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      Cherry Cooper put on her blinker to turn right about five miles before the driveway that led to her family farm. She’d lost her mind, that was all. She could schedule a few sessions with her therapist and drive Jed Forrester out of her head again.

      She’d done it before with Charlie, then with a man named Tyler, then Dr. Freeman. Then Jed.

      And yet, she turned right onto the paved road that led to the corn maze at Forrester Farms, something she didn’t even want to do. She hadn’t been to a corn maze in years, and he hadn’t invited her to stop by and get lost with him among nine-foot stalks and plenty of straw bales and scarecrows.

      Why was she here?

      The salty cowboy had told her he didn’t want to date long-distance. I don’t have time to drive to Casper every week, Cherry.

      The words stung at her brain as much now as when he’d texted them back in September. After he’d kissed her, of course. The man had likely gotten what he’d wanted, and he didn’t want her anymore.

      Cherry hated the self-defeating talk inside her mind, but she couldn’t come up with another explanation as to why Jed had been so keen on texting and calling and getting together…and then gone cold.

      After he’d said that, Cherry had been so glad she hadn’t told Lee or Will about Jed. She didn’t want to have to defend him, because he didn’t deserve a defense.

      “Then why are you here?” she asked, panic starting to set in. If Jed was working the corn maze, he’d see her car. He’d know she’d come by to see him, and that would only fuel his already huge ego.

      The parking lot for the maze wasn’t big by any means, and a single cowboy stood at the entrance of it. He didn’t seem tall enough to be Jed, and Cherry couldn’t turn around on the road anyway. She had to go into the lot to then go back the way she’d come, and she watched the man wave her to the right. She went that way, desperate now to get away from this place.

      Why in the world had she come here?

      Why not? her feisty mind fired back at her. She had every right to visit this public venue. She’d pay the fee, and she’d wander through the dry and dying stalks, and then she might have the strength and courage to continue to her family’s farm. Her sister was due with her first baby tomorrow, and while Cherry had already been home more this year than she had in the five preceding it, she wouldn’t miss being there for Rissa when she came home from the hospital with her first child.

      She parked and got out of her car, tugging her hooded jacket tighter around her and zipping it up. She wore a pair of jeans that hugged every curve and had a thick seam going down the front of them and a pair of trail running shoes that had extra thick soles with a hiking boot grip on the bottom of them. She’d practically dressed for this corn maze, and she hadn’t even known it.

      She paid the fee to a woman in a make-shift ticket booth with a large American flag flying far above it and moved toward the entrance of the maze. Now that Halloween had passed, the place wasn’t terribly busy, but a family had gone in ahead of her, and she walked slowly until she couldn’t hear their voices. At every junction she came to, she turned right. Right, right, right, until she couldn’t go right anymore.

      Then she started turning left, and eventually, she had no clue where she was. The maze had big bridges built into it, so she could go up a dozen or so steps and stand on the bridge and look out over the corn stalks to try to find the way out. She didn’t do that, because this corn maze had become a representation of her life.

      Always making the wrong turn instead of the right one. And if she did turn right, she found out later that she should’ve taken a left. She walked alone in the maze, just as she did in life. Sure, she had friends at work, and friends who lived in her neighborhood, but she knew it wasn’t the same as having someone really close to her whom she could count on for anything.

      Her mind needled at her, telling her things like, It’s probably time to come home, Cherry, and You won’t have to see Charlie. You’ll be okay.

      She definitely needed more therapy to let go of the broken pieces of her past, to knock out all of the bad tile and replace it with granite countertops or hardwood flooring. All of her siblings were now happily married or would be soon enough. Lee had just proposed to his girlfriend, Rosalie Reynolds, and Cherry had gotten a text last night about their celebratory dinner this upcoming weekend.

      She’d taken the whole week off from her academic advising job in San Antonio, and she didn’t have to be back for nine more days. So much could happen in a single hour, and Cherry didn’t like making plans too far into the future.

      Lee and Rosalie had set a date to be married in April, which was an idyllic month in Texas, with plenty of flowers and sunshine, all of which suited Rosalie so well.

      At Cherry’s wedding, there’d probably be black napkins and zero lace, because she didn’t ever think she’d get married. She had, once, but that dream had died a slow, painful death that sometimes still haunted her.

      Now, Cherry didn’t dream at all. Life was just life, and she didn’t want to get too bogged down in thinking about whether it was fair or not—it wasn’t—or good or not. Such a thing was so subjective anyway, and she just wanted to do a good job, go home and eat something delicious for dinner, and try to find a way to ease her loneliness.

      Once again, she turned left when she came to a crossroads, and she thought she should probably consider returning to the farm where she’d grown up. There was room for her there—or there would be once Travis’s new house got built. She could live right next door to her sister and be the best auntie in the whole state of Texas.

      As she walked over the hard-packed dirt ground, a voice came over the loudspeaker. “The corn maze is closing. Please make your way to the nearest exit.”

      If she could do that, she would, but Cherry honestly had no idea where she was. She could be in the middle of the maze or along an outside wall of it. She glanced around and didn’t see any bridges in the vicinity, and she wondered what the cowboys here at Forrester Farms did to make sure all of their guests got out of the maze. Did they have cameras that would show her wandering around, panicked and scared?

      Humiliation streamed through her, and she picked up her pace as she approached the end of the aisle. Left or right?

      She went left, practically jogging as another announcement to find an exit filled the air. “I’m trying,” she muttered to herself. She’d given up praying for help long ago, but now she found herself with a plea in her heart for the Lord to guide her and help her get out of this maze.

      Rissa and Spencer were expecting her, and she couldn’t believe she’d turned off the highway too early.

      A bridge came into view, and Cherry hurried toward it. She sprinted up the steps and looked out across the maze. The huge American flag flew above the ticket booth, and it was behind her. Away from the she’d been walking.

      Helplessness crowded into her throat, and she swallowed against it. Perhaps the farm had a helicopter that could come pluck her from this bridge, saving her the energy and time of trying to go back the way she’d come. Perhaps she could just start crashing through the dry stalks as she forged her own path and made her own exit.

      Footsteps crunched through the dry foliage on the ground below, and then they started up the steps to the bridge where she stood. Her heart hammered in her chest as she watched a cowboy arrive not ten feet from her.

      Not just any cowboy.

      “Cherry Cooper,” Jed Forrester drawled. He didn’t smile. He didn’t approach. He wore a windbreaker that wasn’t big enough to go across his broad shoulders, a pair of sexy dark denim jeans, and his gorgeous dark brown cowboy hat. He heaved a great big sigh and said, “I’ll help you out.”

      Cherry wanted to argue with him and claim she knew the precise path that would lead her to safety. She couldn’t say that, because it was the furthest thing from the truth.

      “Well, come on then,” he drawled in that deep bass voice that followed her into the depths of her slumber at night. He turned and went down the steps without waiting for her to say anything, and she didn’t see any other choice.

      He’d once saved her from Charlie at Travis’s wedding. Over the months since then, his texts and calls had saved her from her dreary, quiet, lonely nights. And right now, he was literally saving her from wandering through this maze for the rest of the evening.

      She followed him, reaching the ground just as he went back into the maze. She ran to catch him, saying, “Can you slow down?”

      “Nope,” he said over his shoulder. “We’re closed already, and I’ve got more work to do before I’m actually done for the night.”

      Cherry panted as she reached his side. She didn’t know what else to say. As they approached a corner, he indicated they should go left, and he led the way. He was taller than her, with much longer legs, and she figured as long as she could see which way he went, she didn’t have to walk right beside him.

      He didn’t want her there anyway. Foolishness filled her, especially when she followed him to the right and then dang near plowed straight into him. She yelped and flung up her hands, her eyes slamming shut for some reason.

      He caught her deftly, because Jed was sure and strong about everything. He didn’t hem and haw over a long-distance relationship. He just said no. Not for me. Thanks for the past few months.

      “Don’t touch me,” she said, swatting his hands away from her waist now that she had her feet under her.

      “Why are you here?” he asked, not giving her an inch in this small corner of the maze. She’d turned right, and then it immediately jogged left again, but Jed hadn’t taken the turn.

      “I needed a few more minutes before I went home,” she said, not giving herself enough time to censor herself.

      “So you came here?”

      “It’s a public place,” she said.

      Jed searched her face, and Cherry had no idea what he was looking for or if he’d ever find it. He said nothing, sighed, dusted his hands, and took the right turn to go around the small corner.

      “Jed,” Cherry said, but she didn’t know what else to say. She shouldn’t have to say anything. He was the one who’d dumped her. He kept walking, and she followed, and only a few minutes later, they emerged into the parking lot. It wasn’t the same entrance she’d used to get into the maze, but she spotted her car off to her left, across the whole dirt lot. Every other car and truck had gone, and another dose of foolishness hit her in the face like a bucket of icy water.

      “Thank you,” she said as diplomatically as she could, and she started toward her car. If she could make it there, she could get off this farm and bask in her own embarrassment without an audience. She held her head high as she walked, and because she was so focused on her goal, she didn’t realize Jed had started walking too.

      She finally heard his footsteps and turned to see him only a couple of paces behind her. “I’m fine now,” she said.

      “Do you want to go to dinner tonight?” he asked.

      Surprise tripped through her, actually tripping up her feet too. She stumbled, and blast him, Jed reached out and steadied her. Everything in her life had been more stable since he’d whisked her away from Charlie at the wedding.

      Everything.

      “No,” she said, not quite sure what question she was answering. Or even what she was saying.

      His eyebrows went up. “You have dinner plans with your family?”

      “No,” she said again.

      “Then why can’t we go to dinner?”

      “Because you don’t want to,” she said, frowning at him. “I asked you if you could do the long-distance thing, and you said no.”

      Jed’s dark blue eyes blazed with fire. “Maybe I made a mistake.”

      “I haven’t moved,” she said. “I still have my job in San Antonio.”

      “I’m aware.”

      She was aware of how close to her he stood, and how she didn’t want him to back up. She hadn’t told Rissa or Spence what time she’d arrive, and honestly, her sister was used to her showing up whenever it suited her. She absolutely could go to dinner with Jed.

      Not here, her mind screamed at her, and Cherry balked once more at the idea. “Where would we go?”

      He folded his arms, one hip cocking out. “I suppose you don’t want to go anywhere in town.”

      “Somewhere else would be ideal,” she said.

      He looked up into the darkening sky. “I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

      “Then don’t do it,” she snapped. She spun around and marched away from him again. “You’re no prince, Jed. I don’t need to be rescued.”

      “You’re no princess either, Cherry,” he called after her.

      He was so right, but she didn’t stick around to tell him so. She reached her car and yanked open the door to get behind the wheel. She started the ignition and threw the car in reverse. Her car beeped and the seat beneath her vibrated as she started to back up.

      She slammed on the brakes, her eyes finally catching up to what the car already knew. Someone stood behind her.

      Jed.

      Fuming, she unclasped the seatbelt and threw open the door again. “Move,” she demanded as she got out of the car. “Right now.”
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      Jed Forrester watched the gorgeous Cherry Cooper’s fingers curl into fists. For whatever reason, that action made every cell in his body hot, and he wanted to get burned by this woman. Badly.

      She wore a form-fitting jacket with jeans, cute hiking shoes-slash-runners on her feet, and her hair down. It flowed over her shoulders like liquid fire, the kind that burned low at midnight and didn’t come from a bottle. She possessed deep, dark brown eyes with a hint of green if they caught the light just right. Jed had only seen that once, and he ached to try to find the ember of emerald in her eyes again.

      “We can go to that pho hut in Beeville,” he said, not quite sure why he couldn’t let her drive out of his life again. In fact, he’d been the one to drive her away last time. It was only several weeks ago, actually, and Jed had regretted his text for weeks now. “I know you like that kind of stuff.”

      Cherry softened right in front of him, but she kept her chin high and her eyes slitted as she studied him. He supposed he couldn’t blame her for not trusting him, though he’d always said things just how they were. He’d never tried to hide anything from her, but that was because he didn’t have ultimate control over what came out of his mouth, not because he was so upright and honest.

      “Come on,” he said, trying on a small smile. “You can leave your car here and everything.” He extended his hand toward her. “Come tell me why you’re back in town.”

      Slowly, Cherry approached him, but she didn’t put her hand in his. They didn’t exist in fists anymore either, and she tucked them into her jacket pockets instead of touching him. “Rissa’s having her baby tomorrow.”

      “Ah, of course,” he said. He’d known Clarissa Rust was pregnant, and he should’ve known Cherry wouldn’t miss being there to meet her new niece or nephew. “Boy or girl?” Lee might have told him at one point in the past, but Jed didn’t carry details in his brain that didn’t matter to him.

      “Boy,” Cherry said quietly, moving with him as he walked away from her car. “Wait, my car is still running.” She jogged back to turn it off, and she returned to his side with her purse in her hand too. “Okay, ready.”

      He smiled at her, but she barely returned it. He was used to that, as he was definitely the loud, jovial one out of the pair of them. Cherry preferred letting him take the lead, and while she’d smiled and laughed with him over the past several months, he definitely had to work hard to draw those things out of her.

      Heck, he’d had to work hard for everything he’d gotten from Cherry. Even getting her phone number had been like pulling teeth.

      His chest vibrated in a strange way as he stepped up to his midnight black truck and opened the passenger door for Cherry. She boosted herself up and into the seat in a single movement, which made Jed’s mouth turn a little drier than it already was. She looked at him, and Jed could get lost in her gaze for a good, long while.

      Move, he told himself, and he managed to step back and out of the way. He closed the door as his phone chimed at him, and he looked down at the notification. His brother had texted, and Jed’s heart dropped to his knees.

      Corn maze clear? You’re feeding the horses at six tonight, right?

      Jed couldn’t believe he’d invited Cherry to dinner. He’d known he had more chores to do after clearing the corn maze. Had he known the lost customer in the maze had been her, he probably would’ve sent Chris to go in and get them out.

      He tapped to call his brother, and the line only rang once before Chris picked up. “Hey, so I have a slight problem,” he said, glancing over to Cherry and quickly moving away from the window. She wouldn’t like being called a problem, and he’d already yelled at her that she wasn’t a princess.

      In reality, Jed hadn’t stopped thinking about Cherry since he’d run into her at Travis’s wedding. He’d only seen her once a month, and yeah, he’d wanted more. She’d offered him Casper, and he’d thrown it back in her face.

      He looked up into the sky as Chris said, “What kind of problem? The kind where I have to find someone else to go feed the horses?”

      “Yeah,” Jed said with a sigh. “That kind of problem.”

      Chris let out a long exhaling breath. “The corn maze is clear, right?”

      “Yes,” Jed said, glad he didn’t have to disappoint his younger brother again. He, Chris, and Easton ran their family farm together, and Chris managed all of the logistics of things, like a project manager, while Easton handled more of the big-picture items. He paid bills and made sure they had the men and women they needed to work the fields and handle the animals and bring in the harvest.

      Jed excelled at details, and he pitched in and helped wherever needed—fields, corn mazes, animals, agriculture. He spent a lot of time with a hammer or a saw in his hand, fixing whatever had started to break around the farm. Too bad he couldn’t fix himself enough to keep a woman for longer than a few months.

      Jed shook all of that away as he rounded the back of his truck. He and Cherry had been sort of dating for months now, and he should’ve said he’d meet her in Casper anytime she wanted. Breakfast, lunch, or dinner.

      “What are you doing right now?” Chris asked.

      “Can I tell you later?” Jed asked, reaching for the door handle.

      “This has Cherry Cooper written all over it,” his brother said.

      “No,” Jed said too quickly. “Why would it? She doesn’t even live here.”

      “Her sister is having a baby any minute now,” Chris said in a deadpan. “You must think I’m so stupid.”

      “No,” Jed said again. He turned away from the truck and ducked his head. “Am I that obvious?” He spoke in a low voice, hoping Chris would say no.

      “Totally,” Chris said. “She probably doesn’t think so, but I’ve seen you freak out about nothing for the past couple of months, and that was about the time you stopped talking to her. Or she stopped talking to you. I don’t know, because you won’t talk about her.”

      “Yeah, well, we can’t all have amazing wives,” Jed said.

      “I’ll tell Deb you said that,” Chris said. “She’s feeling less than amazing right now, so she’ll probably bring you brownies later.”

      “Mint brownies,” Jed clarified.

      Chris laughed and said, “Have fun with Cherry.” He hung up before Jed could protest that his “little problem” had nothing to do with Cherry Cooper. He faced the truck again, shoved his phone in his back pocket, and pulled open the driver’s door.

      “Sorry,” he said. “Chris called.”

      Cherry trained her big eyes on him, her smile slow and absolutely gorgeous on her face. “How’s Chris and Deb?”

      “They’re great,” Jed said. “Pregnant again. Deb’s really praying for a girl.” He smiled and flipped his truck into drive. “I’m honestly surprised they’re having another baby after the twins.” He chuckled, and Cherry laughed with him. “They’re a handful, let me tell you.”

      “You’ve talked about them before,” Cherry said, looking out her window.

      Jed quieted, because Cherry had, and he didn’t know how to talk to her when she receded inside herself. He cleared his throat, uncomfortable in the silence with her. “How’s work?”

      “I’m thinking of getting a new job,” she said.

      He whipped his attention toward her. “You are? Where?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “I’m sure there’s something for you here,” he said.

      Cherry turned toward him, her arms folding across her midsection as she did. “Is that so? Here? In Sweet Water Falls, where there is no college for an academic advisor?”

      Jed swallowed, not sure where to go with this. Perhaps he should just lay everything on the line. “You could work at your family farm,” he said. “Or do something for a college online. Or take a completely new career path.” He glanced over at her and turned out of the parking lot. “Didn’t you tell me that once? That you wanted a new career path?”

      “I can’t remember,” she said. “I probably did.”

      “Not anymore?”

      “I don’t know, Jed.”

      He frowned at the road in front of him, because if she didn’t know, he certainly didn’t. He felt too old to be having this conversation. He knew what his life held, and he’d always known. The family farm. Horses and hay fields and hard work. He didn’t really have the luxury Cherry seemed to enjoy of picking and choosing the path she wanted to be on.

      Although, he did have ideas which swirled through his head from time to time. As the middle son, he’d often thought of finding his own piece of land, and he pictured the farm south of his family plot. Then he quickly shoved those images out, because tonight was about Cherry, and he couldn’t have his attention divided.

      He drove the two of them to Beeville without much more conversation, questioning every minute of the way what he was doing. He honestly had no idea—and he was far too old to be doing things he didn’t understand.

      There was simply something about Cherry Cooper he liked and wanted to know more about. He wanted to help her in any way he could, and he didn’t understand that either. His father had always told him he had a too-big heart to run the farm, but Jed had embraced that instead of trying to change it.

      If there was an animal in pain or in need of something, he wanted to provide for it. When he was fourteen, he’d set alarms for a foal who’d been born too early and gone out to the stables every two hours to nurse it along until it was strong enough to survive without his help. In some ways, Cherry reminded him of that foal. In other ways, she was powerful and strong in a way that struck Jed as pure royalty. He could picture her entering a room and having everyone bow to her as their queen. She certainly brought him to his knees in such a way, especially after their first kiss a couple of months ago.

      He pulled into the pho restaurant parking lot and came to a stop. “This is okay?”

      “Yes,” she said softly. She stayed put while Jed jumped from the truck and jogged around the front of it to get her door. He opened it for her and stepped into the space. She’d unbuckled, but Jed didn’t want her to get out.

      The words he needed to say had been building beneath his tongue during the drive, and he had to say them before he lost her again.

      “Cherry.” He reached up and smoothed her hair back. “I’m sorry about saying I didn’t have time to drive to see you.” He looked at her earnestly, hoping she could feel how genuine he was trying to be. “I’ve regretted that text every day since I sent it. Every minute.”

      She studied his face. “You didn’t mean it?”

      “I was frustrated,” he said. “So I probably meant it in the moment, but no, overall, of course I didn’t mean it. I think about you all the time, and I just don’t know how to sweeten up and ask you to forgive me.”

      She smiled at him, and the heavens opened to him. Light shone on her, and all Jed could think about was kissing her. He wasn’t going to do that today, because he didn’t want her to think that was all he wanted from her.

      “You are a bit salty,” she said. “Maybe my sister-in-law could send you some of her truffles. They’re as sweet as the day is long.”

      He smiled back at her. “Can we try again?”

      Cherry hesitated for a moment, then she reached out and ran her hand down the side of his face. “I’ve missed you, Jed.”

      “I’ve missed you too,” he whispered.

      She leaned forward, pushing her hand up and removing his cowboy hat. Normally, Jed didn’t like it when anyone touched his hat, but Cherry had a way of doing things that he just went with.

      Her eyes drifted closed, and Jed’s heartbeat fluttered in the large vein in his neck. She pressed his hat to his shoulder blades, bringing him closer to her, and Jed touched his lips to hers in a soft, sweet kiss that he didn’t try to accelerate or take to the next level.

      The first time he’d kissed her had been explosive, and he hadn’t been able to control the way things had spiraled and taken off. This time, he bowed to his queen and let her lead him in the kiss. She only kissed him for a moment before she pulled away.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      He opened his eyes and met hers. “Nothing.”

      “You’re not kissing me back.”

      “Yes, I am.”

      She cocked her head to the side, and said, “Give me some of your attitude, Jed.”

      He grinned at her, semi-embarrassed at his limp kissing. “If you don’t like it, don’t kiss me,” he said.

      “I don’t want to kiss you,” she said. “I want you to kiss me.”

      Jed ran his hand up the outside of her thigh and along her waist. “We’re going to pick up where we left off, is that it?”

      “I’d like to,” she said, and he liked that she didn’t play games with him. She was a couple of years older than him, and perhaps she didn’t have time for a relationship that wasn’t going anywhere either. “So?” she asked. “Are you going to kiss me or not?”

      Jed looked at her, trying to decide if he should tell her what truly ran through his mind or if he should kiss her the way she wanted him to.
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      Cherry didn’t like the calculating look in Jed’s eye. The man had never been to college, but that didn’t mean he was stupid. “Just say it,” she said, the fingers of her left hand still gripping his collar, and those of her right hand drifting up into his hair. If he didn’t kiss her soon, she didn’t know what would combust inside her.

      “I don’t want this to just be kissing,” he said, clearing his throat in a gruff way. “I mean, I like that. I do. I just…” He tried to pull back, but Cherry maintained her grip. She knew what he’d do. Back up. Sigh. Run his hands through his hair. Then those dreamy, stormcloud-gray-blue eyes would find hers again, with a hint of worry and a bit of vulnerability and plenty of desire.

      His expression changed as she predicted, but since she wouldn’t release him, he didn’t back up or sigh, and she kept running her fingers through his hair.

      “You want to be my boyfriend,” Cherry said. “Like, a legit boyfriend, who doesn’t have to leave the room to call me, and who I don’t hide from my family.”

      His jaw jumped, and attraction sparked in those eyes. “Yes,” he said plainly. “That’s what I want.”

      Cherry did the sighing, and she looked past his face and over his shoulder. “I’d like that too.”

      “Yeah?” Before she could confirm, Jed kissed her. This time, it wasn’t the type of kiss that had her leading the way, but he took control and decided how fast he moved, and how firm he stroked, and Cherry sank into his arms, the very muscles in her body unable to hold her up.

      “Jed,” she giggled as he slid his mouth across her jaw. “I was going to say something else.”

      “Say it,” he said, his voice husky and hoarse.

      “Can we wait to make things public and…official until after Rissa has her baby?”

      Jed brought his head up, his eyes searching Cherry’s again.

      “I don’t want to overshadow her,” Cherry said, hoping he’d understand. “I do sometimes, even when I don’t mean to, and I really don’t want to in this regard.”

      “You showing up out on your family farm with a real boyfriend is going to blow your momma’s mind.” He grinned at her, and while Cherry returned it, she couldn’t help thinking that the fact that she had a boyfriend blew her mind too.

      “Me showing up on the family farm is mind-blowing enough,” she said.

      Jed did back up then, and Cherry slid down from the front seat of his truck. He laced his fingers through hers, closed her door, and they faced the restaurant together. “No, it isn’t,” he said. “You’ve been back several times this year.”

      “Yeah,” she said, her train of thought automatically switching over to what she could do here, in Sweet Water Falls—or close to it—for a job. “Maybe Beeville has something I could do.”

      “To do?” Jed asked, glancing at her.

      “For a job,” she said. “I was a secretary and an administrative assistant before I got my master’s degree. I could maybe do something like that.”

      “City offices,” he said.

      “No one ever gives up those jobs,” Cherry said, her mind still moving. “A company or something. Small business. Someone like Shay or Gretchen.” She thought of her brothers’ wives. “Or even Rosalie. I could run their office, all their financial stuff, everything, while they do…whatever they do.”

      She knew what they did, but she didn’t know how much any of them needed an administrative assistant. Shay designed all of her own clothes, but she employed several people at Sweetspot, Cherry knew that. Gretchen had help in her candy kitchen. Rosalie… Cherry wasn’t sure about Rosalie.

      She could ask, she knew that.

      She enjoyed dinner with Jed, the conversation lighter and easier now that she wasn’t trying to hide from him, and he wasn’t as salty as he’d been a couple of hours ago. He tossed some money on the table when the waitress brought their check, and he’d just gotten to his feet when Cherry’s phone rang.

      “It’s Lee,” she said, looking up at Jed.

      “Answer him,” Jed said with a kind smile. “I won’t make a peep.”

      Cherry believed him too. She stood and swiped on the call from her oldest brother. He was only a couple of years younger than her, and they’d always confided in one another. She’d helped him a lot with Rosalie over the past several months, and she suspected if she sat down with Lee, she could open her heart and tell him everything she felt for Jed. He’d separate it all, examine it, and help her without teasing her.

      She’d spent so long doing everything herself, thinking that was the way she wanted things, that she didn’t know how to open those doors. Not even to Lee. Not yet, anyway.

      “Lee,” she said, just as someone dropped a stack of plates. A terrible clattering and shattering sound filled her world, and she winced away from it. If Lee had spoken, she didn’t hear what he’d said.

      “What was that?” she did hear, and Lee had to know she wasn’t in her car, about to arrive on the farm he now ran for their father.

      “Someone dropped something,” she said, glancing over to the source of the noise. “I’m just finishing dinner. I should be to the farm in…” She looked at Jed, who shrugged one shoulder and held up a single finger. “An hour.”

      “Don’t come to the farm,” Lee said, his voice breathless now. “Rissa went into labor earlier today, and they’re at the hospital.”

      “What?” Cherry started striding toward the exit now. “Why didn’t you call me sooner?”

      “Spence just called Trav,” Lee shot back. “We all just found out too.”

      “Rissa.” Cherry shook her head, gained the doorway, and flew down the steps. She turned in a circle, trying to remember where she’d parked her car. “She always does this. She says she doesn’t want to be dramatic, and then she’s dramatic.”

      “I just think she doesn’t want everyone in the room for the birth,” Lee said. “But Spence made it sound like she’d have him soon. Said we could come tonight. I’m headed to Mama’s to help her and Daddy.”

      Cherry turned as Jed touched her arm. He nodded down the row, and she remembered she hadn’t driven her car to this restaurant in Beeville. She hurried toward his truck, with him at her side. “I wish I was close enough to help. She wasn’t due until tomorrow, and even then I expected her to be late.”

      “It’s fine,” Lee said. “See you there.” He ended the call even as he said, “No, Ford, real shoes. We’re goin’—”

      Cherry broke into a jog which Jed didn’t have to match. His long legs kept him at her side. “What’s goin’ on?” he asked.

      “She’s already at the hospital,” she said. “Can you take me there?”

      “Of course.” He didn’t come around to her side to open her door, and she swung into the passenger seat as he fired up the engine. He backed out and asked, “Do you want me to take you back to my place first? Then you can get your car.” He flicked a look in her direction, but Cherry didn’t hold his gaze.

      Indecision raged through her. She could cover her dinner with Jed tonight easily. She hadn’t told Lee where she’d been eating, only that she had. But if she told Jed to take her back to his farm first, she’d be even later getting to the hospital.

      Something told her she didn’t have that time to spare. “No,” she said. “If you’re okay with coming, let’s just get to the hospital. Then you can take me out there after.” She looked at him, trying to decipher his feelings on the matter from half of his face. “Okay?”

      “Okay,” he said, shifting in his seat. “Am I sittin’ in the truck while you go in for an undetermined amount of time?” He still wouldn’t look at her, and Cherry switched her attention out the windshield.

      “No,” she said. “That would be ridiculous. You’ll come in with me.”

      “This won’t be a secret then,” he said.

      “No,” she murmured. “It won’t.” She hugged herself and gathered her courage. She looked at Jed again, and this time, he did meet her gaze and hold it. “It doesn’t need to be a secret.” She reached over and took his hand in hers. “I’m not embarrassed of you. I want to tell my family about us.”

      “It might overshadow Rissa,” he said, squeezing. “I’m fine to sit in the truck, Cherry. Honestly.”

      She fell for him a little bit more then, her foot slipping down the mountain she so desperately wanted to cling to. She wasn’t even sure why. She’d wanted to fall head-over-heels in love with someone who loved her back for so long, and Jed sure did seem to like her.

      She just didn’t want to fall first.

      She was tired of falling first.

      “I’ll decide when we get there,” she said. “Let’s just get there.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said, and he pushed on the gas pedal to do just that.
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      Forty-five agonizing minutes later, Jed finally put the truck in park, and Cherry released her seatbelt. “Come on,” she said. “It makes no sense for you to sit out here.”

      She’d have to explain why Jed was with her, but Cherry was forty-six years old. She could do it. If she acted like she’d driven her car, and someone wanted to leave for some reason, she’d have to say why she couldn’t drive. Or…something.

      She knew that something would come up that would force her to explain to her family that she didn’t have her car and hadn’t driven herself. Then they’d find out that she’d made Jed sit out here and wait, and she couldn’t even imagine the looks she’d get then.

      No one understood her the way she wished they would, but she also couldn’t fault them for that. She hadn’t told them much over the years, and she’d been the one to put up and maintain the walls between her and everyone else.

      Knocking them down would be hard, but Jed caught up to her and slipped his hand into hers. Suddenly, Cherry wasn’t so alone, and she sure did like that. In truth, she liked that the man at her side was specifically Jed, but she didn’t know how to deal with that right now, so she filed it away for later.

      Inside the hospital, Jed knew right where to take her. “Deb’s had two kids,” he said. “I know where maternity is.”

      Sure enough, he took them right to the maternity ward, and only then did Cherry’s footsteps slow. Down the hall and around a corner, she found a small waiting room outside a thick, heavy wooden door.

      Travis sat on the couch, his wife Shayla at his side. She was pregnant too, and she rested one hand on her baby bump. Lee paced, and his son, Ford sat in a chair, his phone in front of him. Will and Gretchen sat side-by-side in a pair of chairs, their heads bent together, whispering.

      She couldn’t see Mama or Daddy, and Cherry said, “Lee,” drawing everyone’s attention to her and Jed. All six pairs of eyes landed on her, then slid to where she held Jed Forrester’s hand.

      Lee turned, stared, and blinked, his eyes back on Cherry’s in that next moment. “Hey,” he said, jogging toward her. “You made it.”

      She embraced him, really feeling the love her brother held for her sink through her, and asked, “Where’s Mama and Daddy?”

      “They went back to see the baby,” Lee said. He held her for another moment and then stepped back. “Howdy, Jed.”

      He shook the other man’s hand, and Jed said, “Hey, Lee.”

      Lee cocked one eyebrow at Cherry, but before he could say anything, her siblings arrived, and Cherry got separated from both Jed and Lee. Before she could get back to him—the man didn’t need to be introduced to her brothers and their wives, but it would probably be nice for him—her daddy came out and said, “Oh, good. Cherry’s here. Rissa’s asking for you, baby.”

      He put his arm across her shoulders and squeezed, his smile wide and bright. “That baby is so adorable.”

      Mama sniffled and wept, and Cherry stepped in to hug her too. Her mama was frail and bony, but she could still give a good hug, and she said, “She’ll be thrilled you’re here.”

      Cherry swallowed her emotions, which had started to teem beneath her tongue. “How many people can go back?”

      “Just two,” Mama said. “Lee? She said she wanted you to come too. We’ll watch Ford.”

      “Thanks, Ma.” Lee stepped toward the big door that led back to the patient rooms, opened it, and gestured for Cherry to go first.

      She cast a look at Jed, who stood next to Will. He smiled at her and said, “Go on, sweetheart. I’ll be right here.” He looked like he was really enjoying himself, but Cherry didn’t know how that was possible.

      She almost rolled her eyes but refrained at the last moment. She nodded, turned and met her brother’s eyes, and then stepped past him. She would not cause more drama than she already had, and since only two people could come back at a time, perhaps Rissa wouldn’t have to know she’d shown up with her new…boyfriend.

      “Sweetheart?” Lee murmured from behind her. “So you’re dating him?”

      “Yes,” Cherry said, feeling her defenses fire back into position. “And it would be great if you just kept it to yourself right now. This is about Rissa.”

      “Fine,” Lee said, a hint of happiness in his voice. He glanced over to Cherry. “But it’s a good thing, Cher. Why do you look like you’re going to stab something if you have to admit Jed’s your boyfriend?”

      She wasn’t sure why she needed to defend who she dated. Or that she dated at all. Nothing much made sense, and she needed some time alone to sort it all out. But right now, she couldn’t wait to see her new nephew, and she lasered her focus on him…and her sister.
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      Jed laughed at something Will said, though he wasn’t entirely sure the man had meant to be funny. Will scared him a little, though they were close to the same age. But with Lee gone, Jed had little choice but to settle down on the couch and wait for Cherry to come back.

      Her daddy looked at him, a smile on his face, and Jed returned it. “How’s the farm, Wayne?” he asked.

      “Doin’ real good,” Wayne Cooper said. “How’s things goin’ for you lot next door?”

      “Real good,” Jed drawled back to him. “Chris and Deb are gonna have another baby next year.” He looked over to Travis Cooper, who sat with his wife. At least they’d all resumed their seats after Cherry and Lee had left. Jed hated awkwardness, and standing over something was never good. “When is your baby due?”

      “Beginning of April,” Shay said with a smile. “We don’t know if it’s a boy or a girl yet.”

      “Are you hopin’ for one or the other?” he asked, his gaze moving to Travis. While Easton wasn’t married, Jed had been around Deb and Chris enough to know how polite conversation went regarding pregnancies and babies.

      “Not really,” Shay said, looking at Travis. Travis shrugged and kept his mouth closed, and that meant one thing: He wanted a boy.

      Jed said nothing about that. He just kept his smile in place. “Well, congratulations. Deb’s hopin’ for a girl. She’s got those two twin boys, and wow.” He chuckled and shook his head. “They’re terrible.”

      “How old are they?” Shay asked.

      “Almost three,” Jed said. “I can almost understand what they say when they talk, and Deb’s a master at deciphering things.”

      “Cherry was like that,” Chrissy Cooper said, her eyes opening slowly. She gave Jed a warm smile, but anyone could see she wasn’t real healthy. He’d known about her cancer for years, of course. She’d been in the hospital this year too, and Jed had helped put together a couple of meals for the Coopers during that time.

      “That girl couldn’t speak sentences others could understand until she was almost four years old.” She slipped her hand into her husband’s. “Remember that, Wayne?”

      “I sure do.” He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed the back of it, the gesture so sweet and so real to Jed. He felt how much they loved each other—and Cherry.

      “How long have you two been seeing each other?” Chrissy asked, and every Cooper ear turned toward Jed.

      “Uh.” He chuckled, not sure how to answer that. “Officially? I’d say we just started dating today,” he said. “Tonight.”

      “Tonight?” Will asked. “Really?”

      “Yeah,” Jed said. “We saw each other a little bit after Travis’s wedding, but…” He didn’t know how to say he’d ended things with her when she insisted they meet in out-of-the-way locations. “It’s hard to date long-distance.”

      Every eyebrow shot toward the ceiling, and Jed realized just how badly he’d messed up.

      “Is Cherry moving back?” Will asked.

      “I thought she was happy in San Antonio,” Wayne said, looking from Jed to his wife.

      “She is,” Chrissy said, frowning. “I don’t know what she’s doing.”

      “Surely she’d have said if she was quitting her job,” Travis said, his words sharp and tossed into the conversation almost angrily. Jed wasn’t sure what that was about, as he didn’t know all the complexities of Cherry’s relationship with her siblings.

      One by one, they looked back to him for the answers, and foolishness wound through Jed. “I don’t know,” he said. “Nothing’s been done.”

      “So she still has her job at the college in San Antonio,” Wayne said.

      “Yeah,” Jed said. “I guess we’re just gonna give it another go.” He got to his feet. “I’m gonna go get a soda. Anyone want anything?”

      No one did, and Jed made his escape as quickly as he could without looking like he was running from the Coopers. “Idiot,” he muttered to himself the moment he rounded the corner and the weight of their gazes left his back.

      He paused, pressed his back into the bricks, and pulled out his phone. I messed up, he sent to Cherry. I mentioned something about us dating over the past several months and how it didn’t work out because long-distance is hard, and then everyone in your family had questions about you moving back here.

      He sent the message, the panic clear in the words. I’m sorry, he sent next, exhaling like he’d just made a terrible, terrible mistake. The thing was, with Cherry, he might have. He knew she didn’t want to stay at her farm, and now that Clarissa had had her baby early, she wouldn’t want to stay with her sister either.

      Do you want to stay in cabin four again? he sent next. Free of charge. Before, he’d made her pay twenty bucks for a couple of nights, because Cherry hated charity.

      She didn’t answer, and Jed didn’t know if she’d read his messages. If she was mad, she’d tell him she could get a ride back to the farm with Lee or Will or Travis. If she wasn’t, she’d say it’s fine, Jed. Cabin four sounds great. Will you make me breakfast?

      A man could dream, and Jed sighed as he pushed away from the wall and headed down the hall. After he’d gotten his carbonated, caffeinated soda and chugged half the can, he tapped to call Chris.

      “Hey,” his brother said. “I handled the horses.”

      “Thank you,” Jed said. “I’ll take the morning shift for you, so you can stay in bed.”

      Chris said nothing, and Jed liked stunning him into silence every now and then.

      “Listen, I’m at the hospital,” he said, and Chris sucked in a breath.

      “Why?”

      Jed weighed his words carefully. “So Cherry did stop by the corn maze tonight.”

      “I know,” Chris said, glee in his voice. “Her car is still in the parking lot.”

      “Yeah.” Jed let out his breath. “We went to dinner. Her sister had her baby, and now we’re here for that.”

      “Ah, I see.”

      Jed wasn’t sure why he’d called Chris. Maybe he just wanted someone to tell him he wasn’t crazy for feeling so strongly about Cherry. Chris had teased him, sure, but he’d also leant a listening ear and given great advice when Jed had asked him to.

      “So are you seeing her again?” Chris asked, his voice low. “I’m not gonna wake them up.” The last bit was clearly for his wife.

      Jed listened to his brother’s breath, then the squeal of his screen door, and he knew Chris had just gone out to his front porch. Since he had a wife and family, Chris had built a home on a parcel of land just beyond the corn maze, with easy access to the highway that no one used but him and Deb.

      “I don’t know,” Jed said, though he did. “I mean, yes. Yes, I want to see her again. She still lives in San Antonio, and honestly, Chris, that’s the reason I broke up with her last time.”

      “I figured,” Chris said. “It’s not an easy drive up there.”

      Jed didn’t agree or disagree. It wasn’t the easiness of things. It was the time they took. He’d rather have Cherry living right next door than two hours up the Interstate. “It just means I can’t see her every day.”

      “Well, you’re an every day type of man, Jed,” Chris said. “That’s why you didn’t like the situation last time.”

      “Yeah.” He couldn’t argue with that. “I just—maybe she doesn’t want to see me every day, Chris. I think that’s where I’m stalling. Because I do want to see her every day. Talk to her. Touch her. See her. And not on a video. And she was happy getting together for lunch for a couple of hours once a week.”

      “She liked talking to you on the phone,” Chris said in Cherry’s defense.

      “Is that enough?” Jed asked.

      “I don’t know, brother.” Chris exhaled mightily. “The distance definitely complicates things for you.”

      “Her family’s here,” he said, looking back the way he’d come. “They know now.”

      “That’s a good step,” Chris said brightly.

      Jed ran his hand up the back of his neck, pushing his cowboy hat further forward than he liked. “Yeah.” He fixed his hat and drained the rest of his soda. “I’ll handle the chores in the stables tomorrow.”

      “I appreciate it,” Chris said wearily. “We had an epic battle with the twins and spaghetti-with-no-meatballs tonight.” He gave a chuckle, but it wasn’t entirely happy. “I have no idea how we’re going to handle things once we’re outnumbered.”

      Jed laughed just to cheer up his brother. “You wrangle dozens of cattle at a time,” he said. “Kids are just like that.”

      Chris laughed too, but Jed could hear the exhaustion in the sound. It pulled through him too. To think, a few hours ago, all he’d wanted was to clear the corn maze, feed the horses, and fall asleep on the couch with Fish keeping his feet warm. The dog refused to lay on the floor if Jed didn’t have to.

      The night had turned out radically different than he’d envisioned, and he was still trying to decide if the change had been good or not.

      He hung up with his brother, and while his phone still sat in his hand, it chimed. Cherry’s name popped up at the top, and part of her message read, It’s fine, Jed. I’m not sure⁠—

      He tapped, his heartbeat doing the same thing, to see her whole message. It had started the way he’d hoped, and his fantasies roared to life again.

      Her full message read: It’s fine, Jed. I’m not sure how long I’m going to be here tonight, and I hate making you wait for me. I know you have work to do still, with an early morning. I can get a ride with someone back out to the farm.

      He read it once, then again, and then a third time. It was a combination of how he thought she’d respond if she was mad and if she wasn’t, so now he didn’t know what to think. Cherry Cooper perplexed him, he knew that. He could feel the wounds inside her, and he wanted so badly to mend them.

      “You can’t mend a person,” he told himself. He’d been working on himself recently, with a pair of earbuds and a purchased set of mental therapy lessons. Mindfulness, it was called. Making better choices. Coming at situations from a better mental place. Taking care of himself before others.

      But with Cherry, he didn’t want to do that. He’d stay at the hospital all night if he had to, just so she could sit and hold her sister’s baby. Then he could drive her home and see her soften as she fell asleep in his truck. He’d carry her inside cabin four and put her to bed, kiss her forehead, and whisper that he’d be back in the morning to make her an omelet.

      For Cherry, he could go without sleep for days.

      He shook his head, because his soft thoughts for the woman drove him mad. He wasn’t sure why they existed, other than to torment him, and he didn’t want her to know how much he liked her right now.
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