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      Olivia Montgomery nudged her best friend, Emily Miller. “Ready?”

      “You sure this is the right place?”

      Olivia nodded. “I’m sure.”

      Both girls had been to the requisite fraternity beer bashes during the first couple of years at Southern Methodist University, but tonight they’d planned to go to a real bar for the first time. They’d checked it out during the daylight hours and agreed it looked fine. But at night, the place took on a completely different feel. The neon sign, blinking as it spelled out The Bourbon Cowboy, threw multi-colored lighting on the damp sidewalk. With only two of the pole lights illuminated, the back parking lot was dark and frankly, a little intimidating. Tall trees vibrating in the breeze threw dancing shadows over parked cars and empty pavement.

      “Are you sure this place is safe?” Emily asked with a slight tremor in her voice.

      Olivia swallowed down nerves and tried to assume an air of calm and sophistication she didn’t feel. “Of course it’s safe. My brothers said all the law students come here. Plus, they had their first legal drink here so I want to too. It’s a Montgomery tradition.” She grabbed Emily’s arm. “C’mon.”

      They stepped from the car and headed for the door. As they neared, country music wafted out. The music had a calming effect on Olivia’s nerves and she felt herself relaxing.

      “See? How can any place that plays Tim McGraw be bad?”

      Emily smiled. “I guess you’re right.”

      The interior of the bar was almost as dark as the exterior. The sound of billiard balls clacking rang from the rear, followed by loud shouts and raucous laughter. A couple of guys wearing SMU T-shirts passed, giving both girls a smile and a nod.

      “See?” Olivia whispered. “Not so bad.”

      “I guess,” Emily whispered back. “Let’s have that drink and get out of here.”

      They found a couple of stools at the bar. A heavy-set, balding man gave them a nod from the end of the bar and said, “Be right with you.”

      “I don’t have a clue what to order,” Emily whispered. “I guess a beer. That’s all I’ve ever had.”

      “Don’t be such a baby. Travis and Jason said the first drink had to be a shot of bourbon, so that’s what I’m going to do.”

      The bartender came over. “You ladies have I.D.?”

      Olivia bent over to retrieve her purse. A familiar spicy male cologne worn by only one person she knew tickled her nose. Scuffed brown cowboy boots stood along side her purse. She allowed her gaze to roam up muscular legs covered by worn denim, past a large silver belt buckle, and a white oxford shirt tucked tight over a flat stomach until her gaze met the sapphire eyes of Mitch Landry, the star of most of her late night sexual fantasies. Also a good friend of her brothers. A man so out of her league she could barely put together an intelligent sentence in his presence. And he was standing right beside her. Smiling at her. God help her.

      Don’t let me make a complete idiot out of myself.
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      Mitch Landry tipped his beer bottle and took a long draw. After setting the bottle on the edge of the pool table, he chalked his cue, leaned over the green felt, and sank the eight-ball in the right corner pocket. The crowd of mostly SMU law students cheered.

      “Pay up.”

      Money exchanged hands, with most of it going into his, but his friends collected more than their fair share of the winnings. Most of them had lost to Mitch in a game of eight-ball. Placing money on him during a match was considered to be a safe bet.

      “One more game,” the most recent loser insisted. “I want a chance to get my money back.”

      Mitch shook his head. “Sorry. No can do. I’m done for the night.” He picked up his nearly empty beer bottle and started toward the bar.

      He could have played another game. Time wasn’t the issue. Boredom was. It seemed like he was seeing the same people day after day. If not here in The Bourbon Cowboy, then in his law classes at SMU. He should probably be home studying, but he’d aced today’s exam in Constitutional Law. Besides Friday nights should always be reserved for drinking, women, and…well, drinking and women.

      As he waited the minute or so it took for his eyes to adjust from the bright lights of the pool room to the dimness of the main bar, he watched a couple of women enter and take stools at the bar. Nice legs…on both of them. But it was the girl on the left that’d captured his attention. Long legs. Curved hips that chiseled in at the waist. Straight posture that showcased a nice set of breasts. Long blond hair in waves and curls cascaded down her back. His fingers rolled into fists as a vision ran through his head of threading his fingers through all that hair while the woman pleasured him with her mouth.

      Whoa, buddy. Getting the wagon before the horse here. You don’t even know her name, not to mention she might not be available.

      But damn he liked what he saw. A closer inspection was definitely called for, especially an inspection of the ring finger on her left hand.

      He pushed off the wall where he’d been leaning and headed toward the two women. As he neared, and as his eyes continued to adjust to the dim room, he recognized the woman he’d just been fantasizing about and damn it if she wasn’t the younger sister of two of his fraternity brothers.

      Olivia-fucking-Montgomery. Sister of Travis and Jason Montgomery. Two guys who wouldn’t hesitate to kick his ass if he messed around with their little sister. The last time he’d seen her had been when he’d gone home with Jason for the weekend. When was that? Two years ago? No. More like four years ago. She’d been in high school and way too young for him, but now? Lordy lordy. Little sister has grown up and grown up nicely at that.

      What the Montgomery brothers didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them...or him.

      When Olivia bent over to retrieve her purse, Mitch stepped between her stool and the empty one on her left. He waited as her gaze moved up until it met his.

      “Olivia Montgomery,” he said with a smile. “What are you doing in a place like this?”

      She smiled and lowered her gaze. “Hello, Mitch. I didn’t expect to run into anyone I knew here.”

      His eyebrows lifted. “Really? And why’s that?”

      She shrugged.

      “Ladies,” Joey, the bartender, interrupted. “I’m waiting for some identification. No I.D. and you’re out of here.”

      Olivia turned her attention to Joey. “I’ve got it.” She pulled a Texas driver’s license from her wallet and slapped it on the bar. Her friend did the same.

      Joey studied both licenses, looked at the girls, and back to the licenses. “Happy birthday, ladies. What’ll you have?”

      “Today is your birthday?” Mitch asked.

      Olivia nodded. “Yep. Mine and Emily’s. Oh, I don’t think you know Emily.” She turned to her friend. “Emily. This is Mitch Landry. He’s a friend of Travis and Jason.” She turned back to Mitch. “Mitch. This is Emily Miller. My best friend in the whole world.”

      Emily leaned forward and held out her hand. “Nice to meet you, Mitch.”

      Mitch shook her hand. “You too, Emily. Happy birthday.”

      “Thanks.”

      “If you three are through with your meet and greet, I do have other customers. Do you want a drink or not?”

      “Ladies, this lovely grump is Joey. Joey, I’m buying this round. Give me another beer. Ladies?”

      Olivia straightened her back. “I’ll have a shot of bourbon.”

      “I will too,” said Emily.

      Mitch laughed. “The Montgomery tradition lives. Give me a shot too, Joey. I can’t let these ladies drink alone. How about three shots of Crown Royal?”

      “You got it.” Joey lined up three shot glasses and poured the Crown Royal. He put a fourth glass on the bar and filled it. “I always buy the first round for birthday girls.” He tapped his shot glass against the ones Olivia and Emily had picked up. “Salute.” He tossed back the liquor. “I’ll check back in a minute,” he said and headed down the bar to another customer.

      Mitch picked up his glass, tapped each girl’s shot, and tossed his drink down his throat. When he returned the glass to the counter, he noticed both girls still had full glasses. Olivia lifted the glass to her lips and sipped. Her eyes opened wide.

      He chuckled. “No, no. Toss it back. It’s the Montgomery way.”

      Olivia closed her eyes, put her luscious full lips on the rim, tilted her head back, and tossed the full shot down. Her tongue darted out to lick her top lip. He almost groaned aloud.

      The Montgomery brothers were going to have to kick his ass because Olivia Montgomery was the sexiest, most interesting woman he’d met in a long time. He’d be damned if he was leaving until he got to know her a little better.
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      Olivia licked her upper lip, not because the bourbon really hit the spot, but in an attempt to stave off coughing from the sudden burning in her throat and gut, unlike Emily who was hacking away like a five-pack-a-day smoker. She didn’t want Mitch to think she was immature—and thus too young for him—or someone who couldn’t handle her liquor.

      “You okay?” Mitch asked, a lady-killer grin on his face.

      “Fine,” she choked out. “That was--” Cough. Cough. “was--” Cough. Cough. Tears filled her eyes and trickled down her face. She glanced over at Emily, who had finally quit coughing and was wiping her own tears.

      Olivia threw back her head in a loud laugh, followed by Emily.

      Emily threw her arms around Olivia shoulders. “Hell’s bells, woman! That almost killed me,” she said, her voice shaking with humor. “Remind me to stay with beer or wine or a piña colada.”

      A tall, attractive dark-haired man walked up and slugged Mitch’s shoulder. “You gonna keep these lovely ladies all to yourself?”

      “That was the idea, but you shot that plan all to hell.” Mitch glared at the man for a minute, then smiled. “You’re not leaving?”

      The other man shook his head. “No way, buddy. You can’t keep all the beautiful women to yourself. Introduce me.”

      “If I must,” Mitch said as he rested his hand on Olivia’s shoulder. “This is Olivia Montgomery. Travis and Jason’s sister.” He leaned forward and looked past Olivia to Emily. “This is Olivia’s good friend, Emily. Ladies, this reprobate is Wes Benton. Frat brother. Friend. Fellow law student. Bad influence.”

      Olivia chuckled. “Nice to meet you.” Even as she spoke she realized Mitch’s hand was still resting on her upper arm, his fingers touching her neck. With three brothers—two older and one younger—Olivia was fairly familiar with male marking and if she wasn’t mistaken—and she hoped she wasn’t—Mitch had just waved Wes off her. Wes obviously attended the same male behavioral class as it appeared he got Mitch’s message.

      “Nice to meet you, Olivia. I feel like I know you from everything your brothers have said.” He walked past Mitch and Olivia until he reached Emily’s side. He held out his hand. “Wes Benton.”

      Emily smiled. “Yes, I know. Mitch just told us.”

      “Ah, but I wanted to make sure you had my name. Note the last name. It might be yours someday.”

      Emily laughed. Olivia had to suppress her smile. The sound that emanated from Emily wasn’t her typical loud and boisterous laugh. This was Emily’s flirting laugh…a sort of giggle with a toss of her long hair, an obvious indication of her interest in Mitch’s friend. Great. That worked for Olivia. Since her best friend was taken care of, Olivia refocused her attention on Mitch Landry…the sexiest cowboy in Texas.

      Her heart throbbed in her throat when she turned back to face him. She smiled and flipped her hair over her shoulder. After propping her elbow on the bar, she rested her chin in the palm on her hand. “Now, where were we?”

      Two hours later, Mitch and Wes tucked the girls into a cab, over-tipped the driver to get them home safely and watched as the taxi pulled away from the bar.

      “There was no way I was going to let them drive home.” Mitch looked at an obviously drunk and weaving Wes. “Thank God we planned ahead for tonight.”

      “Amen.”

      “Let’s round up Harold for our ride.”

      “You know what, Mitch? I’m going to marry that woman.”

      Mitch laughed. “You’re drunk, my friend.”

      “True, but will you be my best man at the wedding?”

      Mitch shook his head. “Sure, but I suspect things will look different in the morning.”
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      When Olivia and Emily had headed home from The Bourbon Cowboy on Friday night, Olivia had been sure Mitch would call, especially after Wes was on the phone to Emily early Saturday morning. But no call, email, text or smoke signal came from the Landry camp.

      By Sunday night, Olivia began to chastise herself for even hoping that Mitch would call. Haven’t she known he was out of her league? In all likelihood, he’d felt a responsibility to her brothers and had kept an eye on her for them. It wouldn’t shock her to find out that he’d reported back to Travis or Jason....oh hell, maybe both.

      The fact that Emily had gone to dinner with Wes on Sunday evening hadn’t helped Olivia’s sagging spirits. Monday’s classes were as boring as usual, which did nothing to improve her ever increasing morose mood. Then to add insult to injury, her Dallas Cowboys lost on Monday Night Football. She’d gone to bed pretty much mad at the world.

      Tuesday morning’s arrival brought some relief. She’d scheduled a pedicure to go with her standing manicure appointment and frankly, nothing but a full body massage relaxed her more than a pedicure. As she crawled into the pedi-chair and stuck her abused feet into the warm swirling water, she released an audible sigh.

      “Too hot?” Tonya, her manicurist, asked.

      “No. Perfect,” Olivia said, settling back into the seat. She flipped on the chair’s rolling massager. “I needed this.”

      Tonya looked at Olivia’s feet. “You sure do. Those toenails are long enough to peel bananas.”

      “Ha ha. There goes your tip.”

      Tonya lifted one eyebrow. “I have sharp instruments and I know how to use them.”

      Olivia grinned. “Got it. Tip restored. So, tell me about your date this weekend. Was he the one?”

      Tonya began telling one of her long-winded date reenactments, which Olivia usually loved, but today found herself struggling to follow. She nodded in the right places, clucked her tongue when Tonya’s date did the funky chicken on the dance floor at the hottest nightclub in town, and shook her head in commiseration when Tonya described his overenthusiastic, lip-sucking, tonsil-swabbing good-night kiss.

      “So, when’s the next date?”

      Tonya popped the top of Olivia’s foot with a nail file. “I am not going out with him again. Never. I’ll stay single if that’s the best that’s out there.”

      “You know, there’s always playing for the other team.” Olivia bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing.

      “Sorry, chicko. I know you’re hot for me, but you just don’t have the right equipment.”

      Both women laughed.

      “What about you? Do anything fun this past weekend?”

      Olivia shrugged. “Emily and I went to The Bourbon Cowboy Friday night to celebrate our birthdays, but that’s it. Saturday night I watched a Hallmark movie that made me cry and Sunday I cleaned house. Other than Friday, does any of that sound fun to you?”

      Tonya tapped Olivia’s foot. “Put that back in the water and give me the other one.” After Olivia did as instructed Tonya said, “So no exciting men at the bar? I hear The Bourbon Cowboy is the place to husband-hunt if you’re looking for a lawyer. Neither of you met anyone interesting?”

      “Emily did.”

      “Really. Tell all. Keep your foot in the water.”

      “Guy named Wes Benton. They had dinner Sunday night and again last night. I’ve barely seen my roomie.”

      “No kidding. Good for her. He a looker?”

      “Tall, dark and handsome.”

      Tonya shook her head. “That Emily has all the luck.”

      “Ain’t that the truth. Of course the fact that she’s tall, curvy and gorgeous doesn’t exactly drive the men away.”

      “Maybe you need to find some ugly girlfriends to run around with, you know, to make you look better.”

      Olivia chuckled. “Sounds like a plan. You busy next weekend?”

      “Har har. Sharp instruments, remember?”

      Olivia laughed, but before she could respond her cell phone began playing “Crazy” by Patsy Cline. Pulling it from her pocket, she read the display but didn’t recognize the number.

      “Hello?”

      “Olivia? This is Mitch Landry.”

      His deep voice saying her name sent her stomach into a pitch and roll. “Hi.” Good lord. She sounded all breathy, as though trying too hard to sound like Marilyn Monroe. She cleared her throat and tried again. “Sorry. Had a frog in my throat. Hi. How are you?”

      Tonya tapped her foot. Olivia pulled both feet from the water.

      “I’m good. You?”

      “Good.”

      “Did I catch you at a bad time?”

      “Oh, no. This is fine.”

      Tonya pointed to the phone and mouthed, “A guy?”

      Olivia nodded.

      Tonya mimicked kissing.

      Olivia grinned and looked away before Tonya could become more animated in her mime show.

      “I enjoyed Friday night. I was glad you got home safely.”

      Ah. He’d been talking to Wes.

      “We did. Thank you. What do I owe you for the cab?”

      Could this conversation get more formal and awkward?

      “What? The cab? Nothing. I was glad to do it.”

      Okay, she wasn’t letting him get away so easily this time.

      “I would like to pay you back. How about I buy your dinner?”

      Tonya chuckled.

      Olivia glared down at her and mouthed, “Hush.”

      “Dinner. I’d love to, but I’m paying. I insist.”

      “Okay. When?”

      The pause was long enough that Olivia checked the phone’s screen to see if she’d lost the call. She hadn’t.

      Oh lord. Had she pushed too hard? Maybe he was having second thoughts about dinner with her.

      “Sorry about that,” Mitch said. “I had to grab my class schedule.” There was another pause. “I’ve got a bear of a test on Thursday. What about Friday night?”

      “I can do Friday night.” Olivia’s heart danced the jig. She had a date with Mitch Landry.

      “Great. Why don’t I pick you up about six-thirty? That work for you?”

      “It works for me. Where are we going? I mean, I need to know how to dress. Casual or dressy?”

      “Dressy. I was thinking The Fireplace Room at Grayson Mansion. Have you been there?”

      The Fireplace Room? The most expensive and exclusive restaurant in Dallas? Was he kidding? Calm down. Act like you go there every weekend.

      “I’d love to go back to The Fireplace Room. It’s one of my favorite places.” Or it would be if she’d ever got to see the inside of the legendary eatery.

      “Great. I’ll see you Friday.”

      “See you then.”

      Tonya poked Olivia’s big toe with a cuticle stick. “Been holding out on me, have you? Need I remind you I have sharp tools and I know how to torture with them?”

      Olivia laughed. “Well, I met this guy Friday night…”
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      Olivia had a date with Mitch Landry. Every day since he’d called seemed to have thirty-six hours, every hour 90 minutes. The week was crawling by in snail time.

      If the awake hours tortured her, the nights gave her no peace either. She would lie in bed and play vignettes for the upcoming date. In some, she was fabulous and funny and incredibly sexy, leaving Mitch panting for her. In others, she dumped wine on Mitch, or accidentally burped at the table. The worst was the dream where she bent over and ripped the rear out of her pants.

      On Thursday, her brother, Travis, called…just to check on her, chat, bring her up to date on the family. Did he know about her date with his friend? If so, he never said anything about it and she didn’t think it wise to mention. She’d ended that call with relief when the subject never came up.

      By the time Friday arrived, she’d worked herself into a nervous frenzy. What should she wear? Do with her sometimes unruly hair? And shoes…what shoes? High “do-me” heels or lower “church-lady” shoes? Gold or silver jewelry? Diamonds or paste gems? Her head swam with too many decisions.

      At least her nails weren’t an issue. Fingers and toes were still looking glossy and perfect after her visit with Tonya.

      She was standing in her closet in a complete panic when Emily dropped onto Olivia’s bed. “What’s shakin’, bacon?” Emily asked.

      “Nice to see my roommate after a week. I was beginning to think you’d moved out.”

      Emily lay back on the bed, crossed her arms under her head and sighed. “Isn’t Wes just the best ever?”

      Olivia popped her head out of the closet. “I wouldn’t know. I’ve only seen the back of his head as he picked you up and y’all hit the door to leave.” She returned to shoving hangers down the rod. “I have nothing to wear. Nothing. I should just cancel.”

      Emily laughed. “Don’t be ridiculous.” The bed creaked as she stood. “Let me look.” Joining Olivia in the closet, she hip-bumped Nervous Nelly out of the way. “You go sit on the bed. I’ll find something.”

      Olivia left the closet but headed to her dresser to finish putting on mascara. The only sound in the room was the rake of hangers over a metal bar followed by loud sighs and unintelligible muttering. In a couple of minutes, Emily came back out. “You’re right. You have nothing in there for a dressy dinner.”

      “I know,” Olivia said with a whine. “What about black slacks and a white blouse? Maybe put those with a black jacket and some heels?”

      Emily made a gagging sound. “Sure, if you want to look like the wait staff. Hold on. I have the perfect dress.” She rushed from the room saying, “You’re going to love this dress.”

      Olivia sighed and leaned closer to her mirror to study her eyeliner. Her usual frat party dates only required she bathe, slap on minimum make-up, and slip into clean jeans and a shirt. She’d never stressed about those dates, but this one? Brother. She was close to chewing on her cuticles. That’d earn her a rebuke from Tonya at the next manicure appointment.

      “Okay. This is what you wear,” Emily announced as she flounced back into the room. Holding a black dress up to Olivia’s body, she cooed. “Perfect. It’ll look better on you than it ever did on me.”

      Having a roommate who wore the same size clothes was like doubling your wardrobe at no cost, a serious advantage for college gals.

      “Emily, it’s gorgeous but…” Olivia pulled the sales tag. “It’s brand new. I can’t wear this.”

      Emily snorted. “Don’t be stupid.” She snapped off the tag with one quick jerk. “It’s perfect. Heck, it’s been hanging in my closet forever. Try it on,” she ordered and began removing the silky dress from the hanger.

      Olivia slipped the dress up her body and carefully pushed her arms through the armholes and into sheer sleeves that bow-tied near her elbow. The front of the dress was heart-shaped with a rhinestone clasp that drew the edge of the bodice down, accentuating Olivia’s cleavage. The dress was tight enough to highlight Olivia’s figure without being so tight as to pull and wrinkle. “It’s January, Em. Don’t you think I need better sleeves?”

      “Have you never been on a date, fool? Of course it’s January. When you get cold, Mitch will just have to hold you tight and use his body heat to keep you warm.”

      “Em…”

      “Don’t Em me.” She zipped up the back. “Turn around. You look wonderful.”

      Olivia looked into her full length mirror and had to agree. The black dress was the ideal backdrop for her blond hair. Emily handed her a pair of “do-me-now” heels and she slipped them on. Turning all directions in the mirror, she smiled.

      “Oh. Wow. Thank you.” She turned again to make sure the dress didn’t make her ass look big. It didn’t. “You’re right. It’s perfect for The Fireplace Room.”

      “We aren’t done yet.” Emily pulled open the top drawer of Olivia’s dresser. “Black hose are a must with that dress and those shoes.” She rifled through until she pulled out a pair of black sheer pantyhose then tossed them to Olivia. “Here. Put these on.”

      “I hate pantyhose,” Olivia whined.

      “Maybe, but put the blame on Catherine, Duchess of Cambridge. Those in the know say she is single-handedly bringing back the look.”

      “Grrrr.” Olivia pulled the dress up to her waist and sat on the side of the bed to drag the offensive item up her legs. She stood, shimmied the dress down, and put the shoes back on. Again she turned and twisted in the mirror. Damn if Em—and The Duchess of Cambridge—weren’t right. The dress did look better with hose.

      “What jewelry?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve got those diamond studs my parents gave me for Christmas.”

      “Great. Those with your diamond watch and tennis bracelets. No necklace.”

      The doorbell chimed and both women froze.

      “I’m not ready,” Olivia cried. “Do something.”

      Emily hugged her. “I’ll go let him in. You put on your jewelry. Besides, you’re worth waiting on.”

      Emily hurried from the room as Olivia pushed one earring through.

      Okay God, she prayed. Don’t let me spill wine. Or burp. Or pass gas.
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      Mitch Landry ran the shoe buffer across the tips of his cordovan-colored cowboy boots, pleased with the shine on the blunt tip. Flipping them around, he applied the spinning brush to the boot heel.

      “You know, you do much more brushing and you’ll eat through the leather.” Wes chuckled at his joke.

      Mitch did not.

      “Kiss off, Benton. I don’t have time to show you how a gentleman dresses for a date with a lady.”

      Wes hooted and dropped into a recliner. “Hand me one of your boots. I need to check my teeth and I can’t find a mirror.”

      Mitch threw him a glare. “Don’t you have some place you need to be?”

      “Nope.”

      “Find one.”

      Wes grinned. “You’re a little stressed for a simple date. Worried that Travis or Jason is gonna kick your ass after tonight?”

      “Go away, Benton.”

      “Of course, since I am friends with you and with the Montgomery brothers, I am pulled as to whether I should let them know what their baby sister is up to.”

      Mitch extended the third finger of his left hand. “Pull this, buddy.”

      Wes howled.

      “Now, go away. I have to get dressed.”

      Wes wandered over into Mitch’s kitchen, procured a beer for himself, and retook his chair. “Like I said, I don’t have anywhere to be for a while. Beside, seeing the great Mitch Landry flustered before a date is more entertainment than I’ve had all day.” He twisted the cap off the beer and bounced it off the wall into the trash. “Two points.”

      “Make yourself at home, Benton,” Mitch said and went into his bedroom. If that asshole followed him in here…

      “I talked to Emily a little while ago,” Wes hollered from the living room.

      “What’s new? You talk to her every hour on the hour.” Mitch pulled a starched yellow oxford shirt from its hanger.

      “Bite me, bro. You’re talking about the woman I’m gonna marry.”

      “Until she sees how you live,” Mitch hollered back. “Then she’ll run for the hills.” After removing the dry cleaning tags, he shoved his arms down the sleeves.

      “Never. The woman’s crazy for me.”

      “Speaking of Emily, why aren’t you over there with her instead of bugging the crap out of me?” He buttoned up the shirt then began sliding hangers looking for a pair of black slacks.

      “Picking her up in an hour. Headed to the movies.”

      He replaced the jeans he wore with the slacks followed by black socks. After putting on his watch, he headed back into the living room. “Are you planning to watch the movie this time?”

      Wes laughed. “Maybe. What time are you headed out?”

      “Gosh, mom, do you want to know what time I’ll be home too?” Mitch sat on the couch and shoved his feet into his gleaming boots.

      “Touchy, touchy.”

      Mitch checked his watch. “I’m supposed to pick Olivia up at six-thirty. How long does it take to get from here to their apartment?”

      Wes took a long pull off his beer. “’Bout forty-five minutes. Where you taking her?”

      “To The Fireplace Room at Grayson Mansion.”

      Wes choked on his beer. “Good God, man. Dinner at that place costs a fortune, not to mention any date after this will be a step down. You do not take a woman there on a first date. What are you thinking?”

      “That I want to show her a good time?”

      Wes shook his head. “And I thought I had it bad.”
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      Mitch pulled his 1964 Ford Mustang classic convertible into the Chateau Deville Condo complex and stopped at the guardhouse.

      “Can I help you?” a young man in a beige security uniform asked.

      “I’m here to see Olivia Montgomery.”

      “Your name?”

      “Mitch Landry.”

      The security guard reached into his hut and removed a clipboard from the wall. After running his finger down the page, he nodded. “Here you are. Ms. Montgomery is in condo two-twenty-two in the Bayberry Towers. Have you been here before?”

      “No.”

      “Fine. Leave here, turn left, then take the first right turn and follow it until you get to Bayberry Lane. Bayberry Towers will be on your left.”

      “Thanks.”

      Following the guard’s directions, Mitch quickly found himself outside the Bayberry. He parked, leaned over, pulled out a tin of Red Hots, popped a couple in his mouth, and stashed the tin back in the glove box.

      He was glad to be away from Wes and his remarks, not because Wes had been off the mark, but because he’d been so close to the truth. Mitch had been on too many dates to count, and honestly had had too many girlfriends since he’d started collecting them in the sixth grade. But Olivia Montgomery sent a zing through him he’d not known possible. He’d waited a few days before contacting her, wanted to get control of that zing before he called, but when he’d heard her sexy whispery “hello,” well, it was zing all over again. Man, he probably sounded like such a dweeb on the phone.

      Climbing from his car, he did a last minute shine of his boots on the back of his pant legs and entered Olivia’s building. His heart galloped and tried to climb up his throat as he pushed her doorbell.

      The door swung open.

      “Hi, Mitch. C’mon in. Olivia’s not quite ready.”

      “Hello, Emily.” Mitch entered and glanced around. Olivia’s home did not begin to resemble college digs. The pink carpet was thick and plush. The sofa—done in browns, tans, and pink—looked overstuffed and comfortable. The beige leather of the side recliners complimented the colors. His college apartment had always boasted a collection of empty pizza boxes, beer cans, and various unidentified stains on the carpet. This was much better.

      Ah man. When had he grown up? The empty beer cans and take-out boxes seemed like only yesterday.

      “Sit down,” Emily said and dropped into one of the recliners. “What’s new with you?”

      “Not much.” Mitch sat, sinking into the soft couch cushions. As casually as possible, he draped his arm along the back and tried to portray a calm he didn’t feel. “Will she be long?”

      “Just throwing on some jewelry.” She leaned in close and sniffed. “Umm. You smell good.” Leaning back, she blatantly ran her gaze down to his shoes and back up to his face. “You clean up pretty good for a cowboy.”

      “Emily. Leave the man alone,” Olivia said with a laugh as she entered.

      His gut clenched as the sound of her voice. He turned and forgot the smart remark he’d been about to say to Emily. “Wow.”

      Olivia smiled. “You like?” She did a full turn.

      He let out a long, low whistle. “Beautiful.”

      He figured she thought he was talking about the knock-out dress. Only he knew he meant her. She could have been in shorts, a T-shirt and barefooted and she still would be beautiful.

      Covering Olivia’s long, lean body, her black dress hit all the right places. It was low enough in the front to be enticing but high enough to be all suggestion. The dress cinched in at her waist, then flared into a full skirt that ended at the top of her knees. Her high heels produce some very dirty images in his head.

      Zing. Zing. Zing.

      “I’m ready when you are,” she said then pulled a heavy winter-white dress coat from the front closet.

      “I’m ready.” He stood and hurried over to help her own with her coat. This was closest he’d been to her tonight, the first chance to get a whiff of her cologne. His knees went weak at the first sniff and he fought the urge to bury his nose in her neck, or run his lips up and down her throat.

      Wes was right. He had it bad.
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      Olivia slipped onto the butter cream-colored leather chair held by a tuxedo-clad maitre d'. Once she was settled, the maitre d’ took the starched white napkin from in front of her and carefully laid it across her lap. “Your server tonight will be Tomas,” he said as he handed her a tall leather-bound menu. “He will be with you shortly. Can I get you a drink from the bar?”

      “Thank you,” Mitch replied. “Olivia?”

      “White wine.”

      “I’ll have a Crown Royal Reserve. Neat.”

      “Very good.”

      As the maitre d’ walked toward the bar to leave their orders, Olivia took the opportunity to catch her breath. As hard as she tried to remain an air of sophistication, she feared her face reflected her awe. Wait staff dressed in black slacks or skirts with starched white shirts glided noiselessly among the tables refilling drinks and bread baskets. A young man stopped momentarily by their table, flipped the water glasses, filled them, and moved on. The crystal chandeliers tossed gentle mood lighting off the china and stemware. Beside her, a fire crackled in the fireplace.

      “Did you hear what I said?”

      She jerked her gaze back to Mitch. “I’m sorry. I didn’t. What did you say?”

      “I asked if you knew what you wanted for dinner. Since this is one of your favorite places, I assume you have a favorite dish or two.”

      She opened the menu and almost gasped at the prices. Fifty-seven dollars for beef tenderloin. A house salad was fourteen dollars. Even the cheapest side dish, Texas grits, was ten dollars. She was afraid to know what that glass of white wine cost. Her gaze ran over the limited menu searching for the least expensive items. Mitch was a law student. Surely he had no idea how expensive this place was when he invited her. They wouldn’t get out of here for under a couple of hundred dollars.

      Leaning across the table she whispered, “Mitch, I had no idea how expensive this place would be. I’ve never been here. It’s okay if you want to go somewhere else.”

      He smiled, dimples denting in his cheeks. “Absolutely not. If this wasn’t your favorite restaurant before tonight, it will be when we leave. I promise.”

      “Good evening,” said a tall lanky guy in black and white. “I’m Tomas and I’ll be your server this evening.” A female staff member stood at his side with their drinks. “Can I start you off with an appetizer? Maybe the caviar parfait with salmon, avocado, and egg? It’s one of our more popular dishes.”

      Olivia checked the price. Forty-eight dollars! Was he kidding?

      “Nothing for me,” she said. “But don’t let that stop you, Mitch.”

      “You have to try the caviar parfait,” Mitch said. “I think you’ll really love it.” He looked at Tomas. “Bring us a couple of caviar parfaits.” He looked again across the table. “For your entrée, Olivia?”

      She quickly scanned the menu looking for chicken which was usually an inexpensive entrée. No chicken. Maybe she could just order the cheapest entrée regardless of what it was. Duck. No. She hated duck. She wanted the beef tenderloin but…

      “May I suggest the beef tenderloin, Olivia?” Mitch said. “It’s excellent.”

      She nodded. “Okay. Rare with a house salad.”

      Tomas nodded. “Very good. And you, sir?”

      Mitch closed his menu. “I’ll have the same.”

      “Excellent,” Tomas said, collected their menus and left.

      Mitch lifted his bourbon. “To a night to remember.”

      There was something about the tone in his voice that sent a shiver down her spine. She touched her wine glass to his highball glass and nodded.

      Once she was over the sticker shock of dining in Dallas’s most exclusive restaurant, the rest of the evening went as well as the fantasy scenarios she’d run all week. Mitch was funny and attentive and sexy and by the end of the evening, her infatuation had grown to a full-blown lust.

      As he walked her to her door, she debated the merits of kissing him good-night and sending him on his way versus inviting him in for…coffee or whatever. She still hadn’t made up her mind as she slid her key into the lock.

      She turned. “Thank you. I had a wonderful time.”

      He stepped closer. “So did I.” He placed a hand on the door beside her head. “I want to see you again.” The other hand went to the wall on the other side of her head, trapping her between his arms, not touching her…yet.

      She pressed her back against her locked door. “I’d like that.”

      His gaze locked with hers. He leaned forward gently pressing his lips to hers. The kiss was soft, almost a brush of his mouth against hers, a taste of what could be.

      Her purse dropped to the floor with a quiet thump. She lifted her hands to his chest, savored the hard muscles beneath her fingers before sliding them up over his shoulders and entwining them around his neck. All it took was the slightest of tugs before he stepped closer, enfolded her in his arms and pulled her into a tight embrace. This time his mouth fastened on hers, his tongue tracing the seam between her lips. She opened her mouth, tangled her tongue with his, relished in the taste of him. She angled her head to get better access to his mouth.

      Every fantasy she’d had over the years about Mitch Landry paled in comparison to the real man.

      She was in deep after only one date.

      Her emotional side sighed in bliss.

      Her rational side warned her that Mitch was a player, a ladies’ man and strongly advised that she hold her emotions in check.

      As his tongue moved sensuously in her mouth and she took his breath as her own, tingles and electrical surges ran through her veins. She slid her foot up his calf and back down. Until this moment she’d never had any sympathy for the ranch’s female barn cats when they came into heat. Now she was sure she understood how they felt.

      She broke the kiss long enough to ask, “Do you want to come in?”

      He left a trail his nibbles and kisses along her jaw as he replied, “I thought you’d never ask.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Almost three years later

      

      Olivia tucked the white envelope under her arm before unlocking the door to Mitch’s apartment. Her feet were barely touching the floor as she entered. Mitch was going to be so surprised. She couldn’t wait to tell him about UT, San Antonio. Sure she’d lose a few hours transferring for her senior year, but as long as she was with Mitch, that didn’t matter. She could make up those hours in no time.

      His place was quiet except for the hiss of running water in the shower. Smiling, she tossed the UTSA acceptance letter on the couch and headed for the bathroom. Her boots thudded as one and then the other hit the hardwood floor of Mitch’s bedroom. Jeans and panties slipped off with ease. Her shirt, followed by her bra, landed on the dresser. Shower sex. Her favorite.

      Walking into his bathroom was akin to entering a sauna. Soap bubbles traced rivulets through the condensation on the shower door giving her erotic glimpses of Mitch’s firm thighs and tight rear as he moved in the marbled tile enclosure.

      She jerked the shower door opened with a rattling snap. “Hey, handsome. Want some company?” Not waiting for his reply, sure she knew it as well as she knew her own mind, she stepped into the shower and slid her breasts along the wet, slippery muscles of his chest.

      “Hey, babe. I was just on my way out.”

      “Ha. You just thought you were coming out. I have something else in mind.” She laughed and clasped his head between her hands and pulled him down for a long, slow, deep kiss. He adjusted the angle of his head to take the kiss deeper. His thick arms wrapped around her, pulling her against him. Chest to chest. Thigh to thigh. Groin to groin.

      Olivia rubbed her body against his and moaned. “God, I love wet sex.”

      Mitch ran his hands down and under her thighs. Lifting her off her feet, he pressed her back into the warm tile. “Who am I to deny you something you love?” he said in a strained voice.

      “Then do me, cowboy,” she said as she leaned forward to lick the warm water running down his neck. “I need you.”

      

      When they’d both gotten what they wanted, Mitch turned off the now cool water. “Well that was a surprise,” he said.

      Olivia stepped from the shower. “I thought you liked surprises.”

      He followed her out into the large master bath. After handing her a thick brown towel he said, “I do. I just wasn’t expecting you for another half-hour or so.”

      She started to reply when Mitch’s phone began to ring.

      “Sorry, babe. I’ve got to take this. It’s dad and you know he never calls just to chat. Why don’t you go grab us a couple of beers after you finish dressing. I’ll be right there.”

      “Okay.” She couldn’t help noticing the change in Mitch the second the telephone ring registered. His posture had gone rigid. His breathing quickened, his voice deeper, more tense. She understood the ranching life and knew a rancher’s wife had to be his biggest supporter. A wife had to know when to push and when to get beers. She went for the beers. She would be a great ranch wife.

      After snagging two cold pale ales from the refrigerator, she headed back to the living room to await the love of her life. She dropped onto the sofa and rested her head on the back cushion. Meeting and falling in love with Mitch was the best thing that had ever happened to her. Her brothers had finally come around and accepted the relationship once they’d been sure of Mitch’s feelings toward her.

      Their life together would be wonderful, full of love and lots of children. She’d never been so happy and contented.

      The door to Mitch’s bedroom opened and he strolled out. As always, he was a feast for her senses. He wore khaki shorts and a blue knit polo shirt that brought out the azure of his eyes. The scent of his spicy cologne tickled her nose.

      “Sorry about that.” He brushed a quick kiss across her lips. “Thanks for getting the beer.”

      The UTSA envelope crackled as he sat on it. He pulled the white envelope from under his butt, and without looking at it, tossed it on the coffee table. “Olivia, we need to talk.”

      “I know,” she said, excitement pitching her voice an octave higher than usual. Then, noticing how sober he was, added, “What’s wrong? Your prized bull fall in love with the neighbor’s cow? No. Wait. He fell in love with the neighbor’s bull?” She laughed and when he didn’t even smile at her joke—bad as it was—she was sure something serious had happened. She scooted close and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Hey. What’s wrong?”

      Mitch kissed her forehead. “This is hard. I…” He paused to take a long draw off his beer.

      She smiled to herself. Finally! With Mitch graduating from SMU Law School on Saturday, she’d been waiting for this for the last month. He was getting up his courage to ask her to marry him. Bless his heart. Was he ever going to be surprised when he found out she’d already done all the paperwork to move her studies to UTSA so they could be together.

      He stroked her hair. “I am really going to miss you, Livie. Please tell me you’ll come to visit this summer.”

      What? Wait a minute. This doesn’t sound like a proposal.

      She leaned away until she could see his face…so serious, almost sad. “What are you talking about?”

      He sighed then rubbed her hair strands between his fingers. “You have at least another year of school, Livie. Maybe two. My life is going to be hectic for a while. You know Dad and James have been working hard to get our ranch back on solid financial ground.” He massaged her neck. “I hate the thought of you sitting around waiting while I’m putting in twelve hour days and working my ass off. I think you need to start seeing other guys.”

      Her heart sputtered. “What?”

      “Your college years are so important. You need to have fun. Date. Play. Meet lots of people. You can’t do that if you’re tied to me. You’ll be here in Dallas and I’ll be hundreds of miles away.”

      Shell-shocked by the realization this wasn’t the marriage proposal she’d been expecting but was instead a break-up, a bucket-sized tear escaped and trickled down her face. She slid back to the other end of the couch. “But...but, I love you.”

      He smiled but his eyes were dull and sad. “I know you think you do. And I care about you, too…a lot. But our ranch is in the middle of nowhere. It wouldn’t be fair to ask you to give up everything in your life for me. You’re young. You’ve got so much life ahead of you. You need to get out and see the world. Experience life and people. You’re just too young to…it’s just that…look, I grew up there. I know what the life’s like. I know how isolated it can be out there. Your family’s here, or at least close. You’re close to them. The Lazy L is so far from Dallas.”

      Rising from the sofa, she paced to the window and tried, unsuccessfully, to get control of her emotions.

      “I...I don’t want to date around, Mitch.” She whirled to face him. “I want a future with you. I want to marry you.”

      He dragged his fingers through his hair as his brows knitted. “I’m sorry, Livie. Trust me. This is the best thing for you. Maybe in a year or two, I’ll be ready for marriage, for that type of commitment, but right now…I’m sorry. I’m not.”

      “Damn it, Mitch. You should have told me this a long time ago.” She marched over, picked up the UTSA envelope, and slapped it against Mitch’s chest.

      “What is this?” Mitch took the envelope and read the return address. His brows furrowed. “University of Texas, San Antonio?”

      “I’ve been admitted. It was supposed to be a happy surprise.”

      “Olivia, I--” He blew out a long breath. “I don’t know what else to say.”

      “You know what, Mitch? I want to eventually get married so I guess you’re right. I should be dating guys who want the same things I do.”

      She slammed the door behind her as she walked out of his apartment, sure he would change his mind and call, sure that this was but a temporary break. Neither could have envisioned what fate had in store for them. The marriages. The divorces. Birth and death.

      Six years later, they meet again.
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      The woman stood on tiptoe in the baggage-claim area of the Dallas/Fort Worth airport looking for all the world like someone who’d been sent to collect the devil. Mitch Landry had expected Wes or one of the other groomsmen to come for him. Instead, his gaze found a statuesque blonde arching up on her toes, a white T-shirt with Jim’s Gym in black script stretched across her lushly curved breasts and long tanned legs extending from tight denim shorts. His heart stumbled then roared into a gallop.

      Blood rushed from his brain to below his waist. His nostrils flared in a deep breath, as though he could smell her unique fragrance across the crowded lobby.

      She hadn’t looked in his direction yet, which gave him an unfettered opportunity to study her without having to camouflage his reactions.

      No make-up covered her creamy rose complexion, not that she needed any. Not then and not now. No eye shadow was required to bring out the deep blue of her eyes. Nor did her mouth need any enhancement. Her lips radiated a natural pink, although the bottom one grew redder as her upper teeth gnawed on it.

      Six years had passed since he’d seen Olivia Montgomery, but he’d swear she was more beautiful today. She had an appeal that came only with age and maturity. A smile edged onto his mouth. He was surprised—pleasantly surprised—to admit how glad he was to see her.

      He watched as her glare bounced around the room, searching faces until it fell on him. As a look of resignation flashed across her face, she frowned.

      His smile faded. Not exactly the reaction he’d hoped for.

      

      If the burning acid in her stomach was any indication, Olivia Montgomery Gentry was not happy. This was not how she wanted to look when she saw Mitch Landry for the first time in six years. Her stomach pitched and her hands fisted when she got her first view of him in the DFW luggage area. Damn Emily and Wes and their last minute wedding emergencies.

      Olivia had been at her gym when her best friend—and this weekend’s bride—Emily, had called frantic over a wedding snafu. Someone had to go to the airport and pick up the best man and would Olivia be a dear and run to DFW?

      Olivia had knocked her head against the wall at the request and begged Emily to send someone else—anyone else—pleading work and appointments and any excuse she could dream up to avoid being alone with Mitch Landry.

      She couldn’t face him…not yet. But nothing could dissuade the determined bride, who’d appealed, cajoled and blackmailed. As the deal cincher, she’d sprung the you’re-the-maid-of-honor guilt trip and Olivia’s resolve had collapsed like a cheap lawn chair.

      With no time for a shower, she’d made do with a quick sponging off, a fresh pair of shorts and a clean T-shirt. Leading this morning’s vigorous kickboxing class had left her long hair in a sweaty mess, which had given her no option but to slick it up into a damp ponytail.

      Thanks to Emily’s last-minute notice, Olivia had raced across town, lucky not to add another speeding ticket to her growing collection. Typically by mid-morning at DFW airport, all the closest parking spots were occupied. Today was no exception and she’d found herself in the last row of the most distant lot.

      Mother Nature had decided to ignore the calendar, which clearly indicated the season was spring, and launched summer a little early. The morning temperature had vaulted to ninety-three with a forecasted high of ninety-nine by afternoon. By the time Olivia had hoofed it across the blistering asphalt parking lot under a bright and vicious scorching sun, her minimal powder and blush had melted in the heat. Her clean shirt had molded to her body like an entry in a wet T-shirt contest.

      A blast of cold from the airport’s air conditioning had smacked Olivia’s sweat-dampened neck when she’d blown into the baggage claim area. Chills snaked down her spine and she shivered, unsure if the shiver was due to the shot of cold air or the anticipation of seeing Mitch again.

      Arching up on her tiptoes, she scanned the crowd. Years had passed since she’d seen him, but she remembered every inch of his six-foot-four-inch body.

      Sometimes at night, if she closed her eyes and concentrated, she could still feel his naked body spooned around hers. Hot chest flesh and chiseled abdominal muscles pressing against her back. Strong thighs cupping her legs. A muscular arm wrapped tightly around her waist, making her feel secure.

      She forced her shoulders down and locked her jaw. She didn’t—couldn’t—allow her thoughts to wander into those memories. They were too painful, like having a tooth filled without Novocain.

      Her gaze met his blue-eyed stare and her gut tightened in response. Her lungs seized, making breathing almost impossible. She gritted her teeth, angry at herself for being unable to calm her racing heart.

      Sometimes life wasn’t fair. This was one of those times.

      Mitch sported a natural tan, not the sprayed-on kind many Dallas wanna-be cowboys boasted. Sexy stubble dotted his cheeks, one that made her ache to run the palm of her hand along his chin. His long dark hair, tied at the nape of his neck, begged to be freed. Her fingers twitched, ready to slide through his silky strands as they’d done many times before. Of course, she’d have to remove his ever-present Stetson before she ruffled his hair. Olivia doubted there was a woman in the world who wouldn’t enjoy taking the hat off this cowboy’s head. Hell, even the wrinkles in his shirt and jeans looked sexy. In short, Mitch looked as though he had been ripped off the cover of a western romance.

      She, on the other hand, looked like someone who’d been yanked from a Sweating with the Oldies video. Self-consciously, she touched her hair, tucking a stray piece behind her ear. Not only wasn’t life fair, sometimes it outright sucked.

      The smile on his face slipped as their gazes met. For a moment they just stared at each other, then his lips pulled into a toe-curling grin and she sighed. He lifted his chin in acknowledgement and strolled toward her, a carry-on in one hand and a garment bag in the other. Olivia’s stomach flipped and her heart dove into a roller-coaster freefall.

      Thick thigh muscles bulged through his jeans as he walked. A white oxford shirt stretched taut across broad shoulders. Brown cowboy boots clacked on the tile with each step.

      A number of female heads turned as Mitch walked past. She wasn’t the only one who noticed this Texas cowboy.

      “Livie.” Mitch dropped both pieces of luggage and grasped her hands. His weren’t the soft, manicured hands of a counterfeit cowboy. His were the callused, weathered hands of a working rancher.

      The roughness of his skin against her palm produced erotic images of what those thick, rough fingers felt like on other places of her body. The region between her thighs tightened to a throb.

      He pulled her close and kissed her cheek. Stubby bristle on his jaw scraped her skin. Pressing her nose against his face during the kiss, she savored the unique mixture of woodsy cologne and Mitch’s raw masculine scent, a scent she’d long ago stored in her memory. Behind her navel, her gut tugged. The kiss was chaste, but that meant nothing to her heart, which ramped up to a dangerous gallop, or to her insides quivering in anticipation.

      “You look…amazing.” He stepped back, his gaze lazily moving down, then back up her body.

      Still the flirt. He hadn’t changed a bit, except to become more handsome, if that were even possible.

      “You’re a liar, Mitch Landry, but thank you anyway.” Her fingers twitched to tighten the grasp. Instead, she dropped his hands. His touch was more than she could bear and yet still everything she wanted. She nodded at the pieces of luggage riding around on the conveyer belt. “What are we looking for?” she asked in an attempt to get control of both the situation and herself.

      “Stay here. I’ll grab it.” In a moment, he returned with a rolling suitcase.

      “I had to park a mile off.” She snagged his carry-on and whipped toward the exit. “Wait here. I’ll get the car and pick you up.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. How far out are you?”

      With a roll of her eyes and a shake of her head, she said, “Last row, last spot.”

      He chuckled. “I don’t miss the big city and all its headaches.”

      Did his statement mean he didn’t miss her either? Was she one of the headaches he associated with Dallas? Was the memory of their love a something he wanted to forget?

      Apparently—or at least it seemed to her—Mitch had moved on with his life and left their love in the past. She hated to admit a small part of her wanted him to still want her, to regret the way they’d left things. Part of her wanted him to fall at her feet, begging for forgiveness.

      That wasn’t going to happen. She slammed the door to her heart. Time for her to relegate Mitch to her past and move on, much as it seemed he had.

      “This way then,” Olivia said with a toss of her head toward the exit.

      Outside, the Texas heat sucked the cold airport air from her lungs. The strong odor of hot asphalt scented the air. People tugging rolling bags and crying children hurried past them, eager to get out of the broiling sun.

      She forced herself to project a relaxed composure, one she didn’t feel in his presence. “How have you been, Mitch?”

      Good. Her voice sounded calm, cool and collected, nothing like the tempest swirling inside.

      He dipped his head and arched one eyebrow. “So, we’re going to pretend that nothing happened six years ago? Just two old friends meeting up after a long absence?”

      She gave a shrug she prayed he’d interpret as nonchalance, when in reality her reaction to seeing him again was anything but. They stood on the curb and waited as a line of cars passed, then stepped down into a crosswalk and made their way to the parking area. Her walk was brisk, but with his long legs, Mitch had no trouble keeping up.

      “Livie. Stop for a minute.”

      She took a couple of more steps before she paused and turned toward him. “What?”

      “I wanted to say I’m sorry.” He draped the carrying bag over the arm pulling the luggage and lightly brushed his fingertips along her cheek. “Sorry for all the stupid things I said six years ago. Sorry for being such a horse’s ass. You were special and I did care about you. And I’m really sorry I didn’t tell you that a long time ago.”

      He gave her a smile that shot a pang into her stomach. “Tell me you’re not still angry at the actions of the immature jerk I was back then.”

      As she flinched away from his caress, she fought unwelcomed tears blurring her vision. She’d believed she’d cried all she could over Mitch years ago. But her skin burned where he touched as if she’d been hit with a hot branding iron. “Of course not,” she lied. “That’s all in the past. Never give it a thought.”

      Embarrassed at her lack of emotional control, she resumed her death-march pace, trying to outrun her feelings and his touch. After a few yards her steps slowed until she stopped. She turned to face him again. He looked like dinner to a starving man—or in her case, woman. Her stomach muscles quivered. “Listen, on a different subject, I was so sorry when I heard about James’s death. He was too young to die. Your poor mother.” She re-tucked a hank of hair behind her ear. “Parents aren’t supposed to bury their children. I mourned with your family even though I couldn’t imagine what everyone was going through. God, I’ll miss him. He was a wonderful friend to me.”

      His expression sobered at the mention of his late older brother. “Those days were hell on everyone. Thank you for sending cards and flowers to Mom. I know she appreciated them.”

      She resumed walking toward the car. “How are your parents?” she asked with a glance in his direction.

      The smile that curved his lips softened his face. “They’re doing much better…now. Losing James almost killed them. But then one day my parents were back. No idea what was the magic key that restarted them. And really, I don’t care. I was just relieved to see traces of the parents I’d always known.” He touched a stray piece of her hair that’d escaped her ponytail and was moving in the breeze. “By the way, they said to tell you hi.” He shifted the hanging bag back into his free hand and tossed it over his shoulder. “I wish you’d have come for his funeral. James was so fond of you.”

      “You know I adored James too. I wish I could have been there. For your mom and dad…and your brother. And you too, of course.” Her nose began an irritating burn she always experienced with unshed tears. Her throat throbbed with pent-up emotion. She didn’t dare look at him now. She suspected her face would say more than she was willing to tell.

      “Sure. I understand.”

      They walked in silence for a couple of minutes. Nearby, a car alarm screamed. Planes leaving DFW roared overhead.

      “I wasn’t lying earlier. You do look great. Are you working out?” he asked, pumping his eyebrows in exaggerated movements. “Walk in front of me so I can enjoy the view.”

      Even though a thrill ran through her, she rolled her eyes. “You are so bad,” she said, then gave her hips a little wiggle. “But yeah. You could say I work out. Remember Jim’s Gym on West Highfield? I bought it.” She waved a hand at the logo on her shirt. “Decided not to change the name.”

      “So you own Jim’s?” He looked at her, his eyes wide with surprise. “That’s great, babe. You like running a gym?”

      Hearing him address her by his old pet name produced a jolt to her heart. She pasted on a smile. “It pays the bills.” When he chuckled, she added, “Yeah, I do. I like working with people, helping them reach their goals. Plus, I’ve expanded the place. Added a separate spa area for facials, manicures and such. I have an incredible staff I adore. All in all, it was a good business decision.”

      “You don’t miss being on your parents’ ranch and your barrel racing?”

      “Sometimes,” she admitted. “But most days I’m too busy to miss the ranch or the riding. Besides, they’re only an hour from us, so we…er…I can go out there anytime.”

      She ventured a quick glance at his expression. Had he noticed her slight verbal stumble? His expression was unchanged, so apparently she’d dodged that bullet. She hoped he didn’t ask much more about her riding or the ranch. The why and when she quit riding wasn’t on the table for discussion. He didn’t seem to know about her accident and keeping him in the dark about the details suited her fine.

      Neither spoke again during the remaining trek to the car. Olivia just wanted to focus on how good he looked. How much she still wanted him and missed him was there too, but she tried to ignore those messages. She honestly had no idea what was going on in his mind.

      Scorching heat from the sun poured down. Tiny beads of perspiration popped on her head and itched as they trickled through her hair. What she wouldn’t give for the Stetson in her closet right now.

      Pointing a remote, she popped
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