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			Dedication

			To Gayle and Ron Harris, owners of Books and Crannies in Terrell, the best little bookstore in Texas! Your warmth and hospitality made me feel right at home. You two are an unsung treasure, and your own romance is the stuff of legends.
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			Prologue

			Archaeology: The scientific study of material evidence to find out about human cultures of the past.

			Dear Cupid,

			I’ve gone and ruined everything by falling in love with my best friend. Now, not only have I lost my lover, I’ve lost the one person in the world that I could tell anything to. But that’s not the half of it. I thought I was doing a good thing by searching for something meaningful. People accused me of being frivolous and shallow, so I was determined to earn a little respect, prove I could commit, dig deep, find my roots, and discover who and what I am. Guess what? I did and that’s what started all the trouble. The things I have uncovered could destroy people I love. I’m at my wits’ end. I don’t know how much longer I can hang on. Help!

			Spontaneous to a Fault

			Zoey McCleary quivered atop Widow’s Peak on private land, directly across from Mount Livermore, the very spot where her parents had died more than twenty years earlier in an airplane crash that had also severely wounded her older sister, Natalie, while she had come out of the accident without a scrape.

			Not so lucky now, huh, McCleary. Looks like you’ve used up the last of your nine lives.

			In her hand she crushed the crumpled letter she’d written to Cupid the previous evening. Last night, she thought she’d smacked rock bottom. Now she fully understood how much farther she had to fall.

			She stared down the sixty-five hundred feet to the town of Cupid, Texas, nestled in the cradle of the Davis Mountains. It was the only home she’d ever known. The town had been named after an impressive seven-foot stalagmite found in the local caverns that bore an uncanny resemblance to the Roman god of love. Local legend had it that if you wrote a letter, begging for divine intervention, Cupid would grant your wish. Her family on the Greenwood-Fant side was steeped neck deep in the lore, the lot of them avid beseechers of Cupid’s goodwill.

			It was total romantic bullshit and she knew it. Writing that letter spoke to precisely how desperate she was. Forgone conclusion—when a girl turned to a mythological cherub for Hail Mary help, she was seriously screwed.

			However, it was the other side of the family that had driven her up the mountain, McClearys and their dark, ancestral secret.

			Her pulse beat a hot stampede across her eardrums; she was exposed and vulnerable, stiff with fear, tension strained muscles, sweat slicked skin, nicks and scratches oozed blood, lungs flapped with the excruciating pain of trying to draw in air after a dead run up the mountain.

			Heat from the setting summer sun warmed her cheeks. Desert wind whipped through the Davis Mountains, blowing sandy topsoil over her face. She licked her dry lips, tasted grit. On three sides of her yawned sheer drop-off. Overhead, a dozen buzzards circled.

			Waiting.

			Something tickled her cheek, feather-soft and startling as the sweet sensation of an unexpected midnight kiss. She gasped and brushed at her face, her work-roughened fingertips scratching her skin, and for one crazy moment she thought, Jericho.

			But of course it wasn’t Jericho. It was merely the caress of a passing cloud. Her impulsiveness had driven her here before she’d had a chance to tell him she loved him as more than just a friend, and now she would never have that chance.

			She put her palm to her lips, kissed it, whispered, “Jericho,” and blew the kiss into the gathering mist. “I’ll love you throughout all eternity.”

			From behind her, she heard her pursuers crashing through the aspen and madrone trees, cursing black ugly threats. They were coming for her. This was it, the end of the trail, the end of the world, the end of her, and nowhere left to go but down.

			The thundering footsteps were nearer now, closing in. Soon, her trackers would emerge from the forest and join her on the skinned, igneous peak.

			Her heart took flight, faster than a hummingbird and thudding with jumpy brutality. Panic shuddered her bones. She could not stop trembling no matter how hard she willed it.

			Teeth chattered. Knees wobbled. Nostrils flared.

			Don’t just stand there. Do something! Do something!

			But what?

			There was only one solution, only one clear way out.

			Zoey gathered her courage, took her last deep breath, and jumped.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 1

			Flake: To remove a stone fragment from a core or tool.

			Six weeks earlier ...

			THE mewling was so soft that Zoey almost didn’t hear it. She had just slung her backpack onto the passenger seat of the Cupid’s Rest Bed-and-Breakfast van parked in the student lot at Sul Ross University, anthropology and archaeology textbooks spilling out, and stuck the keys into the ignition when something caused her to stop, cock her head, and listen.

			“Mew.”

			Faint. Helpless.

			She plastered a shaky hand to her chest. Holy freak-out. Was there a kitty hiding inside the engine? If she had started the van ... Zoey gulped against that grisly scenario, popped the hood latch, unbuckled her seat belt, and got out. Raising the hood, she peered into the engine. No cat. That was good, right?

			“Mew.”

			She muscled closer, angling her neck to get a good look at nooks and crannies hidden amid hoses and gears and whatnot. “C’mon little sucker, where are you?”

			“Mew.”

			Hmm. Sounded like it could be coming from underneath the van. Zoey bent over to take a look, her brown-sugar colored ponytail flopping down over her head and brushing the ground. She spied a tiny kitten with bluish-white body fur and a slate gray face, curled up tight against the back tire. A blue-point Siamese.

			“Ooh, look at you, pretty baby. Where did you come from, little guy? Or gal, whatevs.”

			The kitten narrowed its eyes as if to say, I’ll never tell the likes of you my secrets.

			“Kitty, kitty, kitty.” She moved to the rear of the van, crouched down, and rubbed her fingertips together as if she had a tasty treat she was willing to share. “You gotta come out from under there so I can go home.”

			The trembling Siamese boldly met her stare. It might be scared, but it was scrappy. Gently, she moved to close her hand around the kitten, but it sprinted to the back tire on the opposite side of the van.

			She tracked around to the other side and got down on her hands and knees. “Hey there. Still me. I didn’t go anywhere. Here’s the deal, I can’t go anywhere and risk squashing you, so it would really benefit us both if you’d let me help you.”

			The kitten darted back to the other tire.

			“Not buying it, huh?” She sighed, got up, and returned to the other side. This time, she lay on her belly against the warm asphalt and walked two fingers toward the woebegone creature. “Look, I get that you’re all stealth ninja kitty and everything, kudos on the mad sprinting skills by the way, but I gotta go.”

			“Rrrowww.” Fur bristling, the kitten arched its back, sent her a get-the-hell-away-from-me-beeotch-or-you’ll-be-sorry-you-didn’t-make-out-your-will hiss and swatted a warning paw.

			“Seriously, I can’t be late again for the luncheon meeting of volunteers who answer the lonely hearts letters written to Cupid. I’m already skating the razor’s edge with that bunch over my habitual tardiness and yes, while it is sorta hypocritical of me to give advice to the brokenhearted when I myself have never actually been in love, somebody’s got to answer those letters and you don’t look as if you’ve got a mind to do it for me. And even if you were willing, there’s the whole no opposable thumbs issue. Sorry if that hurts your feelings, just stating the facts.”

			The kitten’s fur settled back into place and he or she canted its head as if trying to figure what she was yammering about. It was so darned cute and the talking did seem to help.

			“If I’m not really qualified to answer the letters and I can’t seem to show up on time, why don’t I just quit? Good question, Egbert. You don’t mind if I call you Egbert, do you? Unless it’s Egbertlina. Is it Egbertlina? I can’t really tell from here if you’re a boy or a girl, but to answer your question, it’s this whole family obligation thing. We—just to clarify, that’s me and my sister, Natalie—are descended from Millie Greenwood, the woman who started this whole letter-writing mess when she wrote a letter to Cupid asking him to help her snare her true love, John Fant and it worked stupendously. He dumped Elizabeth Nielson at the altar for Millie, who was just a poor housemaid. It’s all terribly romantic.”

			Her sister, Natalie was enamored of that legend, but to Zoey, it was all a bunch of blah, blah about long-dead people. Then again, if she were being honest, jealousy could have something to do with her lack of interest. Unlike her sister, she wasn’t the oldest daughter of the oldest daughter of the oldest daughter of Millie Greenwood. She had no real stake in keeping the fairy tale alive.

			As she spoke, Zoey slowly inched her hand closer to the Siamese.

			The kitten’s hair flared again.

			Zoey backed off.

			She fumbled in the pocket of her blue jean shorts for her cell phone, and flicked it on to check the time. Twenty minutes to twelve. No way was she going to make it to the meeting on time, especially since she still had to drive the thirty miles from Alpine to Cupid.

			Every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday from noon to one-thirty, the volunteers met to answer letters from the lovelorn written to Cupid. The letter-writing tradition had started in the 1930s after the Depression hit and the town had a desperate need of extra income and did anything they could to encourage tourism. Grandmother Rose had spearheaded the campaign, gathering some of the local women to answer the overwhelming number of letters that people left at the base of the Cupid stalagmite inside the Cupid Caverns. At first, the replies to the letters were left on a bulletin board posted outside the caverns, but that became unwieldy, and in the 1940s someone had the idea of doing away with the bulletin board and instead printing the letters and “Cupid’s” reply in a free weekly newspaper that was paid for, and distributed by, local businesses. Great marketing ploy, but somebody had to answer all those freaking letters.

			Should she call her sister and say she was going to be late or roll the dice and see if she could get there in the nick of time if she drove hell-bent for leather?

			If you get another speeding ticket, they’ll cancel your insurance.

			Dammit. She ducked her head under the van again. “I don’t mean to scare you, kiddo, but this standoff isn’t working for me. Something’s gotta give, so if you want to spit and hiss, have at it.”

			The kitten arched its spine, flattened its ears, took her suggestion, and hissed long and loud.

			Blowing out her breath, she got serious with kitty. “No more pussyfooting around. You cannot stay under the van. This is nonnegotiable.”

			The Siamese slapped her hand with amazingly sharp little claws, managed to make contact with her index finger and draw blood.

			“Ouch.” She popped her finger into her mouth. “Anyone ever tell you that you’re a vicious little cuss?”

			“Hey there, Zoe-Eyes,” oozed a deep, masculine voice.

			Only one person called her that. She jumped to her feet, spun around, and came face to face with six-foot-two-inches of lean, raven-haired he-man.

			Zoey grinned from ear-to-ear at the sight of her very best friend in the whole wide world. “Jericho Hezekiah Chance!”

			He held out his arms and she flew across the asphalt to throw herself into them, his familiar scent enveloping her in his hearty hug. But while his scent might have been familiar, there was something decidedly different. His muscles were leaner, harder, and his eyes darker, warier. And the way he held her not the easy camaraderie of old, all loose-limbed and casual. Now there was a tightness about him that set her heart knocking against her chest. What the hell?

			She tilted her chin up

			He smiled down at her.

			“How did you know it was me?” she asked, surprised her voice came out stunted and breathless.

			“I’d recognize that cute fanny anywhere.”

			Her skin tingled electrically. Whenever he said things like that, her naughty thoughts went to ... well ... places where they had no business going. Their relationship was strictly platonic, always had been, always would be, but sometimes she couldn’t help wondering if he wanted more from her and that made her want more from him and wanting more was perilous territory.

			Zoey pulled back. “It was the Cupid’s Rest van. That’s how you knew it was me, not my fanny.” Ugh, why had she repeated the word “fanny”? She put a hand to her backside. Stop calling attention to it! She dropped her arm, forced a laugh.

			His smile turned wicked. “Uh-huh. That’s it. The van.”

			What did that smile mean? Was he flirting with her? Once upon a time, she thought so, but then she’d pulled a bonehead move and kissed him and he’d been horrified, and things had been weird between them for months afterward. She was not going to make that mistake again.

			Put away the second-guessing. He’s your friend. That’s it. Too bad, since Jericho was endlessly hot. If he wasn’t her best friend ... But he was, wasn’t he? Forget it. With her palm, she shaded her eyes from the sun.

			He possessed skin the color of a walnut hull, and normally, he sported a five o’clock shadow, but today he was freshly shaven and had on a gray business suit with somber blue tie. She couldn’t ever recall seeing him in a suit before. Why was her cowboy archaeologist in a suit and tie? His cheekbones were razor-sharp and his nose had a slight bump at the bridge that, along with his dark eyebrows, gave him a hawkish appearance. At first glance, no one pegged him for a science nerd, but he spent as much time indoors analyzing, cataloging, and teaching as he did outdoors digging up artifacts.

			“You should wear sunglasses,” he said. “Protect your eyes.”

			“You’re not wearing them.”

			He patted the front pocket of his suit jacket. “Took them off when I spied you. Had to get an unobstructed view. You’re a sight for sore eyes.”

			She wrinkled her nose. “Is something wrong?”

			“What makes you ask that?”

			“You can’t hide anything from me. I know you too well. Something’s up.”

			He paused. “Mallory and I broke up.”

			Oh goody. Okay, that was tacky. “I’m so sorry to hear that. You guys were so good together, two peas in a pod—introspective, quiet, and cerebral.”

			“That was part of the problem. We were too much alike.”

			“What happened?” She held up a stop-sign palm. “No wait, save that story. We’ll go out drinking. Wednesday is half-price beer night at Chantilly’s. You can tell me all about it then.”

			“That’s okay. I don’t need a shoulder to cry on. It was a long time coming.”

			“So what are you doing here dressed like a banker?” She plucked a fine piece of lint off his lapel.

			A sudden stillness settled over him that was both patient and predatory, the same darkly fascinating threat as a Big Bend mountain lion methodically stalking prey. What was this? Something was decidedly different. There was a hard-edged steeliness to him that hadn’t been there before. He’d left Cupid not much more than a boy, but he’d returned a fully developed man. Unnerved, she dropped her arms and stepped back.

			“I’ve got a one o’clock job interview at the Center for Big Bend Studies.”

			“You’re way early.”

			“I know. I was nervous. Didn’t want to be late.”

			“Is this for the position Dr. Keen vacated?”

			“It is.”

			“You scoundrel!” Playfully, she swatted his shoulder. “Why didn’t you tell me you were applying?”

			“I didn’t want to jinx it. Besides, I wanted to surprise you.”

			She beamed up at him. “Best surprise I’ve had all week.”

			“Wish me luck. I understand there’s been over thirty applicants.”

			“Pfft. With your credentials the competition doesn’t stand a chance.”

			“It’s not as cut and dried as all that.” He swept his dark gaze over the length of her body.

			A strange shiver started at the bottom of her spine, but she managed to suppress it, clapping her hands more to get back on keel than anything else. When in doubt, rah, rah, rah always worked. “I’m so excited. Will you be living in Alpine or coming home to Cupid?”

			“One step at a time. I have to get hired first.”

			“Oh.” She laced her fingers together, did a little jig. “This is so wonderful. Wait, I just thought of something. If you get the job, you’ll be my instructor for this summer’s field school. Dibs on teacher’s pet.”

			“You’re taking the field school for certain?”

			“I will if I can coax Walker into loosening the purse strings on my trust. I’ve sort of overspent my budget the last few months.”

			“Fair warning. If I get hired, I’m not cutting you any slack just because we’re friends. I’m a tough instructor.”

			She waved away his threat. “We’re going to have so much fun.”

			“And work very hard.”

			“Hard can be fun,” she teased.

			Jericho’s face reddened and he tugged at his collar. Ha! She’d embarrassed him. That’s what he got for making the fanny comment, but now she was feeling off kilter too.

			“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. There’s a lot of ifs first. If I get the job and if Walker gives you the money for tuition, we can worry about the rest after that.”

			“It’s gonna happen. Mark my word,” she said.

			Jericho’s chuckle was deep and inviting. “I love your self-confidence, Zoe-Eyes.”

			Love.

			Why did that word seem to stand out from the others? And why was she feeling warm and squishy inside because of it? Nothing wrong with loving your best friend, right? There were all kinds of love. For instance, she loved Urban Decay waterproof mascara, Chee-tos—the puffy kind, Aunt Sandra’s to-die-for banana pudding, skinny-dipping in Lake Cupid on a hot summer evening, and lying on the hood of a car staring up at the darkest night sky in the entire US of A, and making wishes when a star streaked flaming bright. Never mind that more often than not, she cast her wish as a single question.

			When is my soul mate going to show up?

			“And I’m so happy you’re here,” she chattered, pushing past her feelings. She learned a long time ago that the best way to deal with melancholy was to keep her mind, and body, busy. “Do you realize how long it’s been since we’ve seen each other in person?”

			Jericho put a palm to the back of his neck. “It’s been three years since I moved to Utah for my PhD in anthropology.”

			“That’s right.” She playfully swatted his shoulder. “You’re a doctor now. We must definitely celebrate. Chantilly’s tonight. Be there seven-thirtyish and put on your best dancing boots. We’re gonna do some serious boot scootin’. I haven’t had a decent dance partner since you abandoned me.”

			Jericho smiled, shook his head. “Damn, I’ve missed you.”

			“Me too. Missed you, that is, not me. How could I miss me?”

			“That mind of yours runs a hundred and fifty miles an hour.”

			“Ya think?” She winked.

			“I know so. Chantilly’s tonight. It’s a date.”

			Date.

			She knew he didn’t mean it that way. Why was she thinking like this? She and Jericho were just friends, but c’mon, who could deny the man filled out a pair of pants in the most drool-worthy way?

			His hand rested on her shoulder. “It is good to see you again, pal.”

			Zoey’s lips went cold. Pal. Buddy. Amigo. Friend. A guy who wanted to sleep with a girl did not call her “pal.”

			Jericho leaned over and lightly kissed her cheek, a platonic peck. Brotherly. Clearly, nothing had changed for him in three years. Fine. Good. She’d use that as a damper to douse the tiny flame that flickered in her heart. The feeling would pass. It always did. What she needed was a new boyfriend. Maybe she’d find one tonight at Chantilly’s.

			“I better get to that interview.”

			“Good luck!” She wriggled her fingers and turned back to the van, her heart thudding strangely. She was about to get in when she remembered about the kitten. Maybe she’d gotten lucky and it had taken off when she’d been talking to Jericho.

			This time, so that her rump wouldn’t be in the air, she crouched and ducked her head underneath the van. The Siamese was curled up asleep. Aha. Gotcha now. She reached around to pick it up and the kitten leaped as if she’d touched it with a live wire and darted to the opposite side of the van.

			“Not again.” She groaned.

			“What’s wrong?”

			Zoey jumped, whacking her head against the undercarriage. “Ow!”

			“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” Jericho apologized. “When I saw you on the ground, part of me said to just let it go, it is Zoey after all, but the curious part of me that knows whatever you do is never boring, had to come over and see what was up.”

			She rubbed the top of her head, glanced up at him. “You’re too sly. You should wear a bell or something.”

			“Probably my Native American blood. Hunter DNA.”

			“Yeah, all one sixteenth of it.” She got to her feet.

			“One sixteenth Comanche,” he said. “Strong genes. Stamps the bloodline forever.”

			“I’ve heard this brag before.”

			“So you have. Are you going to tell me what you’re doing?”

			“Catfishing,” she replied.

			Jericho rolled his eyes upward and addressed the sky. “I had to ask.”

			“As it turns out I’m really lousy at it.”

			“It being ... ?”

			“Stubborn kitten doesn’t want to be rescued.”

			“Ah,” he said. “I’m finally on board the Zoey thought-train. It’s been so long since we’ve talked in person that I’ve gotten out of the rhythm. Let’s see if I can help.”

			How many times had he helped her out of a jam? Two dozen at least, probably three if she thought about it long enough. Ya think by now you should be able to handle your own problems. You’d think, but she scooted over to make room for him.

			Jericho crouched beside her, his scent getting all tangled up with the smell of asphalt and kitten. His shoulder brushed against hers and she caught her breath.

			The kitten stared at them, eyes wide, muscles bunched.

			“The poor thing must think we’re ganging up on him. I’ll go to the other side of the van,” she said, hopping up quick. Whew. Gotta put some distance between her and those broad shoulders. Once on the other side, she dropped down on her knees again and settled in to watch him.

			Jericho made a low, soothing sound in the back of his throat, but he did not touch the Siamese.

			The curious kitten cocked its head.

			“That’s right little guy, come out, come out. We won’t hurt you.”

			He spoke soft and slow and as if by magic, the kitten crept forward. After a few minutes, he put his hand down and the little Siamese came over to nibble on his pinky finger and then, finally, curled up in his palm and started purring.

			“I’ll be damned,” Zoey muttered. “You missed your calling. You should have been a cat whisperer.”

			With the kitten cradled against his chest, Jericho got to his feet. She hustled around the van to join him once more. “Is it a boy or a girl?”

			Jericho checked. “Boy. You wanna hold him?”

			“Yes.”

			He transferred the cat over to her.

			“Hey, there, Egbert,” she crooned. The kitten looked up at her with sleepy eyes. It was still purring. Happy now. Apparently they’d just gotten off on the wrong foot.

			“Egbert?”

			“I named him already. Eggy for short.”

			“That’s dangerous.”

			“How so?”

			“When you start naming animals they have a tendency to become your pet.”

			“If I can’t find his owner maybe I will keep him.”

			Jericho put a palm over his mouth, amusement deepening his chocolate eyes to coffee.

			“Are you laughing at me?”

			“Nope.” He nodded.

			“Liar. You are laughing at me.”

			He dropped his hand to show that he wasn’t smiling, but he had his lips pressed together so tightly she knew it was all he could do to keep from bursting out in a belly laugh.

			“What is so funny?” She frowned. Normally, she loved making him laugh, but it was the principle of the thing.

			“Nothing.”

			“You don’t think I can own a cat?”

			“No one owns a cat. They own you.”

			“Fine, you don’t think I can take care of a cat.”

			“I never said that.”

			“You looked both entertained and skeptical. Like it’s the most outrageous idea you ever heard of.”

			“Have you ever owned a pet?”

			“Sure. Lots.”

			“Name one.”

			“Um ... I had a hamster once, or maybe it was a gerbil.”

			“What was its name?”

			She crinkled her nose. “I can’t recall.”

			“Apparently he was quite beloved.”

			“Sarcasm, cheap shot for the uninspired.”

			Jericho chuckled. “God, I’ve missed you. Repartee is not the same in e-mail.”

			“Why do you think I keep trying to get you on Twitter? It’s the medium for one-liners. Junie Mae’s on it,” she said, referring to his stepgrandmother. “She’s the Twitter Queen.”

			“You’re the one who excels at one-liners.”

			“True.” She tapped her chin. “Your e-mails do tend to run along the lines of War and Peace, the unabridged.”

			“So whatever happened to the hamster?”

			“Got out of its cage and ran away.”

			He dipped his head, arched one eyebrow, and slowly shook his head.

			“What? It happens.”

			“I seemed to remember you also had goldfish. What happened to them?”

			“They died.”

			He held out his palms. “You’re proving my case.”

			“They’re goldfish. How long do they last? A couple of weeks tops.”

			“Mine lived for twelve years.”

			“Show-off.”

			“Simply stating my case.”

			“Which is that I couldn’t possibly be a responsible pet owner?”

			“Trying to establish a precedent.”

			“Natalie and I had a dog once.”

			“And who took care of it?”

			“Natalie, but that’s beside the point.”

			“Is it?”

			“Jeez, Jericho, whose side are you on?”

			“Egbert’s.”

			“You seriously don’t think I can take care of a cat?”

			“Zoey, you can do anything you can set your mind to. I believe that one hundred percent.”

			“But ... ?”

			“Some people just aren’t meant to be pet owners. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

			“Wow, way to stomp on a girl’s feelings.”

			“It’s just that you have so many interests. You’re always on the go, never at home. A pet requires a lot of time and attention.”

			He was right. She did have trouble sitting still, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t own a cat. The deal was, she never really had much of a reason to stay home.

			“He might belong to someone,” Jericho said. “So the point could be moot.”

			“I’ll take him to a vet,” she said. “See if he’s been chipped, and I’ll put up notices, post on a few social media sites.”

			“Are you sure you don’t want me to take charge of him?”

			Earlier, he’d sort of bruised her ego, but now she was just plain irritated. She sniffed. “I can do this, besides you have an interview.”

			“I meant after the interview. Just offering to let you off the hook.”

			She looked at the kitten, who was staring at her with such a trusting expression that her stomach flopped over. She could be a cat owner. Why not? “Thanks for the offer, Jericho, but I’m in this hook, line, and sinker.”

			And she might have darn well believed it too, if he hadn’t laughed.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			Culture: Common beliefs and practices of a group of people.

			MIND churning, Jericho walked across campus to Ferguson Hall for his interview.

			The last thing he wanted was to hurt Zoey’s feelings. She was the very best friend he’d ever had, bar none. Never mind that she was four years younger and an extremely attractive woman. When he was with Zoey he felt comfortable, relaxed, and accepted in a way he’d never felt with any romantic partner. She was the one woman he could tell anything to without fear of being judged.

			He treasured their friendship. Put it right up there with archaeological digs, Fort Worth barbecue, Hank Williams music, and his favorite worn-out pair of handmade cowboy boots. Scratch that. Their friendship topped all those things, even the digs.

			Which was precisely why he had kept things strictly platonic all these years, even though there had been times when it had taken all the strength—and cold showers—he could muster not to take her to bed.

			For instance, the time she’d kissed him.

			Jericho rubbed a palm across his mouth. It had been Zoey’s twenty-first birthday and right after he’d earned his master’s degree and been accepted into the PhD program at the University of Utah. They’d been celebrating and had just left Chantilly’s. Over the course of the evening, Zoey had discovered a shooter drink called Firecracker that was made from Goldschlager cinnamon schnapps, tequila, and Rumple Minze, and when she drank it, the girl turned into a Roman candle.

			He’d walked her home along the lakeside path that led from the marina bar to the Cupid’s Rest B&B where she lived with her sister, his palm pressed against her back as he guided her, fearful that she’d slip and take a header into the water.

			Suddenly, she stopped, tipped back her head, and howled at the full moon. “Woo-hoo! I’m finally twenty-one!”

			“Okay, Wolf woman, let’s concentrate on getting home in one piece,” he said.

			“I’d rather concentrate on this.”

			“What?”

			“This.” She flung her arms around his neck and pressed her cinnamon-flavored lips against his.

			Puzzlingly blindsided and feeling loose from a couple of Firecrackers himself, for one millisecond he’d almost kissed her back. Lord knew he wanted to, but he was driving to Utah the next day and Zoey was a few stages past tipsy. He simply couldn’t take advantage of the situation, but most of all, he feared kissing her would set off a raging forest fire of desire that could not be contained.

			And nothing terrified Jericho more than losing control.

			So he forced himself to stand there, absorbing the heat of her sweet lips but not responding, until finally, slowly, she untangled her arms from around his neck and stepped back to look at him with those big, green doe eyes.

			“Well,” she said briskly. “That didn’t turn out the way I’d imagined.”

			He told her then he didn’t want to do anything to harm their friendship. She agreed. The next morning, wearing sunglasses and drinking Red Bull, she came to see him off. When he casually mentioned something about what had happened the previous night, she pretended she didn’t remember anything about it and they left things like that.

			It was the last time they’d seen each other in person, and while things had been a bit awkward for a little while, to his relief, the kiss hadn’t changed anything between them. They e-mailed, texted, kept up with each other on social media sites, and did face-time phone calls.

			Once in a while, in the dark of a lonely night, desire would get the better of him and he’d kick around the idea of saying, Screw it, let the chips fall where they may, and telling her how he felt, but something always got in the way of deepening their relationship.

			In that regard, they had the worst timing in the world. When they were teenagers the four-year age difference had been too great. Then when Zoey was old enough, Jericho had a steady girlfriend. Whenever he was free, inevitably she was hooked up with someone. Realistically, if they were meant to be anything more than friends, wouldn’t the timing have been right at some point?

			He’d imagined that with three years and a thousand miles between them, those lurking embers might have finally been extinguished, but one look at Zoey’s sweet little tush waggling in the air as she tried to coax the kitten from underneath the van and his body had hardened. He knew he was in trouble. Leaving him face-to-face with the real reason he would never make a move on her.

			Zoey was like a bright jungle parrot—free-spirited, vibrant, quicksilver, and curious. He’d watched the revolving door of men come and go through her life, and he was the only constant. He knew it was because he didn’t push her for anything more than friendship. Whenever a guy started talking long-term commitment, Zoey got itchy feet and invariably showed him the door. People and things that were out of reach fascinated her, but once she got what she wanted, she quickly lost interest. He couldn’t bear it if she lost interest in him. By holding himself apart, he kept her close.

			Twisted reasoning, maybe, but losing her was what he ultimately feared most, and who said fear was logical?

			There was only one solution, only one way to keep from getting left in Zoey’s dust. Erect a few walls. Keep his hands to himself. Protect his heart. Protect them both. Because you couldn’t cage a bright bird like Zoey; she soared only when she was free.

			He stopped, took out his phone, and sent her a quick text message. Sorry. Can’t make it tonight. Something’s come up.

			It wasn’t a lie. Something had come up. Something he feared he could no longer control.

			Outside Ferguson Hall he took a minute to straighten his tie, run a hand through his hair, and practice a smile. Was it a mistake coming back here after all?

			It was the wrong time to be worrying about that. He didn’t have to take the job if it was offered.

			If.

			Operative word. His bank account was lower than a snake’s belly after graduate school, but at least he’d gotten through it without school loans, and that was saying something. If he got the job he wasn’t in much of a position to refuse it.

			He had to wait for a few minutes, but then the director, Dr. Sinton, came out to shake his hand. The older man had a jaunty step and the perpetual tan of a tennis lover. His salt and pepper hair was academically long and he sported a soul patch on his chin. “Good to see you again, Jericho, come on into my office.”

			Although his smile was cheery, something in the man’s voice dropped acid pellets into Jericho’s gut. He eased down on the edge of the chair Dr. Sinton waved at before taking his own seat behind the desk.

			They made small talk first and the director told him about the position and the summer field school. Finally, Dr. Sinton picked up the curriculum vitae Jericho had e-mailed to him Monday and looked over it. “You’ve the best credentials of anyone who has applied for the job.”

			Jericho already knew that.

			“Because you did some of your undergraduate course work at Sul Ross and served as an intern here at the center, that gives you another leg up.” Dr. Sinton tapped his desk with an index finger, pounding out a slow, steady beat.

			He knew that too.

			“And hell, I’m just going to say it. I like you, Jericho.”

			He knew that as well.

			“But ...”

			Yep, here it came.

			“You’ve got the stink of that mess at the University of Utah on you, son.”

			“It was a personal matter that leached into the professional arena when it shouldn’t have,” Jericho said. “I regret that.”

			“I’m all for giving a man a chance,” Dr. Sinton said. “But I’ve got a stack of qualified applicants and a board that prefers to walk the path of least resistance. I can’t make you any promises.”

			“I don’t expect any favors, sir. I just asked to be judged on my professional merits.”

			“As you are well aware, academic politics just doesn’t work that way.”

			Jericho nodded. “Is this an outright rejection?”

			“No, no. I’m going to bat for you with the board. I’m simply preparing you for the reality of what you’re up against.”

			“I appreciate your candor.”

			Dr. Sinton stood up. Jericho followed suit.

			“The board meets on Friday morning. You’ll have our answer by noon.”

			“Thank you.”

			Dr. Sinton reached across the desk to shake his hand. “On future applications, feel free to put down my name. I’ll give you a good reference.”

			Was that code for you-don’t-stand-a-chance-in-hell-of-getting-this-job? If he couldn’t get a job on hometown turf, where could he get one?

			“I appreciate that.” He headed for the door.

			“Jericho?”

			He stopped, turned back.

			“You’ll get past this. Don’t beat yourself up too hard. We’ve all been there in one way or another.”

			Yeah, maybe so, but I bet you never slugged your dean.

			“I DESPAIR THAT Zoey is ever going to grow up. She turns twenty-four in two months and she still can’t manage to show up on time.”

			At the sound of her name, Zoey screeched to a halt in the hallway of the Cupid Community Center outside the open door leading to the room where the love letter volunteers gathered. It was Natalie’s voice.

			Way to stab your only sibling in the back, sis.

			The kitten squirmed inside the backpack that she carried in front of her. Zoey stuck her hand through the open zipper to stroke Eggy’s fur. He popped his head out and licked the back of her hand with his rough little tongue.

			Aww. She was already incautiously in love with the little guy. Bad idea to get too attached too soon, he probably belonged to someone.

			“Zoey’s still young. Some of us are late bloomers.” Aunt Sandra’s voice drifted out into the corridor.

			“I read where chronic tardiness is a control mechanism,” added Aunt Carol Ann. If anyone knew about control mechanisms it was she.

			“Control mechanism? How is tardiness a control mechanism?” Natalie asked. “To me it shows a clear lack of control.”

			“No, no,” Carol Ann said. “You misunderstand. Zoey’s tardiness isn’t about her self-control. Subconsciously, she does it to control us.”

			Zoey bit her bottom lip. What a load of hockey pucks and for that matter, a bit narcissistic on Carol Ann’s part.

			“We gotta face the fact that Zoey is probably never going to change,” said Great-Aunt Delia. “And simply love her for who she is, just as we forgive you, Carol Ann, for sometimes being a tight ass.”

			Zoey snickered. That was sweet. She wanted to kiss Great-Aunt Delia’s wrinkled cheek.

			Natalie’s sigh was audible, even from where Zoey was standing. “I just wished she could commit to something. Most people could have gotten two undergraduate degrees in the amount of time it’s taking her to get one.”

			“Be fair. She has stuck with archaeology for over a year now,” Junie Mae Prufrock contributed. Junie Mae ran the LaDeDa Day Spa and Hair Salon next door to Natalie’s B&B. She was the only one of the eight regular members of the volunteers that Zoey wasn’t related to and she was also Jericho’s stepgrandmother. “That’s an improvement.”

			“Yes, but I’ve been braced for that to come to an end,” Natalie said. “She is finishing up all the courses she can take at Sul Ross and I have a feeling she only went into archaeology to impress Jericho. If she’s serious she’s going to have to transfer out of the area to finish her degree. I’m wondering if maybe that is why she’s dragging her feet. Fear of leaving her plushly feathered nest and not being able to make it on her own.”

			Zoey puffed out her cheeks with air. That wasn’t the reason. Was it?

			“Malheureusement, I suppose it’s our fault,” came the dulcet tones of Mignon Martin, a distant cousin by marriage. While Mignon spoke impeccable English, she still punctuated her sentences with French words. She’d been born and raised in Loire, France. She and her husband, Michael, ran Mon Amour, one of three local vineyards. “Zoey was only two when your parents died and we pampered her.” She pronounced her name Zoo-ee.

			“Plus, she’s the youngest of all you girls, spoiling her was our pleasure,” Great-Aunt Delia pointed out.

			“It’s true,” Natalie said. “We’ve never demanded anything of her.”

			“It was easy to let her slide,” Sandra added. “She has such a sunny personality and she’s never down in the dumps.”

			Zoey shifted the backpack to the crook of her arm. Well, maybe not never, but true enough she rarely battled bouts of the blues.

			“She’s too impulsive,” Carol Ann said.

			“Spontaneous to a fault,” Sandra agreed.

			“That’s the main thing that trips her up in life,” Carol Ann continued. “We should have made her stick with a few things. How many activities was she involved in as a kid?”

			“Ballet, softball, soccer, Girl Scouts, volleyball, golf, track, choir, science camp, piano lessons, drum lessons, saxophone. You name it, Zoey tried it.” That was from Junie Mae. “None of which she stuck with for more than a couple of weeks.”

			What was this? Kick-Zoey-in-the-teeth-for-no-good-reason day? This was where eavesdropping got you, finding out things you really didn’t want to hear. She should stroll right in there, head held high, and act like they had not been bashing her nine ways to Sunday.

			Natalie cleared her throat. “We’re blaming ourselves for the way Zoey has turned out. We might have influenced her behavior, yes, but at some point she has to assume responsibility for her actions.”

			“Maybe we should hold an intervention,” Sandra said. “You know, like they do for alcoholics and drug addicts and gamblers.”

			Say what? Zoey felt sick to her stomach. She shouldn’t have stopped for that Taco Bell burrito. Uh-huh, go ahead and convince yourself it’s the burrito and not the fact your family is dissing you for being an impulsive slacker.

			“Do you think she might have attention deficit disorder or something?” Junie Mae asked.

			“I’ve always thought so,” Carol Ann said. “But she made straight A’s in school so they never had her tested for it.”

			“She’s dead good at puzzles,” Sandra said. “She can take one overview glance and see where pieces belong and solve them lickety-split. She’s a sharp girl, even if she’s restless.”

			“Zoey’s issue is more impulse control than anything else,” Natalie said. “She can’t seem to stop herself from acting on whatever random thought pops into her head.”

			Mignon clucked her tongue. “Dommage, she can’t seem to live up to her potential.”

			Zoey blinked against the sudden moisture clinging to her lashes. Damn, she must have gotten something in her eye.

			At that moment, the door to the ladies’ restroom opened and her first cousin Melody exited, pushing a sweep of thick, golden blond hair from her forehead. She dressed simply but elegantly, in pressed khaki capri pants, a black scoop neck T-shirt, strappy black sandals, and a gold cuff bracelet on her wrist.

			Melody, who was the oldest of Carol Ann’s three children and her only daughter, was a Madison Avenue advertising executive home on vacation. She was substituting on the volunteer committee for their cousin Lace, the curator of the Cupid Botanical Gardens, who was on her honeymoon in Costa Rica with her new husband, ex-quarterback for the Dallas Cowboys, Pierce Hollister.

			Growing up, Melody had been Zoey’s role model. The one who got away and made good in the big city. But Zoey’s interest in archaeology had gradually sapped her cravings for city life. While she did like fashion and makeup and going to parties and those kinds of things, she was at heart a simple country girl. She’d rather dig in the dirt than go shopping—most of the time, anyway.

			“Hey cuz, what are you doing lurking out here?”

			“Just heading in.” Zoey forced a bright smile and followed her cousin into the room.

			The women gathered around the oblong table spread with stacks of love letters, turned to look at her, and for the first time, she didn’t see their familiar faces, but instead saw them through the dispassionate lens of a detached observer—noticing, listening, honing her new anthropological skills.

			It was the little things that spoke loudest: Mignon’s vintage Pelikan fountain pen with the gold nib illustrating her flair for both the romantic and the finer things in life. The gentle way Natalie rested a protective hand on her belly, already madly in love with the baby boy who wouldn’t be born for another four months. Carol Ann’s flawlessly ironed crisp white blouse, refined gray pencil skirt, and black boots polished to a reflective shine. The neon yellow tennis balls cut to fit the bottom of Great-Aunt Delia’s aluminum walker so she could push it across the floor instead of having to lift the walker with each step. Junie Mae’s blond hair teased so high that if she were to dye it blue she could pass for Marge Simpson. The easygoing dark freckles dotting Sandra’s caramel-colored nose and the intricate stitching of Melody’s stylish designer handbag. Each detail told her something about them.

			What would an anthropologist deduce about her clothes, hairstyles, and possessions? Did she really want to know?

			“What on earth is that moving around in your backpack?” Carol Ann asked.

			Eggy popped his head out.

			“A kitten?” Natalie said in that I-know-best, big-sister tone of hers. “Do not tell me you’ve adopted a kitten.”

			“Okay.” Zoey took Eggy out of the backpack and plunked down at the table with him in her lap. “I won’t tell you.”

			The Siamese curled up into a ball and started purring. She didn’t have to tell how she and Eggy had gotten off to a rocky start. Things were copacetic between them now.

			“Zoey, really.” Her sister shook her head.

			“What?” Okay, so maybe her nose was out of joint over the conversation she’d overheard. “Why can’t I adopt a cat?”

			The women sitting around the table exchanged glances. The looks on their faces said, Maybe this is a prime time for that intervention.

			“Honey,” Sandra said. “Are you sure it’s a good idea?”

			“What’s the big deal? So I’m adopting a cat.” She shrugged. “People do it all the time.”

			“A pet is a big responsibility.” Junie Mae fondled her blow-dryer earrings.

			Zoey looked around the table. First Jericho and now her family and friends? Sheesh. Was that how people truly saw her? As flighty and incompetent? She thought of herself as bubbly and outgoing. “You guys don’t think I can take care of a cat.”

			“It’s not that,” Mignon placated, her numerous bracelets jangling when she waved her hand. “You’re just so busy.”

			“Let’s not pussyfoot around this,” Great-Aunt Delia said. “You’re too unreliable for a pet. They need to be fed and taken to the vet and cleaned up after.”

			“I can do that.” Zoey stroked the kitten’s fur.

			“You don’t have the best track record when it comes to long-term commitment,” Melody chimed in.

			“First time for everything,” Zoey said blithely against the sting of their criticism.

			“What’s the longest time you’ve kept a boyfriend?” Melody prodded. “Four months?”

			“Twenty years.”

			Melody’s perfectly arched eyebrows shot up. “Who is that?”

			“Jericho.”

			“Oh him.” Melody waved a hand. “He’s just a friend. That doesn’t count.”

			“Why not?”

			“It takes a lot more to maintain a romantic relationship than a friendship.” Melody picked up a Cupid letter from the stack in the middle of the table. “Should we get back to work?”

			The older women exchanged glances again.

			“Miss Melody,” Junie Mae said stiffly. “Friendships take just as much TLC as romantic relationships.”

			Melody’s mouth dropped open, but before she could retaliate, bare knuckles rapped against the open door.

			“Good afternoon, ladies!” Walker McCleary boomed.

			Walker was Zoey and Natalie’s father’s first cousin and patriarch of the Cupid McClearys. He wore his salt and pepper hair parted straight down the middle, round wire-frame glasses, and a bristly mustache. Cookie duster, he called it. He was built like a rain barrel, round and stout, and wore colorful suspenders to keep his pants up. He looked quite a bit like Teddy Roosevelt. Today, he sported hunter green suspenders over a sage-colored Oxford shirt with white cuffs and collars, and his white pharmacist lab coat was thrown over the ensemble.

			How cool was that? Just when she wanted to speak to Walker about money for the summer field school, he appeared.

			Everyone greeted him with hearty hellos.

			Zoey pushed back her chair, the metal legs scraping loudly against the tile floor because she moved so fast, and she almost hopped to her feet, but a pair of tiny claws dug into her skin. Oops, that was right, she had a cat in her lap. She was a pet owner now—well, maybe, if Eggy didn’t belong to someone else—and she had to be more careful.

			“What brings you to our little klatch, Walker?” Carol Ann asked.

			Walker’s eyes were bright and his face flushed. He shifted his weight from foot to foot. For a big man, he was entertainingly nimble. He paused for a moment, swept his gaze around the room. “Exciting news.”

			“Well?” Great-Aunt Delia said. “Spit it out, man. Some of us are living on borrowed time.”

			Walker rubbed his palms together like he was trying to start a fire. “My book about August McCleary has hit the New York Times best-seller list!”

			Everyone clapped and cheered.

			Walker raised a silencing palm, his grin spreading opossum-eating big. “But that’s not the best part.”

			The other women all leaned forward in their chairs.

			“Universal Studios wants to option A Time to Heal. It’s going to be a movie!”

			That brought them all to their feet. Congratulating him effusively, they shook his hand, pounded him on the back, and asked a hundred questions. How much money would he get? Would they film any of the scenes in Cupid? What actor would play August McCleary? That last question had them off and running.

			“I think they should cast Sam Elliot.” Junie Mae sighed. “What a voice.”

			“George Clooney.” Carol Ann swooned.

			“Vincent Cassel.” Mignon smiled.

			“Denzel Washington,” Sandra opined.

			“He’s African American,” Carol Ann pointed out.

			“So?” Sandra sank her hands on her hips. “Denzel’s got the acting chops to pull it off.”

			Everyone nodded over that. Denzel could pull off just about anything.

			“Sean Connery,” Great-Aunt Delia suggested.

			“He’s Scottish,” Natalie said. “The McClearys are Irish.”

			“And he’s far too old,” Melody insisted. “All those actors you guys are naming are too old. August was only thirty-nine when he compounded the medication that stopped the Spanish flu in its track here in the Trans-Pecos. Colin Farrell is perfect for the
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