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CHAPTER 1



The sun hovered low on the horizon when Brad Davidson slammed the gate of his truck. His book club’s version of a spa day: a campout under the stars. He carried his bedroll over to other men’s pile of sleeping bags. 


Parker Ford poked the fire before swinging the iron stew kettle over the flame. 


“Hey, Brad. Are you ready for a little R and R?”


Brad rubbed his chin. He’d left his foreman Curly Moe in charge of the Big Deal ranch. He had the utmost confidence in Curly to keep the younger hands under control.


“I’m looking forward to the book review.” Brad clapped his hands together. He opened his folding chair and then set up the other five.


Parker stirred the pot. His bald spot reflected the dying sunlight. “I can’t wait to read something new. I like vampires, don’t get me wrong, but I’d like to read something different.”


Brad nodded. He was ready for a new book, too. “Where’s Canon?” 


“Late as usual.”


“Look at those two city slickers playing Boy Scouts.” Forrest Greene chuckled, walking toward Brad and Parker with a handful of sticks. He stacked them in a pile close to the fire.


Brad and Parker grinned at the two men struggling with the tent. Jasen DeLay and B.J. Johnson attempted to set up a gray and orange tent. Both men were in their thirties and close to Forrest’s age. 


“Jasen’s hands might have grown soft being mayor,” Parker said loudly.


“Hey,” Jasen grumbled. “We’ll see if those potholes on your street get fixed now.”


Parker threw up jazz hands and wiggled his fingers. “Ewww. I’m so afraid.”


“Shut up and keep working,” B.J. ordered. 


Brad understood Jasen and B.J. were close friends. Hopefully, their friendship would survive the campout. 


“A few days away from the grind sounded good, but if those two keep arguing like an old married couple, then this is going to be torture.” Forrest chuckled again and poked the fire with a stick.


“Does it make you miss Ivy?” Parker teased. 


“She won’t miss me. My mom is watching Jade so Ivy can go to a bachelorette party in Austin.” Forrest flopped into a blue chair. Jade was a cute kid, not yet two, who wore frilly dresses at church. 


“Does their bickering make you miss Lisa?” Forrest countered with a wry grin.


“Actually, it does.” Parker glanced over his shoulder. “I bet their making-up time isn’t as good as mine and Lisa’s.”


Brad laughed and stood. “I’ll check on the newlyweds.”


Darkness cradled the Texas prairie. The campsite was off the beaten path on the far side of the Double D ranch. His daughter and son-in-law didn’t mind if the book club camped out on their property. The sandy ground crunched under his boots as Brad approached the tent.


“Son of a bitch, Jasen. Just hand me the damned thing.” B.J. growled. 


The lopsided tent hid Jasen except for his arm holding a pole. He shot back, “That’s not where it goes.”


Brad glanced at the long pole in Jasen’s hand. “B.J.’s right.”


“Thanks, Brad,” B.J. grinned.


“Don’t thank me. I’m here to make sure the tent gets pitched before it’s time to leave.” Brad stuck his hands in his front pockets, deciding he needed to oversee the setup.


As they finished the tent, a set of headlights panned the campsite. “Canon should set up the other one because he’s late,” Jasen suggested.


Brad, B.J. and Jasen walked toward Canon’s black truck. Canon hopped out with a large, toothy smile. “Howdy, y’all. I’ve got coolers with beer.” He lowered the gate of his truck and slid the blue cooler toward the end.


“Grab a handle,” B.J. ordered Jasen. They each heaved a side and carried it toward the fire.


“Need help?” Brad offered to Canon. 


At twenty-five, Canon Berns was the youngest in the book club. He worked at the Fortuna fire department as an EMT. He loved movies and was always quoting them. The kid must work out every spare second he had because his arms were the size of Brad’s thighs and when Canon smiled, he flexed more muscles than the rest of the book club combined.


Suddenly self-conscious, Brad sucked in his gut. He wasn’t unfit, but he wasn’t as young as he used to be. Being the owner of a successful longhorn cattle ranch, he used to do a lot of hands-on work, but now his main job consisted of paperwork. He preferred riding the range to being a desk jockey. 


“Can I carry that, Son?” Brad pointed to the remaining red and white cooler.


“Thanks, Brad, but I’ve got it.” Canon took the handles and hoisted it as if it was filled with helium.


Canon strutted toward the group of chairs and set the cooler next to the other one. B.J. and Jasen looked winded. Forrest lounged in a chair with his legs stretched out and a bottle of water in the cupholder.


“Now that we’re all here—” Jasen started.


“What’s the status of the food?” Canon asked, lifting the lid of the cooler. His hand disappeared, then pulled out a bottle of beer, offering it to Brad.


B.J. crossed his arms. “Age before beauty,” B.J. teased. 


“I’ve earned it, you whipper-snapper.” Brad took the longneck and twisted off the cap. He settled in a seat and raised his bottle as Canon handed out beverages to the other guys. They likewise raised their bottles. 


“To my mother Undine Love-Davidson and her freakish book hoarding tendencies. May the good Lord give her a big mansion with thousands of books,” Brad tapped Forrest’s water bottle then continued around the circle, clinking everyone’s beers amongst a chorus of cheers and here-heres.


Parker returned to the kettle and stirred. 


“Now that we’re all here—” Jasen tried again, narrowing his gaze at the latest arrival.


Parker sniffed the kettle, closed his eyes, and said, “Soups on.”


Canon jumped up. “Awesome! What can I do to help?”


“Get the fixin’s out of the cooler,” Parker ordered, pulling bowls out of a canvas bag. He handed one to Brad, who, once again, went first. 


Brad ladled chili into his bowl, then topped it with jalapeño peppers. The chunky brown concoction smelled heavenly. He held the bowl under his nose and breathed deeply. The spicy scent opened his sinuses and made his mouth water. “Ah. Perfection.”


He spooned a mouthful, and flavor exploded as his taste buds sang the hallelujah chorus. His mouth burned, but it was a good burn. He’d been anticipating the meal since learning Parker had won the neighboring town of Nockerville’s chili cook-off.


He slowly savored each bite while Canon inhaled his bowl as if breathing air. 


B.J. blew on his food and then chugged his beer. “Too hot for you?” Jasen teased.


When Jasen finally took a bite, his eyes rolled back, and he moaned. “God, Parker, this is fabulous. Holy cow.”


“Mm-hmm,” Canon agreed, holding out his bowl for more.


“Damn. How did you eat that so fast?” B.J. asked, staring at the empty bowl.


“He’s not a pansy like you,” Forrest said, shoveling a mouthful in.


B.J.’s jaw dropped open, then he scowled. He took a large spoonful. Shifting the food around in his mouth, his face turned crimson. When he finally swallowed the chili, he lifted his bottle to his lips and sucked. He wiped his sweat-peppered brow.


The group laughed. Parker hadn’t tried his bowl yet, but once he’d made sure the others were satisfied, he took a seat and delved in.


After dinner, Canon collected the trash and dirty dishes while Parker unveiled homemade cookies. “Lisa made these special for y’all. I hope you don’t like them so there’s more for me.” He passed the plate.


Jasen moaned again.


“Geez, Jasen, you eat too much processed food,” Forrest said. He nibbled the cookie and echoed Jasen’s moan.


“I know, right?” Canon said, swiping another cookie as the plate passed.


Brad bit into the soft gooeyness. “Please give Lisa my compliments. These are excellent.”


Parker smiled with obvious pride. “I’ll be sure to tell her.”


“How are you two doing?” Forrest asked. He popped the rest of the cookie into his mouth.


Before the Fortuna romance dare phenomenon, Parker and Lisa fought all the time. Parker had bordered on abusive, arguing loudly in public and shaming his wife. Then someone had dared him to read a romance novel. Like the rest of the Fortuna men, he became hooked and began reading romance books all the time. One man had a bright idea of acting out their favorite heroes


























































































































































































































