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      Nicole Love’s life has been a rollercoaster of ups and downs. When her grandmother calls for help, Nicole heads for her hometown. Coyote Creek holds so many memories, and the one man she really wants to avoid. On her sixteenth birthday, Nicole tried to seduce Jason Flint. He turned her down flat. She’s older and much wiser now. She’s survived the loss of a child and an abusive ex-husband. All she wants is peace and quiet, and it doesn’t look like she’s going to get it.

      Jason Flint is thrilled that Nicky is coming home. He’s waited ten years for this day. Turning down her immature plea was the hardest thing he’s ever done. But he’d been a man, and she a child. Accepting her offer would have destroyed them both. In the aftermath, she fled into the arms of another man. Now she’s back and available. All he must do is convince her he’s one of the good guys and that he loved her then and loves her now.

      In a world full of past hurts, the future is wide open, but the universe has one curveball left for Nicole and Jason. Will it be the one that pulls them together, or keeps them apart?
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      Nicole slapped her hand against the steering wheel, fighting the urge to turn around. It was all she could do to keep the accelerator pressed enough to maintain highway speed. She should be enjoying this freshly laid, unmarred pavement and speeding right along. A perfectly smooth highway unmarred by potholes and bumps should be heaven. Today, she just wanted to turn around and never look back.

      The sun was bright, there were only a few clouds to mar the early March sky. Any other day she’d have the windows open and the radio blaring. Spring was in the air, and she should be ecstatic.

      Her memories stole the beauty of the day and begged her to cut and run. If she hadn’t given her word, she wouldn’t be headed for her hometown. She wasn’t ready for this. No way. No how. She didn’t want to return home, but Grams needed her. She’d taken some long overdue vacation and her employers had threatened to fire her if she was gone too long. Hopefully the saying ‘you can’t go home again’ was wrong. Perhaps ‘home is where they have to take you in’ would prove more accurate.

      And maybe, just maybe, she’d be able to avoid the man who had broken her heart.

      Ten years ago, she’d left town, freshly married to local icon Caleb Van Wick. Even then, uncertainty plagued her. She hadn’t wanted to leave, but she had no real choice. Now, she wasn’t certain she wanted to return. Talk about irony. Facing one’s past and owning up to mistakes was never easy and this one was a doozy. Not because she’d done anyone wrong, more because she was mortified by her own stupidity. Nothing brought out reluctance like embarrassment.

      Caleb would never have been the man she chose to marry, but difficult circumstances often result in hard choices. Now, seven years after their divorce, he wouldn’t leave her alone. Her ex had a disconcerting way of showing up unexpectedly and trying to chat. His persistence had every indicator of a stalker. Fear had become her intimate enemy. Could she escape him in their hometown, or would he follow her back to the town he had always loathed? Hopefully, small-town police officers would take her complaints more seriously than overworked city cops.

      If Caleb’s persistence wasn’t reason enough to flee the city, her grandmother needing her would be. It seemed like she had left a lifetime ago; a young woman with a heart full of dreams of babies and hopes for a happy marriage. That dream perished under the overbearing control of her husband and the depressive aftermath of her miscarriage.

      Memories blurred her vision and she turned off the highway into the last rest stop south of her hometown of Coyote Creek. She slipped the car into neutral and engaged the emergency brake. Dropping her head to the steering wheel, she let the past float by. Pregnancy with its hope, marriage with plans for the future, the resulting miscarriage and tears. Secrets and lies leading to accusations and divorce. The only bright point was her grandmother’s voice on the phone, urging Nicole to come home to heal. Home to Coyote Creek. That was coyote with a long E at the end and a first syllable that rhymed with high. Kigh-oh-tee. It always made her chuckle when people pronounced it as kigh-oat, like the animal. Nicole had lived and loved in the small western town, where everyone knew everyone else, for a decade before her marriage.

      In the quintessential style of small towns everywhere, the tallest building was four glorious stories of apartments. If Coyote Creek were a city or even a mid-sized town, you’d be able to see it from where she sat. She glanced up to check the skyline. Nothing had changed; she couldn’t even catch a glimpse of it through the dense forest surrounding town.

      Stuck smack dab in the middle of Alberta’s oil patch, the town of two thousand residents nestled into mixed arboreal forest intermingled with ranches and farmland. Spring was well underway, and bits of green were popping in the fields. Leaves were budding out but not yet in full leaf. Everything looked fresh and new. Summer wasn’t far away now and had always been her favorite time of year.

      It was the perfect season for the break she needed. She was looking forward to living and working with her grandmother again. She just wished it was someplace farther away from Jason Flint, the first man to break her heart. Despite shattering her teenage heart, he still held it firmly in his unknowing grasp. Something about him called to her, and no other man had ever measured up to Jason; and no family, except for her own, had ever matched his.

      The Flint family was almost a legend in the Coyote Creek area. Everyone knew who they were; a blended family with eight kids. Nine, she corrected herself. Her grandmother had mentioned the family’s recent discovery that their patriarch, Robert had a child nobody else knew about. What should have been a scandal fizzled away when the family welcomed that child, Ira, who was now an adult into the family fold.

      The Flints were kind, generous, helpful, and tight knit. For a brief time, she’d been part of that family and all it entailed. Okay, not a real part, but a close friend of her classmate, Carl Flint. Close enough that she and her grandmother were often invited to celebrations at the Flint house and welcomed into the inner circle like precious loved ones. It was within that circle that she fell in love for the first and last time.

      It hadn’t been her best friend Carl she fell for; it was one of his older brothers, Jason. Jason was the kind of man young girls dreamed about. Good looking, kind, smart. Too bad he hadn’t known she was alive. She’d relished every minute in Jason’s company as well as that of his family.

      The irony was how everything changed at one party. She’d made one small mistake with life changing consequences and later ended up engaged, not by choice, to Caleb, the man who’d taken her away from her home and who was responsible for avoiding the town she’d once loved.

      Well, she was done with Caleb’s pathetic apologies and stalking; she was back in town to help her grandmother run the family business, Cakes and More Bakery. If she could just avoid the Flints and the painful memories they invoked, everything would be hunky-dory.

      Right, avoid the Flints. Like that was going to happen. It seemed like no matter where you turned, you bumped smack-dab into one of them. She didn’t even want to think about Jason, let alone run into him, and she was not going to think about kissing him. Nope. No way.

      Tears brimmed and slid down her cheeks. Why couldn’t she get over him? They’d never had a relationship, but he haunted her thoughts and her dreams. Her unending need for him clutched at her heart, squeezing out more tears.

      Self-pity had never been her style, so she wiped her eyes and blew her nose. With her hand on the shifter, she shoulder-checked for traffic. A pristine white panel van with Jason Flint Butcher written on the side in big blue, no-nonsense letters slowed on the opposite side of the highway, whipped a U-turn, and pulled in behind her. Her fight or flight instinct screamed at her to flee; her heart begged her to stay. She compromised and flipped the door locks shut.

      So much for avoiding the Flints. She had hoped that, just once, she’d catch a break. She tipped her head forward; her hair cascaded down to conceal her face as tears started again. A vehicle door slammed in the distance. Slow, relaxed, footsteps ambled toward her, each muted thump pounded ominously against her nerves. The sound stopped alongside her car. She didn’t look up. It didn’t matter which Flint was driving that van. She wanted nothing to do with them, or with the mixed bag of memories they revived. Why had she stayed when she should have driven away?

      “Open the window, Nicky.” He tapped on the glass. The familiar voice stroked down her spine and made her fingers tingle with the urge to touch him. She moistened her suddenly dry lips. Jason Flint. Her childhood crush and biggest mistake. Okay, maybe not her biggest, but what she’d tried to do with him was one doozy of a mistake. Even now, her face burned with shame.

      “Go away, Jason. It’s Nicole. Nicky ended when I left Coyote Creek.” She’d hated being labelled Nicky the Tomboy. Or worse yet, Nicky the Nark, just because she told one of her high school teachers about a strange man peddling drugs on the school grounds. That unpleasant handle had stuck for nearly two years before it faded away in the light of another student’s mistake. Now, she was a woman, not a child and she’d stick to her guns and demand to be referred to as Nicole.

      The door handle flipped uselessly when he tried to open it. Ha! Good thing she’d locked it.

      “Either unlock the door or open the window, or….”

      “Or what?” She glared at him. “I have nothing to say to you. Go away.”

      “Good gravy.” He frowned. “You’re crying.” His tone softened. “Open the door, Nicky. Talk to me. I can help you through whatever this is.”

      The gentle persuasion and caring in his voice were almost her undoing, despite his use of her dreaded nickname. He was always kind, taking care of the hurt and unhappy. He was that guy, the one who carried groceries for old ladies and rescued trapped kittens. He had a heart as big as the west. He cared for everyone. She didn’t need that, not now. Not from him. She just needed to be left alone. If she had driven away thirty seconds earlier, she would have missed him. She’d have been recovered and back on her way.

      “Don’t make me phone your grandmother.” He knocked again.

      “You wouldn’t.” She squinted at him. Interfering jerk.

      His white Stetson shaded his eyes. Eyes she knew were light green, flecked with gold. They were Flint eyes. Every man in the family had those same eyes. She could barely make out the ends of his dark brown hair and even that glimpse made her fingers itch to touch him. He flipped his chin in an impatient, hurry-up motion that told her he wasn’t going away.

      She might as well get this over with. She pushed the button and her window inched down. Before she could react, Jason reached in and flipped open the lock. Damned automatic locks! Stupid, confident, thinking man.

      Two seconds later, he’d opened the door, stretched in across her, unbuckled her seatbelt and gently hauled her out of the car, into his arms. She inhaled a shuddery breath, her lungs filled with the scent of him. Cedar, citrus, and she’d almost swear he smelled like the wind. How could a man smell like the wind? It was crazy. Beyond crazy. She was losing her mind. She was over Jason Flint. She had no interest in him or any man.

      She just wanted to help Grams and get back to her job, if it was still there when she was finished here.

      The over the possibility of losing her job still being there when she got back tangled with yearnings and memories of her past to steal her equilibrium and sanity. She felt like she was at the edge of a cliff with crumbling edges. The slightest motion would send her careening over the edge.

      She buried her face in his shoulder and let the tears come. Her emotional dam burst, and ten years of suppressed emotions exploded out. His body was solid and strong, his touch gentle and comforting. He felt like—coming home.

      “Go away,” she muttered against him though her arms were wrapped around his waist.

      “Not until you tell me what you’re doing here, two miles from town, crying like a teenager.”

      “Why did you stop? How’d you know it was me?”

      “You’ve driven this car for four years; you drove it back for every visit to see your grandmother. She said you’d be home today. It wasn’t hard to figure out it was you.” His chuckle rattled through her, and she resisted the urge to laugh with him. She wasn’t even back in Coyote Creek yet and her emotions were taking her on a roller coaster ride.

      Gentle fingers on her chin eased her face up and he looked into her eyes. She’d almost swear he could read her thoughts with his penetrating look.

      “Nicky. Sweet Nicky. God, I missed you.” His lips brushed across her cheek. Firm, soft, sweet, compelling. Arousing.

      She pushed against his chest. Nope, she wasn’t buying into his “I care for you” ruse. Believing he cared had taken her down the wrong road once before. Never again. Burned by him. Burned by her ex. She was done with men. She just wanted to help Grams run the bakery and live in peace. Then, she’d return to her job in the city and live happily alone. Or maybe she’d get a cat. Right now, anything was preferable to being in Jason Flint’s arms, even being a crazy cat lady.

      “I’m fine.” She inched back out of his reach. It was hard to get away with the car right behind her. “You can go now. I was just … thinking. I’m good. Be on your way. Go about your business. Nothing to see here,” she babbled.

      “Oh, little Nicky. Always so strong and independent. You’re back in Coyote Creek, not the big city. We care about everyone here. We look after each other.”

      And … there it was. The disclaimer. The one she’d known was coming. His real feelings. He didn’t miss her, he was just doing the small town, take care of your neighbor, thing. It had taken all of twelve seconds for the truth to come out. She went from caution to optimism to disappointment in one fell swoop. A right cross from reality, straight to her heart.

      “If you’d just get out of my way, I’ll be going.”

      “Why were you crying? Nobody stops on the side of the highway and cries.” Bewilderment colored his voice and she realized that having three younger stepsisters hadn’t accustomed him to the gamut of female sentiment.

      “Wake up, Jason. Women cry all the time. We have hearts, and feelings. Just because men are made of stone and are as dumb as rocks it doesn’t mean women are the same. Coming home isn’t easy for me. It’s like admitting defeat. There’s a lot to deal with emotionally.”

      “So, you’re letting it out, before you get there, so your grandmother doesn’t see.” His words were more statement than question.

      He knew her too well. After all these years, he still read her like a book. It was that ability and what she thought was compatibility that led her to try and seduce him years ago. She’d only been a kid, but she’d recognized his inner goodness. She offered herself, he gently rejected her, and she hated him. Now, if only her heart would get that message and stop dreaming about him.

      “Something like that.” She refused to meet his gaze. “No need to upset Grams. Look, Jason, I need to get going. I’m sorry I interrupted your trip to wherever you were headed. I’m fine. I just needed a minute.” She flicked her fingers dismissively, indicating he should move along.

      He removed his white Stetson and whacked it on his thigh as he studied her, his green eyes assessing, reading, probing. She resisted the urge to squirm under his perusal. He was seeing more than she wanted him to, she just knew it. Damn him.

      Finally, he nodded. “You aren’t okay, but you will be. Drive safe.” He brushed a kiss across the top of her head and strode back to his van taking her traitorous heart with him.
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      She watched him walk away, unable to tear her gaze from the sight of his long, lean body. His tight Wranglers cupped every curve of his thighs and backside. His shoulders flexed under the tight cotton weave of his dress shirt. Glory be, she wanted to touch him. She bunched her fists and curled her toes, bracing herself in place. She would not go after him. Even the sound of his cowboy boots on the pavement was sexy.

      She was so screwed. How could she live and work next door to him and survive? It didn’t matter that she was only here for a couple months. It had been five minutes and she already wanted to kiss him.

      He paused at the door to his van, turned and waved at her. “Be safe, Nicky.” He waggled his fingers, slipped his Stetson on his head and entered the van.

      With a sigh, she climbed back into her Honda and donned her seatbelt. She might as well leave because he’d sit there until she was back on the road, even if it took all day. The man had the persistence of a cat in a staring contest.

      She put her car in gear. Grams and a temporary new life awaited. And Jason Flint? Well, she’d just ignore him and hope he went away. He wasn’t worth her time or her effort; she’d just get hurt if she tangled with him again.

      Today, she was headed to her future. She’d handled the adjustment from wealthy doctor’s wife to nanny when her marriage imploded, she could handle being back in her hometown for a couple months. After that, she’d return to her regular life.

      She was strong and capable. While she was here, she would miss the children she loved like her own. She missed them already. Being a bakery co-owner was temporary. Could she go from planning birthday parties to baking cakes? She’d taken a leave of absence from her nanny position to help Grams. She was worried that her employers, the richest people she’d ever met, would follow through and fire her for leaving without adequate notice. It wasn’t like she had a choice; her grandmother wasn’t exactly young and when her top baker ended up in traction, she’d called her only grandchild to help.

      The Bendicots were a demanding family. They expected a lot from their staff and paid very well in compensation. While the adults were selfish snobs, the children were loving and adorable.

      She drove slowly through town, touring the residential areas, avoiding the downtown retail shops and the bakery. She’d have to go there eventually, but not yet. Little had changed over the years. The same houses stood on the same lots. There was a difference, though. Where there was once an air of aging, the town glimmered with hope. Everything was spiffed up, clean and neat, the roads freshly paved, new trees planted among the old. Briefly, she wondered what instigated the renewal. What had breathed life back into Coyote Creek?

      She paused alongside the town square, where long ago she’d offered herself to Jason. The gazebo had been rebuilt larger than before. Picnic tables nestled under enormous pines. Amazing how big they’d grown. She’d avoided this area on her visits. It carried too many memories. Too much rejection. Jason Flint’s words from the past echoed in her musings.

      “You’re just a kid, Nicky. Just a kid and my brother’s best friend. What made you think I’d want to kiss you? I like you, as a friend. You’re pretty and smart, but much too young for a me.” The old, unforgotten pain knifed its way into her heart.

      She’d been so naïve and so in love with him, and he’d shot down her immature plea for attention. Even the memory was mortifying. They’d barely spoken to each other since that day, her sixteenth birthday. Well, she was older and wiser now. She could hardly believe she was already in her thirties.

      She’d lived a little and matured a lot. No man, especially Jason Flint, was going to ruin her life. She was back in Coyote Creek and immune to his charms. Besides, he was probably long since married with a passel of kids of his own. The man was meant to be a father. He had a gift for dealing with children. They all adored him.

      The tiny, nagging devil on her shoulder taunted her that she didn’t have kids, even though she’d been married and pregnant when she left town. Grief for the daughter she’d never met washed over her. Stillborn, Angelina Rose had stolen a piece of Nicole’s heart.

      “Hush,” she chided her nagging voice and resumed driving. Maybe she’d have a few days to adjust before bumping into another Flint.

      The future loomed in front of her on Main Street, Coyote Creek. Businesses, old and new, lined the street. Brick buildings held court alongside modern cement structures, intermingled with century-old houses converted to shops. It was an unplanned architectural nightmare, but it had a unique charm and homey feel. It was quirky and welcoming. Nicole cruised slowly past, taking everything in before turning up the back alley and pulling up behind the two-story, red brick building that housed her grandmother’s bakery and several other shops.

      The first thing she saw as she pulled to a stop was Jason loading enormous boxes into the back of his van. He’d been going the other way. How had he beat her back to town? She took a minute to admire him again. He’d taken his hat off and his brown hair was cropped short and neat as always. Why didn’t he have hat-head? Every other human on earth would have flat hair and unsightly cowlicks after wearing a Stetson all day, but not Jason Flint. His hair was neat and tidy as if he’d just styled it. Her fingers itched to mess it up as she drew him close for a kiss.

      She loved those snug Wranglers and his blue and white checkered button-down shirt. It clung to his pecs like a lover. The darn thing even matched his van. Many of the local cowboys and ranchers preferred snaps, but the Flint boys had bowed to their stepmother’s demands and wore shirts with buttons that added a classy air to their country casual attire. Damned if she didn’t want to undo those buttons one by one.

      His arms flexed and bunched as he hoisted boxes off a dolly into the van. His broad shoulders strained the integrity of his shirt, and his narrow hips drew her gaze like iron filings to a magnet. He bent over to slide a box into the van, exposing the full glory of his denim-clad backside. Her heart went pitta-pat, and her mouth dropped open.

      “Crap.” She fanned her face.

      The man was total eye-candy. The passing years hadn’t hurt him one bit. This was an older, sexier version of him. Still in shape and still too much masculinity to handle. Bigger and stronger, he’d filled out well. Her libido kicked into overdrive. Just staring at his backside awoke desires dormant for years.

      She was doomed.

      He turned around and caught her ogling. Heat suffused her face, and she engaged the parking brake, turned off the engine and extracted the keys. Purse in hand, she slid out of the car, careful to avoid inadvertently touching him as she traversed the narrow space between her car and his dolly.

      “See anything you like, Nicky?” he teased.

      “That depends, are there any steaks in those boxes?” She covered her chagrin by falling into her old pattern of teasing back. “And I go by Nicole now.”

      He reached out and tugged a lock of hair that hung over her shoulder. “You’ll always be Nicky to me.” His hand dropped to rest lightly on her shoulder.

      She shrugged, dislodging his hand before its warmth did any damage to her unstable libido. “Nice to see you, Mr. Flint. I’m sure I’ll see you around town. Grams awaits.” She edged by him, ignoring the heat and sparks that flashed though her when her breast accidentally brushed against his bicep.

      She closed the bakery door behind her and leaned against the wall for strength. Holy hell, Jason still rocked her world. That soft, casual touch, and those tender green eyes. She’d hoped she was over him. She should have known better. If she was this aroused from two casual encounters, what would she be like seeing him every day?
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      Jason stared at Nicky as she walked away. Her jet-black hair swished enticingly across the middle of her back, contrasting nicely with her cream silk blouse. He froze. Silk? How did he know that? She hadn’t even been back for an hour, and he was already losing his mind. He was no fashion expert, but even he knew that blouse and those pants had set someone back plenty. He doubted she could afford them on a nanny’s salary; probably leftovers from her marriage to Van Wick, although he’d heard she turned down spousal support.

      Van Wick was a braggart and an ass. He wasn’t fit to lick Nicky’s designer leather pumps. Anger burned in Jason’s gut just thinking about that man touching Nicky. He pushed the thought aside and focused on the pleasure of her return. He couldn’t wait to renew their friendship and get to know her again. Especially now that they were both consenting adults without attachments. She disappeared inside, preventing him from acting on the burning impulse to chase her down and kiss her senseless.

      When he had turned around and discovered her ogling his ass, it had pole-axed him.

      He had dropped off an order just outside of town and returned before she showed up. She must have been touring around, gathering her thoughts and reigning in her emotions before seeing her grandmother. She’d always been like that, careful to spare anyone her strong emotions. She was outgoing and gregarious but kept a lot to herself. Like she was hiding behind a wall.

      God, he’d missed her.

      Today she’d cried in his arms and displayed a hint of anger. Unusual. Very strange for the old Nicky. Was the new Nicky different? Maybe toward him, but not toward her grandmother. She’d present the perfect façade for the woman who’d taken her in as a child after her parents passed away. She wouldn’t lie, exactly. She’d offer a small untruth to protect her grandmother, Elsie Love.

      Elsie kept him informed of Nicky’s every move. She didn’t skip one single tidbit of information. He’d heard all about her pregnancy and miscarriage, her nasty divorce, and her job as a nanny. Six days ago, Elsie had gleefully informed him of Nicky’s impending return to Coyote Creek and had hinted that maybe this time he could catch Nicky for his own. Nicky had haunted his dreams since. Thank God, he lived alone in a large apartment over the butcher shop; at least he wouldn’t have to explain his perpetual arousal to a roomie. Or worse yet, to his brothers.

      He grinned at her fiery response to being called Nicky. Nicole, my ass. He’d known her since she’d come to live with her grandmother when she was twelve. She’d hung out with his brother Carl from the day they met until the day she left town for university. Nicky and Carl had reconnected each summer when she returned to town. She might be wearing those expensive clothes and adopting that haughty air, but she would always be rough and tumble Nicky to him. He’d wager big bucks she was back in cowboy boots before the week was out.

      Nicky had been the bane of his existence from the very first time Carl had dragged her home with him. Initially, she’d just been a pest, wanting to hang out with the Flint boys. Being a full three years older than her, he’d been much too mature to spend time with her and his baby brother. A couple years later puberty had hit her overnight, bringing out her innate femininity and softening her boyish figure with sweet curves. Double damn, she’d become the fodder for his wet dreams. Just watching her walk away today made him hard. He scraped his hands across his face and pinched the bridge of his nose. Living and working next door to her was going to be a nightmare.

      How could he resist her slender-sexy curves and those snapping blue eyes? And that hair? Sinfully black and shiny, it swayed back and forth against her back, drawing the attention of every male over fourteen to her firm, shapely bottom. He wanted to grab that hair in his fist and pull her into his arms.

      Today, he’d given in to years of temptation and finally touched her hair. Oh yeah! Silky, soft and irresistible. Her skin would be the same. Would her lips be as tentative as they’d been back in high school when she’d made her awkward attempt at seducing him? Would she have matured into those desires? Images of her naked in his bed flashed before his eyes and, for a moment, he was tempted to follow her inside and see if she’d live up to his fantasies.

      Maybe he should move back in with his family at the Bar 3 Ranch. He chuckled aloud at the thought. No thirty-something-year-old man, especially him, wanted to live with his parents. His family made him claustrophobic enough without living with them. Speaking of family, he had an order to deliver. He picked up the last box of frozen beef and loaded it into the van, strapping everything in place and stowing the dolly securely.

      Jason chuckled as he climbed into the van. Who’d have thought this consummate cowboy would end up a butcher rather than a rancher? He had planned on having his own ranch someday, but his plans had changed. At loose ends one summer during a university break, he’d worked part-time at the local butcher shop. He’d discovered he had a knack for butchering and enjoyed dealing with the customers. As much as he loved ranching, he preferred the day-to-day interactions with customers. He’d left university for tech school to major in food industry and meat cutting. He hadn’t looked back even once.

      Now, he owned the shop and had a working agreement with his family. He purchased their grain-finished, antibiotic-free beef to sell at the store and, on occasion, butchered for his family’s personal usage. They provided the beef and he cut and wrapped it for minimal cost; he’d offered to do it free, but they’d refused. The Flints had a pride gene six miles wide, and he was no exception.

      The boxes in the van were headed for his brother Kendrick’s place, the Bar 4 Ranch. Ken lived there with his three kids. Two boys and a girl, all in elementary school. Their mother had packed up and left a couple years ago in January, leaving Ken alone to deal with the kids and the ranch. His stoic brother refused to talk about Lindy and whether or not he was having any success getting her to reconsider their marriage. Lindy’s abrupt departure had shocked the whole family. Nobody had realized Ken and Lindy were having marital troubles. There hadn’t been a single clue their marriage was rocky before Lindy took off.

      Ken’s torture and pain left Jason wary of relationships. Jason rarely dated after university, and his brother’s problems reinforced Jason’s notion that women were nothing but trouble. Now, his own personal hell was back in the form of Nicole Love.
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      “Nicky back yet?” Ken asked when Jason backed up to his front porch after letting Ken’s kids exit the van. Since Jason was coming out anyway, he’d brought them home from school and saved his brother the trip to town. Unlike women, his niece and nephews were a delight.

      “Yeah. Ran into her on my way out here.” He refused to rise to the bait. Long ago, Ken had discovered Jason’s weakness for the feisty tag along. They’d gone a round or two of fisticuffs before Ken relented and agreed to keep Jason’s problematic attraction a secret.

      “You gonna ask her out?”

      “Not in this lifetime. That bull ride’s over.” No way in hell would he ever admit that he was still attracted to her. She’d gone from pain in the ass to wet dream. Just when he was finally certain she was mature enough to date seriously, she’d gotten married. “Besides, she divorced Van Wick. I won’t be a rebound guy.”

      “Rebound might be great. Easy sex, no commitment….” He let the words hang for a few seconds. “Besides, that was years ago. She’s probably dated a dozen guys since then.” Ken leered and waggled his eyebrows. His smile dropped abruptly.

      Jason knew his older brother was thinking about his ex-wife.

      “Come on, bro. Lindy will come back. She’s just following her dreams. She’d barely gotten her law degree when you snatched her up, married her, and hauled her back to your ranch.” He patted his brother’s shoulder comfortingly. “She loves you. She’ll come home before you
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