t understand you,” his grandfather whined from his leather butt-perch. “Andrzej is setting the table. Even his American girlfriend is helping out, and you’re just standing there like an alcoholic on the corner.” His grandfather leaned forward and slid on his reading glasses. His usual Potocki vodka sat on a little table to his right. It was four o’clock now, which meant he was probably working on his third or fourth glass. He always drank less on Sundays because of church and all.

      He peered at Joe over the rim of his glasses, and the alcohol fog barely took the edge off his glare. How many times had he sat in that same chair and barked his disapproval at Joe? How many times had he glared at Joe, punished Joe over and over again. Like now. “You need to take life seriously. You are too old to be messing around with your future. Thousands of students apply for medical school and only hundreds make it. Do you think you have what it takes? I heard about those grades. Uninspired. Always slow, this one. Like your mother.”

      Like your mother. Joe’s hands clenched. He missed her so much. His parents weren’t perfect, but they were pretty awesome. They listened to him, talked to him, took care of him. Joe had been the center of their universe and he would do anything to see them again.

      His grandfather had hated Joe’s mother. She’d never been good enough in their eyes, so they’d disowned their own son. They’d disowned their son’s wife. And they’d disowned their grandson. If it hadn’t been for his parent’s death, Joe never would have known his grandparents— and wouldn’t life have been so much better in that scenario?

      “Dad, weren’t you going to show us that article you wrote?” Joe’s aunt wiped her hands and stepped between Joe and his grandfather. Always trying to save him. Always getting between Joe and those people.

      “Absolutely.” He flipped through the medical journal and snarled at Joe, “You should read this, you might learn something.”

      It took everything in him, but Joe didn’t roll his eyes and didn’t slap his grandfather. He turned away from the bustle of the kitchen and headed toward the back porch. Before his parents died, his mom made sure Joe knew to respect his elders. That meant he couldn’t tell his grandfather where to shove that magazine— or maybe those glasses. His head was lodged so far up his ass, his glasses might as well be there too.

      He wasn’t going to say any of that, but that didn’t mean he was going to sit by and listen to that drunk bastard talk about his mother.

      Joe’s feet beat against the hardwood floor, gently shaking the shelves covered in antiques. His hand itched to knock one, just one, onto the floor. But he’d done that once, by accident. Broke some floofy vase with his backpack when he walked in the door after school.

      He wasn’t grounded. He wasn’t punished like a normal kid. No, his grandfather walked into Joe’s room and grabbed the clock his mother had given him for his eighth birthday. He threw it on the ground. Joe didn’t have a lot of things left from his parents and there went one. Gone. “Now you know what it’s like to have something you care about broken.”

      Like he didn’t know about being broken. His heart, his life, was broken the moment he lost his parents. His trust was broken the minute he moved into his grandparents’ home.

      He slammed the back door and walked through the gardens. So colorful. So meticulously kept by the gardener. Joe had always liked the gardener. He walked to the end of the yard and peered into the small shed that housed the gardener’s crap. Sliding his hand behind the fertilizer, he pulled out a bag of Kukulki candy and a bottle of vodka. Not Potocki, but it would do the job. Yep, the gardener had always been his favorite. Joe slid a handful of candy in his pocket and put the bag back behind the fertilizer.

      He smiled fondly at the bottle. “You, on the other hand— I have plans for you.” He popped open the bottle and tilted it back, enjoying the familiar burn in his throat. The burn that said everything would be okay. The burn that promised oblivion in a few long gulps.

      Before he’d left for the summer, he’d promised Savannah that he’d stop drinking— well— at least cut back. And he had. Until he got here. No one could expect him to stay sober around these assholes.

      The booze at least numbed the pain, made him forget the family crap, made him forget the “uninspired” grades. Uninspired, my eye.

      Most families would be celebrating A’s and B’s. Hell, the pizza place back in the States gave you a free cheesy bread for every A or B you brought in.

      Not his family. They gave you a free pound of anguish for every grade that wasn’t an A. And when he did get an A, it wasn’t a strong enough A. Like anyone knew how strong the A was or wasn’t. It was all a bunch of crap because they didn’t like Joe’s mother.

      After his father married her, they moved to the States and didn’t come back. His grandparents didn’t see that maybe they hadn’t come back because his father wanted to put a whole ocean and big chunks of two continents between them. Joe didn’t blame his parents at all. His grandparents were controlling and crazy. Joe hadn’t lasted a year with them. But somehow his dad had managed to tolerate eighteen years on the crazy train.

      Joe took a pull from the bottle in his hand. His old man should be sainted for living through this hell and still managing to turn out normal. Joe was barely hanging onto normal. His mind numbed, and his thoughts began to blur around the edges.

      A temporary fix. That’s all he needed. He couldn’t take his grandparents or their drama for one more minute. He lifted the bottle to his lips and the slow burn of vodka coated his throat. This is what he wanted… no, needed. A time out from all this crap.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      A few hours later, Savannah sighed. She’d wanted to get away, but she wasn’t far away. In fact, just the opposite. She stood behind the counter of the church’s small kitchen. The summer picnic was in full swing. Everything was going well. The clown showed up on time, the bouncy-house was infested with children, and the adults had a rousing game of beanbag toss going on the front lawn.

      The food was a hit. In fact, they’d already run out of potato salad.

      “Savannah, where is the second tray of deviled eggs Mrs. Daugherty brought?” Savannah’s father walked in carrying an empty tray. The Daugherty eggs were famous and apparently gone.

      “It’s in the big fridge.” She pointed behind her at the industrial-sized fridge. It was the biggest appliance in the small room and took up a third of the space. However, between brides storing cakes and expectant mothers storing party trays, they needed the extra space. Even the commercial oven, circa 1950, was smaller than the giant cold box.

      “What about ice?” He pulled the large tray of eggs from the fridge as Savannah slid to the side to give him room. Small kitchen. He set the tray on the counter.

      “Ice is in the small fridge.” The old fridge that matched the outdated oven. They still used it, and it kept things cold. Really cold. It was a great place to store ice, since anything that was left inside it for longer than a day started to frost over.

      “Perfect.” He bobbed and weaved as he looked in the classic fridge, grabbing a bag of ice and setting it near the deviled eggs on the counter. Little bits of ice spit and jumped from the bag “Did I tell you, I got the call last night?”

      “The call?” Savannah spooned store-made potato salad into an empty bright red bowl.

      “The call.” Her father smiled. “You’re looking at the keynote speaker for this year’s Midwest Pastors and Deacons Convention.”

      She ran into his awaiting arms. “Daddy, that’s wonderful. You are going to lift them up and inspire.”

      “I certainly intend to try.” He pulled back, a sad smile pulling his lips down slightly. “Maybe this year I can talk that nice young Russell Neal into attending. It would be good to see him again after all these years.”

      Savannah turned away from her father so he wouldn’t see the way her own smile went all brittle. She wrapped her fingers around a towel and squeezed. The bits of ice had melted and puddled on the counter, so she moved the bag and ran a dry towel over the mess. She scrubbed the puddles and then the droplet tracks until only clean counter existed.

      “Do you even remember him?” her father asked. “You were only about twelve when he left our church and moved to Idaho.”

      She nodded. She couldn’t speak. Not one word. Did she remember him? Yes.

      She would never forget. Her hand moved the bag of ice again and scrubbed the metal counter. The water pulled apart into rivulets. She scrubbed harder. The water broke into spatters speckling the hard surface. She kept scrubbing. The spatters broke into tiny droplets of water marring the shiny surface. She scrubbed some more.

      “I think you got it, honey.” Her daddy carried the bag of ice and the tray of eggs out of the kitchen.

      She stared at his retreating back. He wanted Russell to come to the conference. At Ritter. While she was there. Not that it was his fault. He didn’t know. No one knew, and she was going to keep it that way.

      Because it wasn’t just what Russell did to her all those years ago. That was more than bad enough. The really, truly horrible thing was that she hadn’t stopped him. Even as young as she’d been, she knew she should have stopped him, even though she’d had a crush on him. He was older— sixteen— so he was smarter. Right? And like Russell had told her, she’d wanted it as much as he did.

      She pressed both hands on the towel, sliding the fabric back and forth over the whole counter.

      At least that’s what he’d said.

      She knew better now. And she was never losing control ever again.
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      One week and approximately five thousand miles later, milk hit the bottom of the metal pail and splashed in Joe’s eye. He ran a hand over his face as Savannah’s brothers’ laughed. Just one more reason for them to laugh today, and there’d been many opportunities since he’d gotten here.

      Halfway across the globe and he was still disappointing people. Apparently, a farm in Indiana wasn’t all that different than a manor estate in Poland. Go figure. Then again, he’d been born and raised in the city, so farming skills were not in his wheelhouse. At all.

      He was back in Indiana, visiting Savannah’s family before the two of them headed back to college. This whole trip had been one big time-in. He might be away from his family, but Savannah’s family was a whole other issue. And there was no gardener or booze to help him make it through.

      Sweat beaded and dripped down the back of his neck as he leaned forward and rolled the cow’s teat. More milk sprayed into the bucket and thankfully not in his eye. He was doing it. He had been pulling on the damn thing for a few minutes and nothing had happened, but now he was getting it done. Joe yawned as he wiped a hand down his face. He could use some caffeine right about now. He wasn’t used to waking before the sun. He could admit he wasn’t a fan.

      “Yawning already? The day’s just started.” Savannah’s oldest brother, Beau, took his metal pail of milk and strained the contents into a glass jar. Beau and one of the other Whitley brothers, Logan, ran the farm. It was mostly horses, but they had a couple of cows for fresh milk.

      All four brothers loved to make Joe squirm. At least that’s what it felt like for the two days since Joe had arrived in Indiana.

      “We want you to be awake when we take you out shooting later,” Logan called from under his cow.

      “Awesome.” Joe had never tried fresh milk before, but now that he had, he was hooked. Well, hooked to the drinking part, anyway. The crack of dawn procurement of the white stuff was not high on his list of things to do. Of course, going shooting with Savannah’s brothers was even lower on that list. Shooting required guns. Joe wasn’t sure he wanted to hang out in the middle of nowhere with Savannah’s brothers with or without guns.

      Beau placed the jar of milk into a small refrigerator. “Ever used a shotgun?”

      “No,” Joe told him. Great, alone with her four brothers and shotguns. He watched TV. Stuff like this never ended well.

      Logan snorted. “Of course not. Probably ain’t ever used a hunting knife, either. It’s hard for a city slicker to get used to our way of life.” Logan laughed as he leaned into the cow’s side, milk streaming into his bucket. He pulled back, running a tanned hand through his blond hair.

      Savannah had four brothers and they all looked the same— tall and blond, with crew cuts and square jaws. Not bad-looking for guys, although the small nose and full lips looked much better on Savannah. Joe would admit he was a bit biased. He rubbed his eyes with his upper arm and yawned.

      “Tired? We haven’t even started, slick. Keep going.” Beau leaned down and wrapped his hands around Joe’s fingers. “Squeeze and pull.”

      They also all were covered in dirt. All of them. Dirt was everywhere but their hands. Even the one brother in seminary school was covered in dirt. Each worked non-stop. Each looked like they’d been born on horseback and belonged out on the range.

      It was weird seeing Savannah with her family, like High Noon meets Sex in the City. Savannah wore skirts that rode halfway up her thighs and tight tops. The brothers wore blue jeans and cowboy boots like they were the only clothes on the planet. One of these things was definitely not like the other. Not that Joe wanted to complain. Savannah was amazingly hot in her feminine clothes, and Joe would guess Beau didn’t have the legs to pull off a short skirt.

      Beau sighed and leaned over. He grabbed Joe’s hand and pulled. Again. “Grip it tightly.”

      Joe was griping it tightly, dammit. If Beau grabbed his hand one more time Joe was gonna… Who was he kidding? Joe wouldn’t do a damn thing. The quad-clones were Savannah’s brothers. And no matter how much Joe wanted to tell them where to go, he wouldn’t do that to Savannah— probably.

      Beau got out of Joe’s space. “Leland! Thank God you’re here.”

      Leland, great. The ex-boyfriend. Just who Joe didn’t want to see today. It was hard enough dealing with the mutant brothers, and somehow Savannah’s ex looked just like them. It must be in the water down here.

      “Can you milk Mable?” Beau asked Leland. “I’d like to get it done before nightfall.” He laughed. Then Leland, the dickhead, had to laugh too. Apparently, Joe the City Slicker was the best entertainment they’d had all summer. Beau went out and took Leland’s horse as Leland stepped over to Joe.

      Joe ignored the ex’s shadow and pulled on the teat, milk squirting and pooling at the bottom of the pail. Leland’s scrawny body hovered, his breath getting closer. For the love of... Joe glanced over his shoulder. “Are you trying to get some pointers?”

      “Nah, I’m here to take over— you know— replace you.” Leland smiled.

      Replace me? Joe picked up a towel and wiped his hands. He figured he should be clean before he beat the crap out of the ex. After all, the same concessions Joe gave the brothers did not apply to this dickhead.

      “Hey boys,” Savannah called into the barn. Saved by the angel. Any animosity toward Leland disappeared as Joe watched Savannah walk in the large barn door. Sun surrounded her long blonde hair, skin-tight jeans were practically painted on her narrow hips, and a bright tank top hugged all the curves of her chest. And, heaven help him, she had all this glistening sun-browned skin. She literally looked like an angel. His angel.

      “I need some help cinching up my saddle.” Her eyes were on Joe as her tongue ran along her lower lip, leaving a shimmery trail along the pink skin. He could feel the sexual pull in her tone. “Anyone want to help a damsel in distress?”

      “I’ll help.” Leland stared at Savannah like she was water and this was the desert.

      Hell no. Joe handed the towel to Leland. “Aren’t you replacing me here?” he said and bared his teeth. “Mabel would be your damsel in distress. I’m going to go help mine.” He walked out the barn doors and wrapped an arm around Savannah. His arm slid along the soft skin of her shoulders and drew her toward him.

      “How are my brothers treating you?” Savannah ducked out from under his arm and wove their fingers together.

      “Fine.” The brown dirt beneath their feet crunched as they walked toward the horse barn.

      “Yeah, right.” A deep laugh fell from Savannah’s lips. “I don’t think that’s the right word to describe my brothers. They can be difficult, but…” She didn’t even have to finish. They were her family. He would do anything for his aunt and uncle. Some bonds ran thick.

      “They’re fine. We have a lot in common.” He turned toward her.

      “You have a lot in common with them?” Blonde hair slipped into her face, covering her eyes.

      “You.” He lifted the piece of hair and tucked it behind her ear. “They want you happy. I want you happy. They want you safe. I want you safe.” He wrapped his arms around her waist so he could nuzzle against her hair and inhale. Flowers and vanilla. The smell of Savannah. The most calming scent in the world. In his world anyway. “They want to protect your virtue. And I want you to do that thing you did to me last night.”

      She tilted her neck as his head dipped lower. “I don’t think they’d agree with that last one.”

      “Two out of three isn’t bad.” His lips found her throat. Soft, shivering skin met his mouth. Damn, he was hungry. And not for food.

      A soft groan came from her throat, or maybe it was his.

      She leaned in and rested her lips on his. Her one hand slid along his side and until it met the back of his jeans, her other hand fisted in his hair. Everywhere her body touched his was on sensory overload. His head spun. His arms tightened. His groin throbbed. He wanted her. Now.

      “Keep some room for the Holy Ghost,” Beau yelled from out of nowhere.

      Joe tried to jump back but his body wasn’t cooperating. Thankfully, Savannah was able to put some distance between them. He’d somehow forgotten all about the watchful eyes of the blond brigade. Savannah had that effect on him.

      Savannah inhaled, resting her teeth on her bottom lip. She reached up and gathered her hair in both hands, twisting the length over her right shoulder. Damn, she was killing him. His body thrummed just watching the soft curve of her neck, where he swore she tasted like heaven. His body swelled just thinking about it.

      She shrugged and headed toward the horse barn. “Come on. Help me with High Heel.”

      Joe’s eyes were stuck at crossed. He couldn’t move. His body was stiff— everywhere— his breathing erratic. Damn, that girl has some kind of effect on me. He took a deep breath and ran a hand through his hair. The muscles barely cooperated as he attempted to follow Savannah. Somehow he didn’t fall over. Yep, he could do this.

      “I don’t know how to cinch a saddle.” Joe’s legs found their rhythm and he walked behind Savannah— almost normal.

      Savannah turned around and grabbed his hand. “Then it’s a good thing that I really don’t need help. I just needed you.” She rested a kiss on his lips. Soft. She tasted so good.

      “You got me.”

      “Then come talk to me while I tack her up.” She let go of his hand and turned toward the stables. Her hips swayed back and forth. And in those tight jeans, every swing took the air from his chest till he was virtually panting. And then she was gone. Into the barn and out of his sight.

      He felt eyes boring into the back of his head. He turned just enough to see Leland in the doorway of the cow shed. Something that could have been sadness or anger was splashed across his face.

      Joe could almost understand. He’d be devastated if he ever lost Savannah. He’d have that same sad, lost puppy-dog face as the ex over there. Good thing he wasn’t planning on losing her.
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      Savannah’s ponytail bounced against her shoulders as High Heel cantered around the riding ring. When she turned her head, she could see the little cloud of brown dust left in their wake.

      She loved the rhythmic sound. The symphony of riding. Ba-da-bump. Ba-da-bump. The snort on every exhale as High Heel carried her past the line of white rails and posts. Alone, on top of the world, her body rising and falling with every stride.

      Well, on top of her baby, anyway. Her dad bought her the mare when Savannah was in third grade, shortly after her mom died. Her baby had seen her through some pretty bad stuff. But together, they’d always survived.

      Savannah brought them down to a jog and then a walk, stopping by the gate. High Heel ducked her chin, ears flicking back and forth, knowing what was coming. Letting out a long breath, Savannah wheeled High Heel in place, one hand curling around the horn. The mare tensed, exploding into a gallop when Savannah squeezed her legs and pushed the reins forward.

      They flew toward the first barrel on the right side of the ring, High Heel digging in and practically coming to a stop as they pivoted around it. Across the ring now, to the next barrel, and they’d done this so many times together all Savannah had to do was lean into the turn, the two of them balanced perfectly together. High Heel gave a rippling buck as they raced for the third barrel— yes, it had been way too long since they’d done this.

      If they were competing, Savannah would have bemoaned the wide turn at the last barrel, but right now all she knew was that she was racing down the long length of the ring, heart soaring as High Heel stretched out her neck and made them fly.

      Savannah reined back at the last possible second, not wanting the moment to end, and she and the mare came to a sliding, bouncing stop in front of the gate. “Good girl, sweetness.” She dropped the reins and wrapped her arms around the mare’s sweaty neck, letting High Heel walk a few steps and catch her breath.

      A loud series of claps came from the sidelines. “Nice pattern, Beanpole.” Beau leaned over the wooden fence.

      “Thanks. It’s nice to get back into it.” She’d loved having this summer with her baby. She loved riding and just hanging out. Savannah had bathed High Heel and taken her for long rides, spent time carefully combing out her mane and tail. Stuff her brothers would never think of doing while she was at school. All things she’d missed.

      “I bet.” He reached over the fence and offered the mare a slice of apple. She stretched out her neck and gladly took the sweet snack. “Where’s Jorge?”

      “Joe’s back at your house taking a shower.” Savannah swung off High Heel’s back.

      Beau unlatched the gate. “Half day today?”

      “Half day? He’s our guest. He shouldn’t be working at all.” Savannah slipped the reins over High Heel’s neck and headed toward the barn. The mare wanted none of that. She planted her hooves and stared lovingly at Beau, waiting for more apple. Traitor.

      Beau snorted. “You’re the one that sent John our way. What were we supposed to do with him? We work, he works, that’s how it goes. You know that.”

      “Yes, I know that. I wanted you to bring Joe out to work a bit, but only to get you all talking. You know— bonding. Not for you to laugh at him.”

      “Well, he is kind of funny.”

      “Great Christian values.” Savannah produced a carrot from her back pocket and waggled it in front of High Heel’s nose. The horse stretched her lips out and wrapped them around the orange stick. Savannah pulled another bit of temptation from her pocket, and the mare gave up on Beau to follow Savannah and the hovering carrot toward the barn.

      “Come on, it’s not like that.” Beau walked alongside of her into the cool dimness of the barn.

      “I brought him here to get to know my family. I wanted him to love you as much as I do.” She slipped the bridle off, replacing it with a halter, and clipped the halter to the lead line tied to the front of High Heel’s stall. “I wanted you guys to like him as much as I do.”

      “I don’t think I’ll ever like him as much as you. I don’t ever want to be that close to him.” Beau leaned against the wall and smushed his hands together. “Your bodies were like plastered together.”

      “Fine.” Savannah laughed as she loosened the girth. Beau always made her laugh, even when he was being a creep. “But I like him and I thought you’d give him a chance.” She slid the saddle and pad off and slung them onto the waiting rack in the tack room.

      Beau sighed and brushed a hand down his face. There was so much stress there. So many new lines on his once baby-face. “I’ll give him a chance. I just wish you and Leland didn’t give up so soon.”

      “Why?” Savannah eyed High Heel’s shiny neck. The mare was a little sweaty, but her breathing was easy and relaxed.

      “Because the boy is in love with you, and he fits in here, and he could make you happy. He could help here on the farm and you could teach. It’s what you always wanted.”

      Savannah blinked back tears. She knew that’s what she’d wanted. It was how she’d seen her life progressing since she was eight. Marry Leland, have a few babies, and teach grade school. They’d have a small house on a farm and he’d work the land. Picture-pretty and so
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