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Pike’s Run, Texas, 2018

Jessie Townsend is done with love. She has her family shop, Main Street Antiques, to run, and her sweet father to look after. She has plenty to keep her busy and fill the void her ex-fiancé left when he broke her heart. 
Wyatt Davis, part owner of the Swinging A ranch, is feeling his age. He's thirty. Still young, but...too old for the life he used to live. He's done with one-night stands, with drinking all night and staying out until morning. Which irritates him. But what's a cowboy to do when he begins to change?
Go after Jessie Townsend, that's what. But she's not interested. Which is a helluva thing. Because Wyatt's pretty sure he's in love and wants a "forever home"...with her.
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Pike’s Run, Texas

June, 2018

Wyatt shouldn’t have come. He should’ve listened to his gut and stayed home. Why in the hell had he not listened?

He gritted his teeth and lined up his shot, sliding the cue stick along the space between his index finger and thumb. Laughter from people glad to be drinking, to be hunting for a good time, swirled around him, and grated up his spine. He hit the cue ball and sent the stripe into the left corner pocket with a bang.

Morgan laughed with triumph and relish, his white Stetson showing off his chocolate skin and wide smile, then clapped Wyatt on the shoulder. “I bet you’re glad you came now, huh? Five hundred bucks is gonna be ours.”

“The game’s only half over,” Bryant, Morgan’s younger brother, reminded him with a grin. “Dalton’s gonna sink several in a row.”

When the brothers began to swap harmless, teasing insults, Wyatt took his next shot, but missed. He moved away from the pool table, ignoring the back-and-forth between the brothers, and wished he was anywhere else other than the pool room of Tumbleweeds. The only tolerable thing was the music coming from the stage in the main area. The cover band played “Havin’ Fun All Wrong”, a Roger Creager song which was one of Wyatt’s favorites.

But the rest of it...the high-pitched, flirtatious laughter from the women, the jovial hollering of the men, the pool balls clacking together, shot glasses being slammed against high-topped tables, and sliding glances and intent gazes as people hunted for their one-night stand or their true love were like nails on a chalkboard. He was damned tired of all of it.

Which was ridiculous. Laughable.

Wyatt had torn this place up and bled it dry many times. He was a legend when it came to having a good time. From the time he was sixteen and driving, he’d drank his way through all the bars in Pike’s Run and had learned how to make women come after him. He’d chased no one.

His past was littered with stories that others told around fires on a starry, Texas night. He’d added to the definition of “cowboy”. The term wasn’t just his profession, it was his way of life.

Wyatt had played hard.

And now, at thirty, it seemed he was tired of it. He cursed with disdain that he’d become a cliché.

When it was his turn again, he made his shot, continuing to tune out the sights and sounds of the evening.

His friends, Morgan, Bryant, and Dalton had nagged Wyatt all day to come out with them. All of them were cowboys on the family ranch, the Swinging A, and Wyatt had unfortunately had to listen to their whining and cajoling as they’d filled feed boxes and repaired fence line. Nothing like sweating in the Texas heat while others irritated the hell out of you.

Wyatt ran an angry hand through his brown hair, wishing he hadn’t let them bother him into agreeing. He could be sitting on his couch right now, watching the Astros game, and enjoying a beer in the quiet of the log cabin he’d renovated.

“Morgan!” a woman squealed from Wyatt’s left, and he winced at her high-pitched shriek.

She jumped into Morgan’s arms and wrapped her legs around Morgan’s waist. Her glittery, backless top showed off her chocolate skin.

Morgan had dropped his cue stick to catch her. “Well, hey there, Kiara,” he drawled, his smile easing into one of willing desire.

That was it. Wyatt was going home. He had no wish to watch Morgan make out.

Which was exactly what proceeded to happen.

Wyatt jerked his chin at Bryant. “I’m leaving.”

“But—”

Not caring to argue, he turned away from the younger cowboy, strode to the Murphy cabinet on the wall and slammed his stick into its holder. When Wyatt spun around, he found Morgan and Kiara splayed out on the pool table, their mouths locked in a plundering dance. Dalton’s grinning face was glued to the show, while Bryant scowled at Wyatt.

“We didn’t finish,” Bryant hollered over the din, then he threw a glare at his brother who was ruining the game.

“Yeah, we’re done,” Wyatt countered, knowing Morgan’s habits. At twenty-nine, Morgan had been right there with Wyatt during all the other nights leading up to this one. The man would be getting the lovely Kiara out of here and somewhere more comfortable. Eventually.

Without a backward glance, Wyatt left, pushing his way through the crowd toward the exit. As he maneuvered around people standing at the bar opposite the stage, he was careful not to make eye contact with anyone. He didn’t want to get caught talking with someone who used to work for the Swinging A or with a woman who wanted to say she’d taken a ride on Wyatt Davis.

Damn the phrase “save a horse, ride a cowboy” anyway.

He mentally shook his head at himself. What in the ever-loving hell was wrong with him? Was he really that disgusted and tired?

Or did he need a new scene?

A new job?

As he went past the large dance floor where couples spun and swirled to Aaron Watson’s “Real Good Time”, he shoved away his muddled thoughts. He just needed to get out of the noise and into peace and quiet.

When he made it through the jungle of the bar and dance floor, he checked the clock hanging over the exit. Half-past nine.

The time should’ve made him even more irritated by his new choices, but instead he found himself glad he’d get home in time to catch the end of the Astros game.

He had to stop and wait as a group of people cluttered the exit, which was also the entrance. The group was just arriving and had to pay the fee. Wyatt gritted his teeth and shoved his hands in his pockets.

But when the crowd parted, and a woman stepped forward to hand over her money, Wyatt’s breath left him. He froze, struck.

With his eyes glued to her, he shamelessly watched as she accepted her change, then came around the counter. She wore a black dress with an oval neck that showed off her collarbones and formed to her hourglass figure. The dress stopped at mid-calf. Her long, straight, auburn hair reached to the middle of her back and framed glowing skin and a confident, easy expression.

Her gaze scanned the space, and his heart pounded through each agonizing second as he waited for her to notice him.

When she saw him, she paused.

He wanted to smile. He wanted to turn on the charm he knew he exuded effortlessly. But he couldn’t make his mind work. Or his body.

She moved on, hunting the bar for whomever she’d come to meet. When she found them, she drifted away, going to the right of the stage and dance floor where a collection of booths and round tables sat.

He watched her walk away, stunned. Amazed.

And damned glad he’d come.

* * * *
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“JESSIE!” HANNAH SQUEALED.

Jessie Townsend smiled at her friend, the bride-to-be, and braced herself as the woman threw her arms around Jessie’s neck.

“Oh, I love you for coming! You’re such an angel.” Hannah pulled back and beamed. “We’re getting margaritas, but you know that you don’t have to.”

Shifting from foot-to-foot, trying to ease the pain from the high heels she was wearing, Jessie replied, “I know, but I can join you for one drink. That’s just fine.” She winked at her friend. “It’s like a sno cone anyway.”

Hannah laughed in delight, took Jessie by the hand, and tugged her over to the collection of four tables supporting the bridal party of Hannah and Tucker. Hannah and Tucker were getting married tomorrow. When the rehearsal dinner had ended, everyone had wanted to keep the party going.

Jessie sat beside Cynthia, another bridesmaid, and Ben, one of Tucker’s groomsmen, and Jessie’s escort when processing down the aisle tomorrow.

“We’re all here!” Hannah declared happily, as she fell into the seat next to her future husband. “Isn’t this wonderful?”

Murmurs of agreement went around as Jessie scooted back in her chair. While conversation started, she looked down at her feet. She wiggled her toes, wishing she could take off her shoes. Only a couple of hours, then she could go home.

Well, not home. At least, not the home she’d planned on.

Pain bit over what she’d lost, but she allowed it for only the briefest second, then pasted on a smile.

The frozen margaritas came, hers with no salt on the rim, as was her preference. But she opened her wristlet that contained her ID, phone, and money, and withdrew the small bottle of Tajin she always carried. Using the lime, she wetted the rim of her glass, then sprinkled the spicy, salty mixture onto the edge.

“Can I get some of that?” Ben asked.

She passed it to him, then took a sip. She wasn’t much of a drinker, for several reasons, but she loved frozen margaritas. Which was probably why they’d ordered them. Hannah had probably wanted to make Jessie feel as comfortable as possible.

Jessie would have a good time for her friend’s sake. She would enjoy herself, show Hannah and everyone else that she was fine, that they didn’t need to worry about her.

“Excuse me,” a deep voice broke in.

Several heads turned in the direction of the man who’d approached their tables.

Beside her, Cynthia stiffened, while Jessie was struck by the direct eye contact Wyatt Davis, cowboy and part owner of the Swinging A ranch, was giving her. Hmm....interesting. She waited, as did those closest to her.

Wyatt gave Jessie a soft smile, as if he were stunned by her. “Would you like to dance?”

Cynthia gave a tiny, barely audile gasp and latched on to Jessie’s wrist, communicating that she should turn him down.

But Jessie had silently promised Hannah she’d have a good time, and dancing with Wyatt Davis, who was too attractive by half, then rejecting him if he wanted to take things further, would give her a lot of pleasure. “Sure,” Jessie replied, not caring that her feet would protest considerably.

“Be nice,” Cynthia whispered to Jessie as she got to her feet.

No, Jessie thought with glee and disdain for the man who was going to twirl her around the large, yet crowded dance floor.

Wyatt’s killer smile hardly made an impact on Jessie as she went toward him. He waited, then put his hand on the small of her back as she walked in the direction of the dance floor.

Flatland Cavalry’s popular tune, “No Shade of Green” was ending, and Jessie mentally sang along with the last line.

Red lipstick from the blood of all the boys who failed and tried.

She twitched her lips, ready for the “Wyatt Davis” brand of charm. She knew who he was, because, well, everybody did. He was a legend in Pike’s Run, and he co-owned one of the largest ranches in East Texas. But she doubted he knew her.

And she was going to keep it that way. Give him a taste of his own medicine and gain a small victory for the line of women whose hearts he’d broken. Including Cynthia’s. The man had approached their table and hadn’t even spared a glance for Jessie’s friend whom he’d dated for two weeks. Had there really been so many women he didn’t remember?

She turned to face him, and when the chords of “Every Damn Time” by Drew Fish Band struck, Wyatt pulled her into his arms and swept her into the waltz. She held his direct, confident gaze, and admired the deep brown of his eyes.

Yes, he was something. Jessie couldn’t blame anyone who’d fallen under his spell. A strong jaw framed a gorgeous, masculine face. His tall, broad frame promised power and capability, and the confidence he exuded was hands-down sexy.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Jessie.”

His beautiful mouth quirked up in a grin. “I like that. Is it short for anything?”

She shook her head, allowing him to lead her around the floor and not worrying that they were going to bump into anyone. The man could dance.

“I’m Wyatt.”

She bit back a smirk. “Nice to meet you.”

Heat gleamed in his eyes, and she felt the full force of his attention. It was easy to understand why so many girls had fallen all over themselves to be with him. He was very good at making a woman think she was special, and he’d done it quickly, too.

“I wasn’t gonna come tonight,” he told her.

“No? Had other plans?”

“You could say that,” he replied, his stare glued to her. “In fact, I was leaving when you came in.”

What was he trying to tell her? That he’d seen her and had changed his mind about going?

“As soon as I saw you, I had to ask you to dance,” he shared, pulling her closer to him.

Her breasts were almost touching his chest. While being near him did thrill her, she didn’t care for him to take such a bold step. She firmed her posture, prepared to jerk out of his arms if the need arose.

The chorus drifted over them, sung with the gruff caress the words deserved.


Every damn time I look into your eyes
All I can think about is
Holdin’ you tight, lovin’ all night

For the rest of my life
Every crazy thing I could ever dream never seems worth doing
I'd rather stay here by your side
Every damn time




It was a beautiful song made even more so when Pam Tillis sang harmony. The scene the words painted had almost been Jessie’s, then her ex-fiancé had betrayed her in a vile, cliché way. She’d called off the wedding and had never looked back.

She hadn’t dated since. Two years later, and she’d had no want, no wish to take the risk again. And she certainly wouldn’t with Wyatt Davis. There wasn’t anything safe about him.

Oh, he wouldn’t physically harm her. His reputation never once carried even a vein of abuse. In fact, he’d protected women, had even been thrown in jail over protecting a woman from some motorcycle gang. A brawl had ensued and, so things could be ironed out without trouble, Wyatt had been tossed in a cell with the friends who’d come to his and the young lady’s aid.

His hand splayed wider over the small of Jessie’s back, and she felt his breath at her temple.

She sensed the hunger in him, and while she was flattered, she was not interested. Never again. And especially not with someone like him.

As the final strains of the song lifted, he leaned down and said, “Let’s get out of here.”

Over the span of his fun-loving, careless, reckless life, she was sure that was all he’d ever needed to say to a woman. But she wasn’t biting. She leaned back and looked into the desire flaming in his gorgeous, brown eyes. “No, thank you. I’m here with friends.”

His arrested expression was almost funny.

She slipped from his grasp, taking advantage of the shock she’d given him. “Thank you for the dance, though.”

And with a smile of goodbye, she left him, melting into the crowd and feeling as if she’d won something for all women.
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A jovial, rapid knock sounded on Wyatt’s door, and he let out an exhale. He stood up from the sofa where he’d been brooding for the last fifteen minutes. After opening the door and admitting Morgan and Bryant into his house, Wyatt reached for his gray suit coat.

As he shrugged into it, Bryant said, “Were we supposed to get them a present?” He nodded at the wrapped gift sitting on the side table next to the generously stuffed, leather sofa.

Morgan bit his fingernail absently and glanced at the package. “I’m sure Mom took care of that. Wyatt’s only got one because his parents are still in Europe.”

Once dressed, Wyatt picked up the set of knives his mother had made him promise to take to Tucker’s wedding. His gut churned with irritation that he was having to go. “I’m gonna drive myself.”

“Since when?” Bryant asked. “If you were gonna do that, why’d we—”

“Bryant, stop complaining,” Morgan ordered his younger brother. “That’s all you’ve done today.”

Wyatt should’ve mentioned the change sooner, but he hadn’t made the decision until a half-hour ago. “Let’s go. I’ll meet y’all there.”

Even though Bryant clamped his mouth shut, Wyatt could hear his grumbling thoughts. Bryant was always asking questions, and never stopped talking unless he was told to, but Wyatt usually appreciated his inquisitive attitude. Until recently, at least. Everything irritated Wyatt now, and he was about tired of himself.

Wyatt’s black Ram sat beneath the lean-to of his cabin. Before he reached the driver’s side, Morgan called out to him, stopping Wyatt’s progress, “The reception’s right after?”

“Yeah,” Wyatt answered. “At Blue Hall.”

Morgan gave a nod, then climbed into the cab of his silver F150. Bryant hopped into the passenger seat.

Once inside his truck, Wyatt set the gift next to him and put the key in the ignition. An hour-long wedding, then an hour at the reception. That was it. Then he’d be able to leave and get back to work. He needed to go over the agenda for the meeting with Exxon next week, and the justification his older brother, Reid, had gathered for firing Grady Bowen, one of their hands who helped with the sheep and goat herds.

As he backed out of the space that had once been the stables for a horse and wagon, the radio played “Every Girl” by Turnpike Troubadours. The lyrics took him back to the woman he’d met last night.

When she’d said no, it had been the icing on the damned cake. He tightened his grip on the wheel as he thought about her and drove down the well-traveled dirt road toward the main entrance of the ranch. Morgan was ahead of him.

Wyatt had admired Jessie for not ditching her friends and leaving with him, and her rejection had been made without any laughing disdain or sarcasm. Which he’d appreciated, as well. But...he felt he’d missed out on something. He’d never been struck dumb by a woman. He had a feeling she was interesting and would keep him on his toes if they dated.

But it didn’t matter. He didn’t know her last name and probably wouldn’t ever see her again. Especially since he was changing his nightly habits. Going out to bars and drinking just didn’t appeal to him anymore.

He reached the oldest part of Pike’s Run and had to stop at the only red light on Main Street. The shops to his right and left had been built in the 1850s and 60s. Most had been renovated over the years and were owned by different people now and sold different products. But the Royal Hotel still functioned in the same manner as when it had been established in 1859 and had had only slight alterations over the years. And Heavenly Bites was still a bakery. Miller’s General sold specialty items made by Texans, such as pottery, paintings, jarred food, sauces, and marinades, and a whole host of other things.

Riding through this part of town always cheered him. He loved when places from the past were protected. In fact, the cabin he lived in had been his sixth great-grandfather’s and great-grandmother’s home. Lonnigan “Lonnie” Davis had built the simple log cabin in 1880. He’d expanded it and added on three bedrooms by 1885. Once Wyatt had gotten hold of it, he’d made more improvements, including putting in electricity and indoor plumbing.

After the light turned green, he went by the majestic courthouse, then passed the original A-framed, steepled building that had been St. Anne’s Catholic Church until 1924. The Heritage Society was responsible for its upkeep now, and the ladies who ran the organization took their job seriously. They cared for many of the old buildings in the area.

A few minutes more, and he was on the bridge, crossing the San Jacinto River. St. Anne’s was on the opposite side now, a much larger structure than the quaint building he’d just gone by.

After pulling into the parking lot and finding a space, he climbed out of his truck, then tugged on the lapels of his suit coat. He wore a white shirt underneath and a black tie. Black, bootcut Wrangler’s completed his outfit.

Morgan and Bryant met him, and without words, they followed other guests into the church.

Since he’d grown up in the church, Wyatt was familiar with the space and knew many of the people who attended. Once inside, he absently took the program an older woman with a beaming expression handed him, then filed into a pew.

Morgan and Bryant followed him then lowered to the bench.

As he loosely held the program, Wyatt bounced his leg in agitation. He couldn’t shake the constant irritation and anxiousness he’d been feeling for the last month. He’d turned thirty, and his life had become hollow. He wanted something different. Problem was...he had no idea what that was.

Meeting Jessie had knocked him in the jaw, and if he didn’t know better, he’d say he’d been hit by lightning when he’d seen her. He wished he’d learned her last name. He could hunt her down and find out if she really wasn’t interested, or if her rejection had been just because she hadn’t wanted to ditch her friends.

When the music began, and Tucker came down the aisle, Morgan nudged Wyatt with his shoulder. “He looks nervous.”

Wyatt studied his friend and former co-worker when he faced the guests, and he chuckled at Tucker’s struck expression. “Glad it’s him and not me.”

Morgan grunted and shifted in the pew.

The other members of the bridal party began to come down the aisle. Wyatt watched the procession with that same swirling agitation spinning in his gut. The only times the unwanted feelings went away was when he was working. He needed to get back to it. Two hours, he promised himself.

When the fourth couple appeared, and Wyatt focused on the woman, he stopped breathing. Again.

Jessie.

She was here.

Slowly, he rubbed a hand over his jaw, stunned again by the instant effect she had on him. His heart thundered inside his chest, and everything inside him coiled tighter than spring. He lowered his arm and held himself still, needing to keep his strange and strong reaction hidden. He tracked her progress and fought the urge to shove his fist down the throat of the man whose arm she was leaning on. The wine-colored dress she wore showed off her luscious curves, and her hair was that gorgeous, glossy auburn he’d seen in his dreams last night.

Her presence had caused everything to get better. Now, the agitation gripping him could be defined. The need to talk to her, to go after her, simmered inside him and he flexed his fingers. Waiting was going to kill him.

When she took her place at the altar, he remembered the program he held. Quickly, he opened it, standing with the rest of the crowd when the organ doubled its volume indicating that the bride had appeared. But Wyatt didn’t spare her a glance. Instead, he scanned the program for the names of the bridal party.

He found Jessie Townsend among the members, and she was listed as a friend of the bride.

Jessie Townsend.

It didn’t ring a bell for him, but then it didn’t matter. He was going to know her. He was going to learn everything about her. She was calming the uncertainty and irritation that had been swimming inside him for the last month and turning it into the most intense need he’d ever experienced.

He should be bothered by it. Running in the opposite direction. But...

No.

There was something about her that he needed. And he was going to chase her until he understood what it was.

* * * *
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JESSIE WATCHED HER dear friend recite vows to the man she loved, and thankfully, there was nothing but happiness and joy in Jessie’s heart. She’d worried for so long that she’d have a difficult time today, but it had been for naught.

The pure bliss on Hannah’s and Tucker’s faces only made Jessie’s heart squeeze with love for both of them. And as Tucker kissed his bride, tears flooded Jessie’s eyes. With a smile and light laughter as Tucker exuberantly bent Hannah backwards, Jessie wiped at the soft wetness on her cheeks. She needn’t have been afraid she’d feel pessimistic and sour on this day. Love had won.

Thank goodness.

And it was with a relieved and joyful heart that she followed the newly wedded couple down the aisle when the ceremony was over. The strains of Dwight Yoakum’s version of “Crazy Little Thing Called Love” accompanied their exit, and she leaned on Ben’s arm as the guests clapped. On her way out, she felt someone’s keen and intent focus, and she turned her head.

Wyatt Davis looked back. His mouth was curved in a sensual smile and the heat in his gaze almost singed her dress right off her body.

As she turned her head away from him, she let out a slow breath. The heart-breakin’ cowboy was probably going to be at the reception. Wonderful.

But maybe he’d keep his distance since she’d turned him down last night. However, if the look he’d sent her way was any indication, she had a feeling she was wrong.

The bridal party waited with the bride and groom in a back room for the guests to clear out so that pictures could be taken. There were two chairs near a storage closet. Jessie chose one and soon Cynthia came over to join her. “How are you?” Cynthia asked.

“Really good,” Jessie said with a smile, pushing away the image of Wyatt Davis’s smoldering expression. “It’s been a beautiful day.”

Gladness took over the lines of Cynthia’s face, and she reached out and gripped Jessie’s hand. “That must give you such relief. Perhaps you’re putting Carson’s betrayal behind you.”

Jessie let out a dubious breath. “Perhaps, but that doesn’t mean I care to get entangled in a relationship. Some people just aren’t meant for marriage.”

With a frown, Cynthia withdrew her hand and fiddled with the engagement ring on her finger. “I don’t like it when you talk like that. It’s like you’re giving up.”

“On what? Life?” Jessie shook her head. “I’m very settled, you know that. Carson broke my heart, and then Mamma’s death only five months later nearly destroyed it, but there’s much in my future to look forward to. I don’t have to be in love to be happy.”

“Of course, not,” Cynthia agreed, “but I think that mentality is just a wall you’re putting up to protect yourself.”

Maybe so, but Jessie felt good. She felt good about today and not being bitter over Hannah’s happiness was an immense relief. “Don’t worry about me. I know you do, especially since now all our friends are either married or engaged, including you.” She reached over and cupped Cynthia’s knotted fist with a hand. “But I’m fine. I love working with Dad. I love going on trips to find the best antiques for our shop, and I love belonging to the Heritage Society. I have beautiful nieces and nephews.” She shook Cynthia’s hand in a bolstering, comforting gesture. “Don’t fret over me.”

Cynthia twitched her lips. “I’ll try not to, but you know me.”

Yes, Jessie did. They’d been friends since junior high. Cynthia wasn’t happy unless she was worrying.

Well, Jessie would show her she had nothing to fear. She would enjoy herself at the reception. Brisket from Tin Roof was always a good thing, and there was going to be so much pie that she’d probably gain five pounds before eight o’clock tonight. Not to mention the cover band from Tumbleweeds would be playing everything from Miranda Lambert to Robert Earl Keen to Mike and the Moonpies.

It was going to be a good time, and for the first time in two years, since she’d canceled her wedding, Jessie was hopeful.

* * * *
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WYATT SAT AT A TABLE in Blue Hall, enjoying the view but damned irritated that he hadn’t had a chance to indulge himself. He’d eaten a plate full of ribs and had consumed two slices of lemon pie and one of chocolate, and still he hadn’t managed to get Jessie Townsend alone.

Morgan and Bryant were living on the dance floor, spinning single and married women to waltzes or two-steps.

Wyatt had been waylaid by several people, asking about the latest information in cattle, oil, cotton, and corn, and he’d found himself giving reassuring speech after speech. Though his gaze had almost never left Jessie.

She’d been dancing often, as well. Mostly with older, married men, but her partners had still annoyed the hell out of Wyatt. And when she hadn’t been dancing, she’d been fulfilling duties as a bridesmaid, eating at the head table, or chasing and being chased by a pack of kids.

Her face never lost its smile, though. She was an ethereal beauty, and he’d never used that word to describe a woman in his life until her.

She enjoyed people. And loved her friends. He could tell. And she loved to eat. Her plate had been full.

She loved to dance, and she treated each partner with respect and care. She followed her partner and didn’t try to lead him.

Wyatt wanted to be her focus, wanted to experience every breath she took, learn every thought she had, which astounded him.

The minutes turned into an hour, then another, and another, and Morgan, Bryant, and their parents left. Finally, Jessie sat down alone at a vacant table with a slice of pie.

Wyatt excused himself from the group he’d been standing with near the exit and strode to her side. He needed to get to her before someone else monopolized her time. When he pulled out the chair next to her, she didn’t look up.

He watched her take a bite of apple pie, and the action caused his skin to warm. Damn, this girl really had a good hold on him. “Afternoon.”

“Hello,” she responded before piercing an apple with her fork.

“Nice wedding. I didn’t realize you knew the bride.”

Still without making eye contact with him, she replied, “I didn’t know you were friends with Tucker. I was with them last night.”

When she didn’t expand and continued to eat as if his presence didn’t interest her all that much, his gut clenched in nervousness. She was going to turn him down again. He could feel it.

But that wasn’t going to stop him from asking. He cleared his throat. “I was wondering if you’d like to go out sometime. Maybe to a restaurant or...”

She stopped eating and looked at him.

His cheeks flamed with heat. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been embarrassed or nervous around a woman he liked.

She opened her mouth to answer but paused. A few beats of silence passed between them as she studied him.

He had to work hard not to fidget. His heart thudded hard as he anxiously waited for her rejection. It’s not like he’d never been turned down. The difference was, if she said no, it would actually hurt. He resisted the temptation to rub his stomach where agitation sat like a rock.

“I don’t think it would be a good idea,” she finally answered.

Taking in her response, he slowly licked his lips, his thoughts swirling. “Why is that?”

She gave him a knowing look. “You’re Wyatt Davis.”

He frowned. “What do you mean?”

With an exhale, she turned more fully toward him. “Your reputation is legendary, and I’m sure you’re aware of that.”

He was, and his face flushed again.

“Our personalities wouldn’t mix well. It just wouldn’t be a good idea. You’ve left a trail of broken hearts behind you, and I doubt I’m stronger than any of the women who’ve come before me.” She shrugged. “It’s best not to get tangled up.”

So...she didn’t want to accept his invitation, because of his past. “It would just be supper or something.”

“I understand.”

When she didn’t expand, he felt like arguing, but he understood her reticence. He scraped a hand over his cheek, then tried one more time. “We could like each other, you know. It’s possible that you’re wrong, and it might turn into something lasting.” What the hell was he saying? He’d lost his damned mind.

“Of course, it’s possible, but I’d rather not risk it.” She nodded at one of the bridesmaids standing near the head table sharing conversation with another guest. “That’s Cynthia. You may not remember but y’all dated for two weeks about three years ago. Then there was Marnie, who’s also a friend of mine. You dated her for a little longer, and finally, Lauren, same story.”

He had nothing to say. If his past was important to her, then there was nothing he could do. Couldn’t change it. And it would be ridiculous to tell her that he thought she could be special. That would work on other women, but not her.

And he didn’t want to say that. He’d never promised that in his life. Yeah, he’d dated a lot of women, and maybe he’d broken their hearts, but he hadn’t done it on purpose, and he’d never lied to them. They had always known who he was and what he wanted. If any of them had thought they could change him, that had been their fault.

He held his hands out, palms up. “All right, then. I can’t argue with you. I never meant to hurt anyone.”

Her brow lifted. “I’m sure you didn’t. No one’s ever described you as heartless or evil.” She gave him a soft smile. “But I do thank you for the invitation. I am flattered.”

In her tone, he heard her dismissing him. He stood, slightly embarrassed, a little irritated, and still feeling like he needed to know her. “You enjoy the rest of the party.”

“You, as well.”

He had no intention of staying any longer. He had work waiting for him in his office at the ranch. Without looking back, he left and hoped he never saw her again.
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Chapter Three
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Monday morning, Jessie hummed as she unlocked Main Street Antiques, the business she’d taken over from her parents when she’d graduated from college. Her parents had run it for thirty years, but after Jessie had gotten her degree in Business and Marketing, she’d returned to take the shop off their hands.

After turning the sign to “open”, she moved to the windows on either side of the door and drew the curtains. For a moment, she admired the yellow lettering painted on the glass declaring the items they sold. She especially loved the quote running along the top of the windows...

It’s not old. It’s got character.

She grew up hearing that and believed it to her core. With a bounce in her step, she flipped on the lights. Mahogany, cherrywood, walnut, oak, maple, and pine gleamed in the glow. She ran her hand over the surface of the dining table situated at the front of the store.

She loved her job. Running her parents’ store gave her such joy. And she was so glad they’d chosen to renovate businesses on Main Street instead of renting out a cheaper spot or building their own structure along the interstate.

Main Street Antiques had taken over three businesses when they’d bought the needed space. Originally, their shop had been the clinic, run by Doctor Jacob Reynolds until 1902, Lonnigan Brothers’ Investigative Services, and Dawson Realty and Attorney-At-Law. It was a two-story structure, first made of pine
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