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Chapter One



“Trista Jeane, you’ve got
a telephone call.”

Trista glanced over her shoulder,
expecting to find the fluffy, beauty shop curls of at least one of
her gramma’s neighbors peeking through their lace curtains, just
wondering what scandalous thing Grace’s granddaughter had to settle
over the phone now.

She knew that was what
they all thought of her. It didn’t matter how many hours she spent
knee deep in dirt and green bean plants helping Gramma out, she’d
always be known as the girl who’d brought that wild
Australian boy with the
neck tattoo and his wallet on a dog chain to the senior park, at
Easter no less. What they didn’t know and she didn’t care to share
with the Ferns and Dollys, Eds and Franks down at the clubhouse was
that she was so pissed at Jaxon, he wouldn’t dare call her right
now. The neighborhood was safe. Tattoo, wallet chain, and
Aussie-free. But if it wasn’t Jaxon, there was only one other
person she was expecting, not looking forward to, but expecting, a
call from.

“Coming,
Gramma.”

Through the screen, Trista could hear
loud flowing water and a pounding piano intro as she moseyed up the
stairs and then fumbled with the handle. She entered the front door
of Gramma’s trailer protecting a fresh handful of green beans. A
few small clumps of moist soil clinging to her bare knees wiped off
easily against the doorframe. She dared not let any of it fall on
the freshly scrubbed floor inside. A pair of skeptical, wide eyes
greeted her as the ringtone continued to sound. Her hi-tech world
must seem pretty strange to Gramma who still baked her own bread,
darned her socks and hung clothes to dry.

“Hurry up, dear. Here,
give me those.”

Trista quickly unloaded
her harvest into the sink. She splashed ice cold faucet water over
her dirty hands and then patted them on the powder blue kitchen
towel hanging from the oven handle. Her voice hurried, she picked
up the phone just as the Phantom’s Overture began its last chant.
“Hello?”

“Yes, ma’am. May I speak
with Trista Hart?”

“This is her,” she said in
her best I’m doing this because I’m a good
friend voice. She was 99.9 percent sure
the polite drawl on the other end belonged to Jaxon’s cousin. “Are
you Lucky?”

He laughed. And then seemed to recover
enough to keep up the respectable formalities of their
conversation. “Yes, ma’am, I am.”

He didn’t sound like a kid. The one
Jaxon had guilted her into giving a ride back to California when
she left Gramma’s.

She could continue on in this funny
chase of one-liners surrounding his name but the reason they were
to meet up crept back into her thoughts. How could Jaxon have asked
her to host his tag-along stranger cousin on her return road trip?
He knew how serious her plans were but had still saddled her with
this cousin because didn’t she always drop everything to help him
out? Yep.

Her best friend’s timing on this one
stunk. Like a “skunk oil mixed with tomato juice mixed with
vinegar” kind of stinky. Why had she agreed to this again? She
huffed.

She was about to ask when and where
they should meet up when a female’s giggle sounded in the
background. Playful, taunting words echoed through the line,
something like “Come get it if you want it.” Surprisingly, she was
curious to hear Lucky’s response. Would he be the typical guy and
tell Trista he had to go? He was related to Jaxon, after all. But
the phone made a thudding sound followed by another and then the
call disconnected before she had the chance to find out.

She sat, amused, matching stares with
Gramma who finally gave her own huff and then went back to snapping
tips from beans. Maybe he wouldn’t call back and she’d be off the
hook.

No such luck. She answered her phone
with a sigh.

“Hi. Sorry about that. So,
Jaxon said I could catch a ride out to his place with
you.”

Well he sure got to the point, didn’t
he? “Yes, that’s apparently the plan.” She glared up toward the
ceiling, questioning the hateful powers that be.

“So, when do you plan on
heading out?”

“This Sunday.”

“Jaxon said you’re staying
just outside of Nashville?” The young man pried her for details
while she remained determined not to give them.

“Yes,” she said, picturing
Jaxon’s face and wondering if Lucky resembled him at all. That’d be
her luck, stuck with a clone of her selfish best friend when all
she really wanted was to get the next leg of her trip done and over
with, alone, and then head back to work in Cali.

“Okay, well a buddy of
mine is heading up there tonight. I can get a room somewhere in
town and you can pick me up Sunday, if that works for
you.”

She pondered a second more. His
maturity level had her worried at this point but he seemed harmless
enough. Plus, Jaxon would hear of any misbehavior on the young
gun’s part. Oh, what the hell? She made him an offer then, hating
her bleeding heart.

“Lucky, how about I just
come get you tonight?”

“Okay.” He paused. “Yes,
ma’am. That sounds good but...” The words trickled out, as if he
was afraid to accept her invitation but was trying to be real
polite about it. Had she allowed too much venom to froth her voice?
Why did she care? Holy hell, she was such a sucker. This was why
Jaxon walked all over her back home. Because she let him. Annoying
as he might be, his antics really were harmless. There was no
friendship contract they’d signed in blood saying she’d be the
doormat in the relationship because she could handle the most crap
but it had sure worked out that way.

“Listen, you can stay with
me and my gramma for the weekend.” She smeared an innocent clump of
leftover soil into her palm until it was just a stain. “Just tell
me where I can meet you and when.”

“Um, yes ma’am. If you’re
sure…”

“I am.”

“Okay,” he said. Was that
a crack in his voice she’d just heard him try to cover up with a
cough?

This must be what he would say
whenever he didn’t believe her. She expected to hear lots of
“Okay…cough, coughs” the next few days since she had no intention
of making the trip easy on him. Jaxon was the one who deserved this
treatment, she knew that. But her best friend was too busy being
absent, so Lucky would be taking the heat for him.

“Well,” he continued. “My
buddy’s dropping me off at Slanger’s. You know where that
is?”

She had heard of the club. It wasn’t
the cream of Nashville’s crop, but it wasn’t the seediest place
either. Although, it was Friday night, the night she’d found to be
filled with the more desperate people out looking for distractions
from their week. She’d handled worse. “Sure, what time?”

“Eight?”

“Okay, I’ll see you there
at eight.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She would respectfully pass it by
Gramma first. And if she turned up to Slanger’s and Lucky even so
much as rubbed her the wrong way, two things would happen. First,
she’d make a call to Jaxon. Hell be it if Vangie answered, and
second, she’d put Lucky up in a motel for the weekend, using the
band’s corporate card, of course. It would be a bill Jaxon would
deserve to pay.

 


A few hours later, she sat
in her Jeep, readying to back out of Gramma’s tapered driveway. It
was always harder to maneuver in the darkness and she’d better not
crush one of the pretty flower pots lining the drive. Fern from
across the park didn’t need any more ammo in her quest to prove
what a reckless young lady Grace had staying in their sanctuary.
Fern Thadberry. That would be Trista in fifty years if she didn’t
get certain things in her life sorted out on this short break from
the band. Crotchety old
spinster. That was mean, she knew it.
Maybe old Fern had grown up across the street from a church too,
and had been left to the devil as well. Her hands shook so she
squeezed the steering wheel, itching to get moving.

“Should I wait up for you,
sweet pea?” Gramma had already given the okay on bringing Jaxon’s
cousin back to the trailer. Funny how she softened up at night,
once the chores were done and the day had been
productive.

It had been a damned good thing
Trista’d introduced Jaxon for the first time at night. His tough,
gothic exterior hadn’t seemed to bother Gramma. He’d worn his
wallet on that silver chain, ripped jeans and his black, always
black, t-shirt that didn’t even begin to hide the neck tattoo
poking out from the collar. Gramma had told her, as they got ready
for bed that night, that she could see into his heart. He had a
good soul underneath it all, she’d said, so he was
welcome.

Apparently, so was his kin.

Leaning into the driver side window,
her elbows spread wide across the frame so Trista couldn’t quite
leave yet, Gramma got one of her rare concerned looks. “What’s the
matter? You’ve been hot and cold and fidgety all week.”

“Have I?” Now wasn’t the
best time to admit her troubles to the strongest woman she’d ever
known.

“Dear, I found the milk in
the cupboard this morning and Fern says she saw you flip the bird
at her trailer Tuesday night when you were leaving.” Gramma paused
then gently pushed Trista’s hand down from hiding her face. “Look
at me, sweet pea. You don’t have to go on to Duketown. There isn’t
a human being on God’s green earth you need to prove anything
to.”

Trista just shrugged. For once, Gramma
was wrong. She did have something to prove—that she wasn’t a scared
twelve-year-old girl anymore and that just because her son of a
bitch stepfather had gotten himself buried right next to her
mother, he wasn’t going to keep her from finally paying her proper
respects. “I’m very sorry, Gramma. I’ll try to get my act together.
I just have a lot on my mind with the rest of this trip and then
the upcoming tour with the guys back home.” It was the first time
she hadn’t been excessively giddy to be heading out on the road
with the band.

“And taking this newcomer
along with you.”

“Yes, ma’am, that
too.”

“Well, I’d say you could
leave him here with me while you’re in Oklahoma but I honestly
don’t think it’s a good idea you going there alone. It’s too bad
Jaxon couldn’t come. I guess this cousin is better than no one.
Don’t you think?”

She’d better make a joke and fast if
she wanted to keep out of those murky waters. “Oh Gramma, I wish I
could leave the both of them here with you. That would really drive
old Fern crazy.”

It took three of the longest seconds
Trista could remember ever having to wait but Gramma finally
cracked a smile and then winked. She knew better behavior was
expected from her without it having to be said. “You sure you don’t
need me to wait up?”

“No, that’s okay, but I
won’t be out late. You might still be up by the time I get home.
You’re sure it’s okay if Lucky stays here the weekend?”
I really wouldn’t mind if you said no right now,
Gramma.

“Dear, I trust your
judgment as much as I trust my own.” Gramma smiled like she always
did, her lips held together, like a lady who didn’t think it right
to give too much away.

“Thanks, Gramma. Love
you.”

“You too, sweet
pea.”

She treasured the adoration now
because when the sun rose, she’d be Trista Jeane again.

Trista backed out onto their side
street, carefully missing the flower pots and mustered up a
friendly wave toward Fern’s trailer, and then she headed toward the
city.

The nighttime air in late March was
just on the right side of the thermometer for her. Driving with the
windows down, the wind had its way with the curls that had escaped
her messy bun. It felt so good. She needed lots of good right now.
Hopefully Lucky would turn out to be a tolerable guy to have around
for a few days. It sure would help to ease the nerves about
Sunday’s departure to Duketown. That reminded her…she needed to
look up the florist’s address. Surely, the two-street town would
have finally gotten one in the last decade and a half.

She parked her Jeep and prepared to
get out. A tall man who looked to be about her age approached from
the club’s door, on a seemingly obvious path in her direction. His
baby blue western shirt was rolled up to the bend of his elbows and
the first few buttons were left open. Its gentle color was
immediately soothing which should have set off all her gut
instincts not to trust him. When it didn’t, she took a step back,
ready to wait inside the Jeep if she had to. She squinted as he
neared her.

Why was he smiling? She didn’t know
him.

Men. That was her answer.

She sighed and remembered she was
there to pick up a Jaxon clone. Taking a moment to look away, she
scanned the parking lot for someone shorter with a bulkier build.
More menacing. No one fit the bill and so she glanced back toward
this mystery blond guy. “Long, Tall Texan” popped into her mind and
wouldn’t leave her alone until she hummed the tune out
loud.

A black duffel bag was slung over his
shoulder and as he came within a couple feet of her, she got that
familiar love-hate feeling that goosed her insides. He was close
enough for her to see his face. She hadn’t seen eyes that shade of
blue on anyone other than Jaxon. And their hair was the same dark
blond with sun-touched lighter strands on the surface. Only the
person in front of her with the friendly smile wore his long enough
to pull back into a ponytail instead of shaved close on all sides
save for the top.

He set his large, sagging bag down and
presented her a hand. “Trista? I’m Lucky, thanks for comin’ out
here to get me.” His grip was firm, engulfing hers, although he
looked momentarily at a loss for any more words.

“It’s not a problem,” she
offered, thoroughly disarmed, hating every second of it. Was
irresistible charm coded in these boys’ DNA? Promise a girl you’ll
be there for her, yank back the promise at the last minute because
you can’t grow a pair and stand up to your damn jealous girlfriend
and then expect everything to be forgiven because you know when to
say sweet things like “thanks” and “sorry”?

She inhaled then let the hot air
whistle out through her clenched teeth.

Oh, and you happen to have
been born with eyes the color of the ocean? She was breaths away
from revoking Jaxon’s best friend card because of this letdown. If
she thought about it for a zillion years, she’d never understand
how he’d been able to cancel on her. He was the one person who knew
how hard it was going to be for her to step foot back in her birth
town, to relive those childhood memories. And Lucky, well, he
didn’t even have a status yet, unless you counted “complete
stranger tagging along at the worst possible time”.
Why do you do this to yourself, girl?
That was the question, wasn’t it? Well, she knew
why. Letting someone down when they were in need was a big, big
problem. It just wasn’t in her DNA.

However, she wasn’t a pushover and she
wasn’t gullible or naïve. Spending her life in and out of places
like Slanger’s, following around the band as she did, it wasn’t the
life for an innocent. Her plan to remain aloof at this first
meeting was slipping away. She remembered thinking they might go
inside, allowing her to see Lucky amongst what she thought might be
his peers. If he was any kind of trouble like his cousin, a noisy
bar would flush it out of him.

“Did you want to hang
around here? I don’t mind if you do.” She dangled the offer like
bait on a pole.

“Nah, I don’t think so.
Did you?” Interesting. Lucky wasn’t biting.

A jeans and t-shirt clad drunk
stumbled out of Slanger’s front entrance. The music had gotten
louder and the inside voices clamored to stand out. “Probably not.
I guess we can head back to my place,” Trista said, giving up on
her plan to scope him out.

“Okay, sounds good.” He
opened his door and easily slung his bag into the back seat then
sat down and buckled himself in.

“What? No more yes ma’am,
no ma’am?” She taunted, her eyebrows raised and her head tilted
toward him.

Lucky smiled and looked at her when he
answered. “I thought you were Jaxon’s age. I was brought up to be
respectful to my—”

“Your elders?” She
squawked in disbelief. He may have sounded younger on the phone but
in person, he was obviously all grown man, well-aged with lots of
pluck.

“Yes—Trista.” The apples
of his cheeks rose as his voice lowered.

She shook her head. This guy couldn’t
have been more like his cousin in needling her if he’d tried. She
turned the Jeep’s engine over and began the drive home to Gramma’s,
wondering what in the hell she’d gotten herself into.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


“Gramma, this is Lucky.
Lucky, this is Gramma Grace.” It was no surprise that Gramma had
stayed up.

“Nice to meet you, ma’am.”
Lucky held onto his duffel bag while extending his hand as he had
earlier to Trista.

“Lucky, that’s an
interesting name.” Gramma smiled and ushered him in. They stopped
near the dining table, which had already been set for the next
morning’s breakfast. “Is that short for something?”

“Yes, ma’am. It’s what my
father and uncle call me when they’re in a good mood.” He held his
full lips tight but the corners of his mouth still curved upward.
Like he couldn’t help but smile. Geez, his happiness was just too
damn bright for her right now. Too different from how she felt
inside. This guy would never understand where they were about to
go, where she came from. Maybe that was best. She straightened one
of the lace doilies on the table and tried to be
patient.

“Oh, well what do they
call you when they’re not?” Gramma talked to him so easily. Aside
from the nature of the questions, they sounded like they’d known
each other for generations.

“Lucas Dylan Mason, ma’am,
amongst other things I probably shouldn’t share.”

Gramma smiled. She seemed to
appreciate Lucky’s lighthearted humor but was she okay with the way
he kept looking at her sweet pea? Trista went a bit further into
the home, checking the thermostat and waiting near the hallway when
Gramma kindly chimed in, “Trista Jeane can show you to your room,
son.” Her softened features indicated things were just
fine.

Trista led Lucky down the narrow
hallway to the guest room. His bag bumped the wall as he towered
over her, following closely behind. When she stopped to check if
he’d knocked into one of Gramma’s antique plates, he nearly stepped
on her. “Sorry,” he whispered.

She frowned and then continued to the
room.

“So, you’re a Mason, not a
James?” How exactly were Jaxon and Lucky cousins? And why had she
never heard of him before?

Lucky glanced to the only empty corner
in the room.

“There’s fine,” she said,
standing in the doorway, her arms hanging loosely to her sides,
waiting for his reply. He set his bag down and came back to
her.

“Our fathers are brothers,
but Jaxon uses his stepfather’s last name.”

She waited for more to follow but it
didn’t come. Of course now she wanted to know why. Lucky looked out
the window then, peering through the white lace curtains that had
hung there for as long as she could remember.

He seemed to be dodging any further
questions on his and Jaxon’s relations. She was about to try
another angle when he grinned and asked, “So, Trista Jeane, huh?
Couldn’t get much more country than that, could ya?”

“Yeah.” She cringed and
then made a new offer, deciding to be nice for now. “So are you
hungry or thirsty? I could get you a Coke or lemonade. Gramma
doesn’t allow any alcohol in her home. You can rot your teeth to
hell on syrupy soda but don’t even think about coming in here if
you’ve been drinking.”

He obviously hadn’t been or else
Gramma would have smelled it on his breath. It said a lot, being
he’d been waiting for her at a bar.

Lucky accepted the offer of lemonade,
all the while giving her that country boy grin. Smiles like that
were trouble. It made her feel like he found her explanations
humorous, like he found her interesting.

They left the pastel pink, flower
wallpapered room after Lucky thoughtfully turned off the lamp near
the head of the bed and headed toward the kitchen. Gramma was
turning off the lights in the living room as they passed by her.
She huddled herself in a thick housecoat and slippers.

“Sweet pea, I’m off to
bed. Lucky, we’re glad to have you.”

“Ma’am, thank you for
having me.” Lucky held out his hand to her again and she patted it
between her two smaller and much thinner ones.

“All right, I’ll see you
two in the morning for breakfast. Trista Jeane, you can sleep with
me if you don’t want to be on the couch.”

“Yes, ma’am. Good night,
Gramma.” Trista remembered back to the time when she’d first come
to live here. The whole of that first summer she’d needed not to be
left alone in bed at night. She rubbed her bare arms up and down
until she realized it wasn’t cold.

She turned to the living room and
found Lucky perusing the shelf of 1940’s soda pop bottles in
Gramma’s glass cabinet. The way he stood there, hands in his
pockets, leaning in as closely as he could to the glass, he seemed
impressed. And sweet. If she hadn’t been so reluctant and irritated
at having him thrown into her private plans, she might have tried
to enjoy his company a bit more.

She studied him as he walked over to
the large back window and pulled at the drapes. “It looks like a
really nice night out,” he said.

“It is. I mean, for here,
anyway.”

“What do you mean, for
here?” He ran long fingers over his pretty hair, stopping at the
gathering of a rubber band. She wondered what it looked like loose
and if he was touchy about people having their hands in it the way
she was with hers. Still, something so soft looking would have to
feel pretty damn amazing sliding through her fingers.

“We don’t exactly have
what you would call weather where I live now.” She had followed him
to the window while keeping a slice of distance.

“Oh that’s right,
California.” He said it as if the state’s name conjured up
unfamiliar and spooky images.

Hedging around the couch, she came
closer to him. “Have you ever been there?” Would he dare say
something derogatory about the place she now called home? Didn’t he
know she was the only one allowed to do that?

“No, I can’t say I have.”
Was he amused at her moxie, the way she stood closer to him now,
one hand harnessed to the back of her hip, the other hanging
loosely without care?

“Then what’s with the
shaky ghost voice? You shouldn’t judge a book by its
cover.”

He started to take a step back but
instead just dipped his head down and then back up. “I wasn’t. I
mean, you’re right. I haven’t been there but I’m looking forward to
it—now.” There it was again, his completely disarming smile. Damn
his bloodline.

Why had Jaxon never mentioned Lucky?
Lucky, who at this point, seemed completely harmless. It was
strange but then she, better than most, knew that dirt was usually
brushed under the rug and not over it. “Would you like to sit out
on the porch? It is nice out.” Her invitation piqued him. She could
tell, the way his neck and shoulders straightened and he rubbed at
his jeans pockets. Boys were so easy to read.

He picked up his glass and followed
her through the kitchen, toward the rear of the home and then out
onto the porch. Carefully, she closed the back door, not wanting to
wake Gramma. Water flowed just loud enough to hear at the nearby
creek. She walked down the porch steps to where there were a few
large rocks, perfect for sitting, facing toward the obsidian
trickling in the distance.

“Is that a creek I hear?”
he asked. She wasn’t surprised that his country ears would pick up
so instinctively on the sound.

“Yeah, see back there,
behind the cut wood pile and those rocks.” She pointed.

“I like the sound of the
water. There’s one like that by my house.” He looked at her now,
giving up on straining to see into the darkness.

“Oh yeah, where’s that?”
she asked, genuinely curious to know more about this secret cousin
who in no way was from Australia like Jaxon.

“About two hours south of
here.” He rattled off the names of a few major rivers near his town
that she’d never heard of. That tune from earlier toyed with her
tongue for another hum but somehow “Long, Tall Tennessean” didn’t
have quite the same ring or appeal. Anyhow, she was just as happy
to keep thoughts of music on a shelf. Jaxon and the guys would be
her life when she got back to Cali.

Lucky sat down on his portion of their
rock, resting his forearms on raised knees. The moonlight did
appealing things to his hair, making it look so soft, even while
pulled back. She began to imagine him in some innocent
Americana-country scene but an unexpected flash of curiosity snuck
up on her. What would a guy with all that pretty hair look like
when he was making love? She’d bet his waves would fall into his
face as he pushed in and eased out of some sweet, hometown girl who
would then tuck some of the longer pieces back behind his ear for
him. Holy cow, she apparently needed a date if she was now ogling
angelic country boys.

Angelic? Who was she kidding? Trista
remembered the girl’s flirty voice from their earlier time on the
phone. Not in the least shy about asking him, she brushed some damp
dirt from the fabric of her Mary Jane shoes and then began, “So
Lucky, who was that girl…” when Lucky reached over and settled his
fingers over hers.

She laughed it off because she had no
idea what else to do with the confusing little gesture.

“Why are you laughing?” he
asked in a way that challenged her to be nicer.

“Sorry.”

“What? People don’t hold
hands in California?”

Well, she couldn’t speak for the whole
state, but in her little rock star corner of it, no, they didn’t
have much use for hand holding. “Not so much and aren’t you just a
little fast for the average small town country boy? Didn’t we just
meet an hour ago?”

He smiled one of those “I’ve never
even been to the ocean” kind of smiles like she’d seen on so many
ambitious kids taking their first strut down Sunset Boulevard. For
a moment, she balked at being the one who would deliver him
there.

“Trista, I’m not
a little anything. And
I’m no boy. Just tryin’ to be nice.”

Maybe Lucky wasn’t the typical male
she’d figured him to be. A second later, he leaned over like he was
about to kiss her, making it pretty damn clear that he was.
Sometimes it sucked being right about the opposite sex. But then
again, predictability was safe.

The nighttime dew covering their rock
helped her to slide a few inches away from him. Lucky drew back as
well. He had certainly caught her off guard with that
attempt.

“I thought you
hand-holding types at least saved the first kiss until the third or
fourth date. It would be really disappointing to find out you’re
more like your cousin than I thought.”

That got a chuckle out of him but he
refused to look at her, like he was embarrassed.

He laced his fingers into a steeple,
reminding her of the childhood song her momma had sung to her over
and over. “Trista, I wasn’t trying to kiss you. I just wanted a
closer look.”

Huh? No, he had tried to kiss her.
Nice try. “At what? My teeth? You know what? It’s no big deal.” An
intense desire to turn away from him boiled her blood but she
refused to let him know she’d been curious of what such a sudden
and unexpected kiss would feel like coming from her best friend’s
cousin.

Sincerity like she hadn’t seen in a
long time stared at her. “Your eyes. They remind me of my
mother’s.”

“Oh.” It was the least she
could say in the face of all that…regret? “Thank you.” She stumbled
over what else to share. He had morphed so quickly from stranger to
guest that she didn’t know if their timing would ever be right. One
always ahead of the other and one behind.

The dew coating their rock seats had
begun to soak through her thin dress and she was fairly certain
things were done for the night. At his nodding in apparent
agreement, she gathered the bottom of her short dress and tucked it
along the back of her thighs, lifting up from the large stone. Him
reaching out his hand to help her the rest of the way up was such a
foreign notion that she faltered. One unbalanced step she took
toward accepting his offer sent her right down into the pile of
rocks.

“Ow!” That was smooth.
“Dang it.”

Lucky knelt down to help her up. The
only thing he was getting was the bend of her elbow because that
burning gouge she could already feel heating up was staying
protectively hidden behind her back.

“Let me see,
Trista.”

“No thanks. Let’s just go
inside.”

The long, tall Tennessean took up a
solid stance blocking her way to Gramma’s porch steps. “Please. I
just wanna take a look. You don’t want to drip blood all over your
grandma’s floor, do you?”

How did he know it was bleeding? She
glanced back at the enemy clan of rocks and saw there was indeed a
half of a hand-print outlined in dark wet goo. Her palm throbbed
behind her back and she knew she had to give in. No way would she
bloody Gramma’s rugs. She jutted it toward him for
inspection.

With a quick glance around, he found
Gramma’s watering jug that had caught the previous night’s rainfall
and rinsed the wound with it. She tried to hold it steady for him
but appreciation for what he was doing sucked out all her tough
girl grit. He then went for a handful of packed soil from a nearby
planter and applied it gently over the shredded layers of skin. He
grabbed her uninjured hand and placed it on top of the mound. “Hold
your hands together like you’re flattening out a hamburger patty.
Keep it packed tight. I’ll be right back.”

“Okay,” she whispered. He
disappeared. Where was he going? To the woods to find tree sap to
seal the wound? Did it matter? No. As long as he came back. That
was what she wanted. For him to come back and…hold her
hand.

“Here we go.” Lucky took
her cupped hands and pried them open, then brushed off the clumped
soil. He used the last of the rainwater from Gramma’s jug to rinse
her palm again. Then he did his best to blot it clean and dry with
the bottom of his baby blue shirt.

“Where did you go just
now?”

“Huh?” He continued to
blot at her wound. “Oh, I was just looking for something soft.” He
glanced down.

That was why he’d used his shirt. His
pretty blue one that had worked to calm her again. She’d get him a
new one in town tomorrow.

“Well, I think that’s as
good as I’m gonna get it out here. We should go inside and clean it
for real.”

She was staring. The girl who played
with boys but was never fazed by them was staring at him like he
was her guardian angel and she was his beauty school dropout. This
was so wrong. Instantly she needed to be Trista Hart, tough as
nails assistant to Jaxon James and the crude guys of Sin Pointe.
Able to strut her way into any VIP club’s backroom and snatch the
guys out before they damaged themselves too badly.

She wiped her hand roughly against her
dress, gritting her teeth the whole while, and looked Lucky
straight in the eyes as she did so. “Well go on in,
then.”

“Um, okay. What’s that all
about?” he asked, pointing to her hurt hand, not following her lead
up the steps yet.

“You would never
understand, Lucky. And it’s late.”

“Hold on a second. Did I
do something wrong again?”

“You don’t know what
you’re talking about.” And crap, her voice had just cracked. She
flung her arm in a hasty and not-smart move to turn and stomp up
the stairs. As it swung, her hand caught on the railing.
“Ow!”

Lucky was there in a second, soaking
up the fresh flow of blood onto his shirt again. “Geez,
Trista.”

That was apparently all he could say.
She realized he might even be thinking of catching a ride to
California with a non-crazy person at this point. Which was
entirely for the best. For both of them. A vision of laying flowers
at her momma’s side of the grave while spitting curses at the other
half while golden and happy Lucky stood behind her just didn’t sit
well.

“There. Now you can go
inside,” he said solemnly.

He’d stopped the bleeding, again.
Unfortunately, she was wound so tight that he wouldn’t be getting
another thank you out of her tonight.

Before they made it inside, he paused
and put his hands on his hips. “Wait, can I just ask you something
first?”

With a huff, she answered him hastily.
“What?”

“What exactly did I do to
you tonight? I mean, aside from trying to hold your hand, which I
get, is apparently the grossest thing a guy could do to a girl.”
Then under his breath, “Jaxon didn’t mention you were this
upset.”

Yep. There it was. The explanation for
why Lucky was being so “nice” to her.

“What exactly did Jaxon
say about me?”

Lucky just shook his head as if he’d
suddenly fallen to a severe case of amnesia. “Nothing
bad.”

“Lucky.”
Keep the hurt in the pit of your stomach,
Trista. Don’t let
him see it. “Tell me what Jaxon told
you.”

Angry betrayal at what Jaxon might
have disclosed to his cousin made her sore hand explode with more
sting.

In another move she had no instinctive
response for, Lucky took her torn up hand into his and held it
gently. “He said you needed a friend. That he didn’t want you to be
alone on this trip. And that I better take good care of you.” He
carefully wiped at a smudge of dirt that hadn’t been rinsed away.
“That’s all I’m trying to do, I swear.”

She could strangle Jaxon for his loose
lips.

Without reason that would make sense
to anyone in this trailer park, she looked him straight in the eyes
and did what had to be done. She had to be the one in control here.
Not Jaxon, not Lucky. Her.

If surprise had a taste, it would be
his lips as she pulled his head down and kissed him.

 


* * * *

 


Her two insistent hands pressed
against the back of his neck like she was forcing him to do this.
It was cute. Yeah, she was dead wrong. He’d wanted to kiss her
since he’d first seen her, hopping down out of that girly silver
Jeep. But he knew better. Earning something you wanted took more
than a few hours. And if he’d gathered anything from her hot and
cold responses so far, it was that Jaxon’s vague but deliberate
warning that he take good care of her hadn’t been just puffed up,
ego talk.

This girl was in trouble.

He should have stepped away for both
their sakes. He knew he didn’t deserve this kind of kiss, not yet.
But California was glued to him on full speed and didn’t appear to
have a pause, let alone a rewind button. On second thought, he’d
let her get this out of her system and then they’d start
over.

Her hand had to be killing her, so he
managed to pull it down and keep it tucked at her side. But the
other one was petting those hairs at the back of his neck, leaving
him seconds away from coming undone. If he clenched his jaw any
tighter, those painful yet ticklish sensations shooting throughout
his upper body would without a doubt get him into trouble down
below. Heck, if he squeezed her in his arms like he wanted to,
she’d feel how aroused he’d let himself get. He worked his jaw to
ease away from the pain, wishing he could let go entirely and enjoy
her touch. Yep, their fresh start was gonna have to wait until she
was done proving her point. Cute girl though.

 


* * * *

 


His lips were soft and salty like he’d
worked up a sweat at some point during the day. Crap, again she
cursed his damn tempting bloodline. This would only complicate
their pending trip even more. So naturally, when he smartly pulled
her one hand away, she found a sweet spot of baby hairs with the
other and went for more. Her rules—that was the only way to play
with the boys and stay safe.

Lucky’s hands eventually cupped the
sides of her face, which was fine because she had made her
point.

“Are we okay?” he
asked.

Well, hell if she knew. “Yes,” she
said. They could figure the truth out later. There would be an
endless amount of open road ahead of them come Sunday to think.
Tonight was desperate Friday. “We’re good.” But she hesitated
because he looked for a moment like he may have regretted things.
When he coughed and cleared his throat, she was sure of
it.

“Come on, Miss ‘We’re
Good’,” he said, as he urged her the rest of the way to the back
door. “I’d like to keep that promise I made Jaxon. You could go a
little easier on me from here on out.”

The inside of her mouth remained warm
from their kiss as she swallowed a cool breath of air. The
contrasting temperatures left her with a chill and a memory—the
taste of the last kiss she’d had. Cigarettes and beer. No hand
holding. No talking. No first, second or third date. As badly as
her sour heart warned her to throw Lucky in with that lot, she just
couldn’t do it. He’d already taken more care of her than any other
guy she’d known.

“You shouldn’t take things
so personally.” At his wince, she splintered and added, “I know you
didn’t sign up for this; I’ll try to be…better.”
No promises though.

“Okay.” He hesitated, and
shifted on the steps. “Ready to go inside?”

“No, you should go in
though. I need to be alone.” A tingle traveled around her wounded
hand and she made the mistake of squeezing it into a
fist.

Lucky dipped his head then and ran his
hand up along the back of his neck, rubbing it in his obvious
confusion. “Trista. I’m kind of at a loss here. You’re obviously in
pain. Just come inside and let me help you.”

She tried to warn him, hoping he’d
listen. “Lucky, you’re a nice guy. Okay, I get it. You want to
help, but I didn’t ask for that and you have no idea what you’d be
signing up for anyway. Assholes can barely handle my world; a good
guy like you doesn’t stand a chance. Jaxon had no right doing
this.”

“Hmmm.” He scratched at
his sideburn. “You don’t know what I can and can’t handle.” He
looked down but she had caught his every word.

The point came when she should have
shut up. But she’d given him the option of letting her be and he’d
stayed.

“What exactly does your
girlfriend think about you taking this trip with me?” Not the best
comeback, she realized.

He shook his head as if realizing he
was stuck with a crazy person but then slid down onto his butt and
patted the space beside him for her to sit. “I don’t have a
girlfriend. You are assuming wrong, again.”

Trista waited for him to recant and
come straight with her. “Lucky, you don’t have to lie. I heard her
today over the phone. It’s okay. I don’t judge.” If she did, she’d
have had zero friends back in Cali. Jaxon hadn’t named his band Sin
Pointe for fun.

“Wait a second; you kissed
me like that when you thought I had a girlfriend?” He crinkled his
brow with the honest question.

She paused to chew at the inside of
her cheek and consider what he’d just stopped short of calling her.
On the bright side, she hadn’t worried about the rest of the trip
in so many minutes.

“Trista, I didn’t mean it
like that. I just don’t understand where you’re willing to draw the
line.”

That’s right, because they didn’t know
each other. How could she be mad? He had merely pointed out a truth
that had become apparent about her after only a few short hours.
She really had been living amongst those who kept few rules for far
too long.

“Lucky, sometimes one
moment is all the time two people have together.” She crossed her
hands at the wrists and rubbed them back and forth.

“Is that why you kissed
me?”

She couldn’t answer him. That had been
about control of the situation. At first.

“Didn’t you wonder what my
girlfriend might think about that?” His eyebrows lifted and he
started to reach out for her hand but stopped short.

She should have. But
hadn’t.

He twisted and leaned over and without
touching anything else, barely brushed his lips against hers as he
spoke. “What if we don’t tell her?” The stubbled patch of whiskers
just beneath the center of his bottom lip scraped against her
chin.

The appeal of the scrape and a stammer
for how to answer kept her quiet for a second. “That would be very
wrong, as you pointed out just now.” She breathed. “I would feel
very bad.”

He pulled in his bottom lip again, and
then stood, pulling her up with him. He’d seen her reasoning. She
wished her bleeding heart would keep its mouth shut so that she
could have someone good, girlfriend or not.

“She wouldn’t have to
know,” he said softly as he touched the neckline of her dress while
they stood inches from the back door. His fingers traced the
sweetheart scoop that had taken her a week to get just
right.

It was hard to decipher right from
wrong when all she wanted was to take that well-mannered hand that
had politely skimmed along the stitching of her collar and suction
it to the skin and bones above her heart.

“She would lose you,
Lucky.”

Smiling softly, he pulled back. “You
must have heard my neighbor’s daughter earlier. She’s seventeen
going on thirty and has been flirting with me since she was about
twelve. I don’t have the heart to break hers and my dad lacks the
tact not to keep her out of the shop without bringing her to tears.
That’s all it is. I’m not that kind of guy, darlin’.”

Trista remembered being that age and
in awe of an older man who had paid her attention, one who wasn’t a
monster. Jaxon had acted with dignity, never humiliating her while
she had been caught up in the midst of new feelings of lust and
easily triggered hormones. Jaxon had nursed her through her crush
until she realized the bond they shared was deeper and thicker than
the curiosity she had fascinated on him for a while. He’d never
taken advantage when he easily could have. And it sounded as if
Lucky shared more than just a few common genes with his
cousin.

Lucky patted the shoulder of her
dress. “It’s almost midnight. I bet your grandma will have
breakfast ready early. It’s probably a good idea for us to turn
in.”

The look Lucky gave her then was one
thousand percent that of a man who was dipping into his
reserves.

“You’re right. Look, I
apologize for being such a mess tonight. But can I ask you one last
thing?” She squinted and searched his face, ready to be let
down.

His brows raised a notch like he was
preparing for another round. “Okay, but I have to warn
you—.”

She cut him off. “No warnings
necessary. I just wanted to know if you’re a musician.”

Caught off guard, he frowned. “No, I’m
not. Why?”

“You have the fingers for
it, long and tapered.”

“Um, well I work…I work
with my hands but not at music.” Lucky stuttered at first like he
hadn’t wanted to admit that.

“That’s good. I just
wanted to make sure.” She didn’t turn around to see his response as
they finally re-entered the quiet house.

“Trista, you take care of
that wound.”

When she turned to face him, he
offered her his hand.

She gripped it with her good one and
they shook like well-mannered, decent people. “Nice to meet you,
Lucky.”

What in the world was she getting him
in to? Good guys had no business in her world, but he had handled
this bout with her.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


It was time to get up. Gramma
obviously wasn’t worried about waking her as she lay curled up on
the couch. The old breadbox door snapped shut and Trista knew she’d
better be up in the next few seconds. Gramma had never been one to
dote. Instead, she had been the example of strength in Trista’s
life, a person who rose with the intentions of filling the day with
meaningful work and who only put herself to bed at night by God’s
good graces, as she had frequently lectured.

Trista had seen the rewards of such
labor. At sixteen, she had left Gramma and Tennessee to be the
youngest freshman student in attendance at Southern Cal. But a
solid work ethic did not confirm a belief that there was a greater
power up above, something or someone who cared for her. That had
been difficult if not impossible to accept, no matter how hard
Gramma had tried to convince her.

The sound of Gramma’s oven door
banging closed without apology knocked Trista completely awake and
off the couch. Not more than a few seconds later, aromatic smells
of cheeses, paprika-seasoned potatoes and sweet honey ham fanned
out to the living room, making nice with Trista’s startled
senses.

“Good morning, Gramma. Do
you need some help?” She yawned and pulled the crocheted lilac
quilt up to her nose as she inhaled and then exhaled with a groan.
She hadn’t needed it for warmth.

“Up late were you, Trista
Jeane?”

“No, not very.” Trista
folded the handmade blanket and laid it over the edge of the sofa.
She didn’t want Gramma worrying. Forcing a spring into her step,
she walked over to the kitchen and looked in the refrigerator then
pulled out a saran wrapped tray. It was filled with fresh cut
strawberries, orange slices and melon balls they’d made up the day
before. “I’ll put this on the table.”

“Thank you. Your friend
hasn’t come out yet. You’d better go wake him up and let him know
that breakfast is ready. But get dressed first, dear,” Gramma
admonished.

“Yes, ma’am.” Trista
scooted her feet along the rugs and entered Gramma’s room where her
things had been relocated on account of their new guest. She
brushed her teeth, washed her face and after removing her white
nightgown, slipped a dress on over her head. Gramma would approve
of everything except for the mess she called hair. No matter how
hard she tried, the best and only way to keep it out of her face
was to pull it back into a bun…that resembled a nest. She had her
mother to thank for the unruly tresses. Her father’s hair had been
straight, brown and manageable, just like Gramma’s. She’d seen the
pictures. She added a few bobby pins to the pieces that didn’t want
to conform and returned to the main part of the home.

“I’ll go wake Lucky up
now.”

“Good idea. The casserole
won’t keep warm for very long.” Gramma inhaled deeply over the
succulent dish.

Trista regretted having to wake Lucky
and still felt badly about the nut job performance she’d put in
last night, but they were under Gramma’s roof so that meant
following her rules and time schedule. She knocked quietly.
Whispering his name wasn’t necessary as he opened the door to face
her.

“Hi, um Lucky, were you up
already?” She peered in as the sun filtered through the mini-blinds
that had been rigged permanently open. “Sorry about the light, but
Gramma likes to rise with the sun. She says it adds purpose to the
day.”

He yawned. “That’s okay. She’s right,
you know.” A sleepy smile that made his cheeks rise greeted her in
response. “I’m used to getting up at the crack of dawn with my
folks.”

“Oh, good. Well, breakfast
is ready.” She opened her eyes wider to press the importance of a
timely appearance by him at the table. “And you should put on a
shirt.” She gently poked his chest, which was tanned and toned and
lightly sprinkled with dark blond hairs. If she had a religion, her
thoughts right now would definitely be against it. She would not
bite her lip because then he might know she was imagining being
that girl lying underneath him, pushing his fallen hair out of his
face while he rocked his hips against hers. She squeezed her inner
thighs tightly, trying to control the tingling sensation at her
core. Whoa, girl! Quickly, she stepped out of the doorway to give him back his
space, but a hungry look flashed across his face at her touch. She
backed away.

“Right, um, I’ll just
throw on my clothes and be out in a minute.” He winked and she
could see the flirt hiding behind his blue eyes.

She returned to the dining table and
stood by her chair as Gramma stood by hers at the head. Everything
was set in its place. Their plates, the fancy ones with the
periwinkle tube flowers in the center and rimmed in the same
nostalgic color, awaited the serving of food.

Lucky came out a minute later, his
hair pulled back in its ponytail, wearing his same dark denim jeans
and light blue western shirt from last night but tucked in this
time. Gramma took his hand in hers as he reached the back of the
chair directly across from Trista. When she bowed her head and
reached out for Trista’s hand, it was understood that they would be
saying grace. Trista hoped this wasn’t awkward for Lucky. It wasn’t
her favorite activity in the world.

“Trista Jeane, why don’t
you lead us, dear?” suggested Gramma.

“Yes, ma’am.” Her hands
fisted before her fingertips extended to maintain hold with
Lucky’s. The table was fair-sized but her wingspan was not. She
gathered her short thoughts and reluctantly, began. “Thank you for
this food we are about to eat and for the time we are able to spend
together. Thank you.”

Finished with grace, she lifted her
head from its uncomfortable bow. Lucky followed suit but they had
to wait while Gramma, her eyes still closed and grip still tight,
finished silently praying for a few seconds longer. Trista imagined
she was probably asking forgiveness for her granddaughter’s curt
nature and the omission of the traditional “Amen.” That thought was
solidified when Gramma soon opened her eyes and uttered, “In Jesus
name, Amen.”

Without another word, Gramma smiled
and patted Lucky’s hand that rested near hers. “Let’s eat,
kids.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Lucky’s
hearty enthusiasm for consuming multiple servings of what was laid
out in front of him made Gramma laugh while her eyes sparkled. And
the sun was nowhere near setting yet. Trista smiled as she watched
them eat, unable to deny the value of the golden boy at the
table.

 


The sun had now set over the trailer
park and once again, the familiar dark of night called her
outside.

Long, tall Tennessee walked to the
tree she leaned against and shuffled his boot over a patch of moss.
“Hey, don’t worry about earlier today.”

If he said so. Shirt shopping had
been…interesting. She’d insisted on accompanying him into the
dressing rooms, same as she did with Jaxon and the guys every time
they prepared for a new tour and needed new custom designed
outfits. Always armed with her tape measure, she’d wanted to be
sure and get him a perfect fit. How many times had she measured Sin
Pointe’s bare chests, necks, arms, and waists? Her only thoughts
being on tailoring. Yeah, no. She couldn’t measure Lucky, ever
again. Last night she’d kissed him in an effort to be the one in
control of her confusing feelings where he was concerned. Today
she’d held onto his waist, thirty inches to be exact, for oh, say
five minutes straight. Her only thoughts being on sinning. A lot.
And licking her way around those sexy hips of his, not defined to
the max or lined with veins. They would make like a smooth yet firm
hard candy shell and would taste just as good. The tip of her
tongue peeked from the corner of her mouth as she devoured the
completely inappropriate thoughts of her best friend’s cousin. They
should both be worried. The more she tried to be in control with
him, the more ground she lost. He should be very
worried.

She couldn’t stand out there with him
in the darkness any longer. If she was behind the wheel, she’d be
back in control.

“Hey Lucky, I’m gonna go
for a drive.”

“Okay.” He
coughed.

“That’s an invitation.”
One she probably shouldn’t have made but she just couldn’t help
herself around him. “Are you coming or not?”

He tugged the Jeep door open and
climbed in. A sudden bout of seasonal allergies gave her the
sniffles. Even through those, she caught a breath of him. “On
second thought, maybe you should get out. Stay here or better yet,
you can take the Jeep out for a spin. I’ll go hang out with
Gramma.”

The small strip of hairs centered
under his bottom lip poked out as he pulled in on his lip. Most
guys she knew with soul patches sported menacing tattoos and
matching attitudes. It impressed her that, so far, Lucky hadn’t
fallen into that tired old cliché. The way he turned so slowly to
face her, giving her time to realize he was going to say something
thoughtful, gave her a moment to let her breath out.

“You know, we’re going to
be in this Jeep together for a couple thousand miles. Maybe a test
drive right now is a good idea.”

He was right. She rubbed her hands
over her face as if trying to clear his scent from her nose and the
vision of his perfectly tapered, not even an ounce of fat anywhere
tanned torso from her eyes. It didn’t work. But he was still right.
She had the distraction she so desperately needed for this
trip.

“Alright, let’s go,” she
said, giving him the once over.

 


The drive was quiet but heavy. And not
just with warm, kind man smell, but the fragrance of night-blooming
jasmine and magnolia as they rode with the windows down. Trista had
driven a few miles until she had no choice but to let the words
out. “I’m not going to be able to do this with you,
Lucky.”

“I’m sorry, what was
that?” He had been watching the passing trees through her
driver-side window when she had glanced over at him. He ran a
single finger along her jaw which made her want to abandon the
wheel and offer him her neck, her throat to be exact, because from
there his finger would have an easy, straight path down through her
cleavage to her belly button. All of which tingled and clenched at
the feel of his one finger, still only tracing her jaw. How many
more thoughts could she stand of him like this, knowing he was just
being nice as a favor? A few escaping curls tickled the skin of her
neck as she drove them. She had to keep her eyes on the road but
the way he looked at her was proof he wanted her to pull over just
as badly as she wanted to. “What did you say?” he asked
again.

“We can’t make this trip
together.”

“Sure we can. I’d never
disrespect you. You can trust me to be good.”

It sounded so easy for him. Guess he
wasn’t battling the same out-of-nowhere blast of unexpected urge
that she was. “Well it’s not you I’m worried about then. Just me. I
know I shouldn’t be that kind of girl, but…I am. Just being honest
here. And warning you.”

Would he pick up on other lower lying
vibes traveling under the bravado of her words? Yes, she could
trust him to be good, which made her want to be all the more bad.
She craved hearing his southern drawl coming from his full soft
lips straight into her ears because they were suckling at her ear
lobe and feeling his strong tanned hands stroking her skin to
sizzling instead of turning the volume button. She wanted those
unbelievably cool blue eyes to allow themselves to wander around
and see more of her. Her breasts, small as they were, couldn’t feel
any fuller than when she imagined what it would feel like to have
him touch just one. How could they be so close, in the narrow
confines of her Jeep, and Lucky not be thinking the same things?
She chanced a glance down his long, jean covered legs. His
gorgeous, natural born manliness filled them out so well, tempting
her to pull over, but his lack of response had her wondering until
he spoke up.

“You don’t say that to
very many people, do you?”

“What if I do?” She risked
another quick look over to him as the road darkened under a canopy
of trees.

“You’re funny, Trista. As
much
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