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			Dear Readers,

			Every now and then a story just isn’t completely done. Some of my readers have written and asked me what’s going on at the Honky Tonk these days. Well, dear hearts, it had fallen into a bit of disarray with so many managers coming and going. It needed some tender loving care from folks who owned it and respected its history and charm instead of just managing it and going home when the evening was done. Merle realized this and gave the Honky Tonk to a couple of her friend’s grandkids. That’s where the trouble began…

			I give you A Slow Dance Holiday, and hope that you enjoy another trip to the Honky Tonk for a night of dancing and visiting with Cameron and Jorja. I’d like to take a moment to thank a few folks for giving me this opportunity to revive the old bar in Mingus, Texas. Thank you to Deb Werksman and the crew at Sourcebooks for asking me to do a novella, and for the brainstorming ideas. Thanks to my agency, Folio Literary Management, and to my agent, Erin Niumata, for all you do. Thanks to Mr. B for all the encouragement and eating pizza or burgers too many times to count so that I could finish one more chapter. And big thanks to all my fans who continue to read and support my writing habit. You are all loved and appreciated. Thanks also to Mr. Merle Haggard for recording “Twinkle, Twinkle Lucky Star.” I must have listened to it more than a dozen times while I was writing A Slow Dance Holiday.

			Until next time,

			Carolyn Brown
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			Chapter 1

			Jorja Jenks had never been one to take risks.

			She wasn’t the type of woman to quit her fantastic job in Nashville, Tennessee, on a whim to move to Mingus, Texas (population two hundred), but she did. She had worked in the accounting department of a big record company ever since graduating from college eight years before. She had never even thought about owning and operating a bar, but she was about to do just that.

			When her mama and daddy found out what she had done, they were going to have a hissy fit that went way beyond the one they’d had when her grandparents took her to the Honky Tonk on her twenty-first birthday. She was a preacher’s daughter and she didn’t belong in bars—according to what they thought.

			She dreaded telling them that she was now the half owner of a bar, that she’d left a lucrative job in Nashville, and moved to Mingus, Texas. She would have to come clean with them within the next week because they would be expecting her to come home for the holiday. Guess what? She wasn’t going to be in Hurricane Mills, Tennessee, for Christmas dinner.

			She’d only been to Mingus one time in her life, and that was on her twenty-first birthday. Her maternal grandparents had taken her out for what they thought was her first legal drink. The Honky Tonk was a pretty neat little place back then, but that had been nine years ago. If the bar had changed as much as she had, there was no telling what it looked like now. Back then, she had danced with a couple of good-lookin’ cowboys, but that wasn’t anything new. In Nashville, where she went to college, she could have kicked any bush from Church Street to the Ryman Auditorium and a dozen cowboys would come running out wanting to sing a sad country song.

			Jorja had been wishing for months that she could get away from the big city and do something less stressful with her life. When her grandparents, George and Lila, and their friend, Merle Avery, had come to Nashville and Merle had told her that she was retiring and wanted to give her half rights to the Honky Tonk, Jorja had thought she was kidding. The offer of owning her own business, even if it was a bar in the little bitty town of Mingus, seemed like an answer to a prayer. She could leave the city, live closer to her grandparents, and she’d own her very own business. The only problem was that she had no idea what all was involved with securing ownership. She had thrown caution to the wind and signed the papers on impulse. Now that she was minutes away from Mingus and driving in a mixture of sleet and snow, she wondered what in the hell she had done.

			“I don’t take risks,” she whispered.

			But you did this time, her grandmother’s voice singsonged in her head, and you did it without batting an eye or asking a single question about Cameron Walsh, your partner in this new adventure.

			“I just hope the co-owner makes a good roommate, like my old high-school friend, Cam. I should call her this week and tell her about moving here. She’ll never believe it.” Jorja heaved a sigh of relief when she eased into a parking space. Her SUV was loaded with everything she owned these days. She located the key to the back door in her purse and pushed the driver’s door open. Icy-cold wind whipped through the car, and sleet stung her face when she stepped out onto the slippery concrete parking lot. Her red hair blew across her face as she hurried to unlock the back door. She brushed it away and attempted to insert the key into the lock, only to find that it was filled with ice.

			“Dammit!” She swore and ran back to her vehicle. Sitting in the driver’s seat again, she glared at the door, but her go-to-hell looks didn’t melt the ice caked around the keyhole. Finally, she remembered the cigarette lighter in her emergency kit. She opened the console, found it, and said a silent prayer that it still had some fluid in it—the thing had been in the bag of unused items her father had given her for at least ten years.

			“One more time,” she muttered as she opened the door and braced herself against the cold. She tried to jog from vehicle to door, but the second time her feet slipped out from under her and she almost fell, she slowed down the pace. She held the flame close to the lock, but the sleet kept putting out the tiny bit of fire. Finally, after a dozen tries, a bit of water trickled from the metal hole and she was able to unlock the door. She reached inside and found the light switch, flipped it on, and stepped inside her new apartment.

			“Holy damn hell!” She hadn’t known what to expect when she swung the door open, but it damn sure wasn’t what she was looking at. Merle had told her the apartment in the back of the bar hadn’t been lived in for ten years, but that had to be wrong. No way could that much dust accumulate in only a decade. Jorja was looking at forty years’ worth of stuff, at the very least.

			Two twin-sized beds were shoved against a far wall to make one bed. That would never work. Jorja would share an efficiency apartment with another woman, but she wasn’t going to share a bed. At the far end of the room was a small kitchenette with barely enough space on the right side of the sink for a dish drainer and on the left side for a coffeepot. The apartment-sized stove sat on one end and a small two-door refrigerator on the other. She walked across the floor, leaving footprints in the dust behind her, and found that the stove worked, but the refrigerator was unplugged. She pulled it out enough to get it going, killed two big-ass spiders that ran out from under it, and then pushed it back in place. When she opened the doors, she found it empty but at least clean.

			She opened several doors—one to a big closet, another to a bathroom, and finally the last one got her the utility room with a stacked washer-and-dryer combination and cleaning supplies and another door at the far end that led into the bar. She peeked inside and found it hadn’t changed since she’d been there all those years ago. She filled a bucket with water and another one with cleaning supplies and carried both out into the apartment. When it was spotless, she’d bring her things inside. If it wasn’t clean enough by bedtime, she’d drive back over to Mineral Wells and spend the night with her grandparents.

			“Where are you, Cam?” she groaned. “If I get this all cleaned before you get here, then you have to do the weekly cleaning for a month.”

			* * *

			Cameron Walsh was a big risk-taker.

			He didn’t care what other people thought about his decisions. He made them. He lived with the consequences, so basically whether they were related to him or not, it was none of their business.

			He didn’t hesitate about quitting his job or moving from Florida to Texas—not one minute when his grandparents, Walter and Maria Walsh, called and told him that their friend, Merle, wanted to give him half ownership of the Honky Tonk.

			God, he loved that old bar, and when he visited his grandparents in Stephenville, he had spent too many nights there to count. To be half owner of his own bar was a dream come true. He could live in the apartment behind the Honky Tonk with some guy named JJ. His favorite cousin, Jesse James, was nicknamed JJ, and they’d shared too many hangovers and good times together to count on their fingers and toes combined. He only hoped this new co-owner was half as much fun as his cousin had been. Just thinking about him being gone put a lump in Cameron’s throat that was hard to swallow down.

			The digital clock on the dashboard of his truck turned over to 11:11 when he rounded the back corner of the bar and nosed his vehicle in beside a bright-red SUV. “So, you’re not a cowboy, JJ.” He chuckled. “I sure hope you at least like a beer now and then.”

			When he stepped out of the truck, the wind whipped his cowboy hat off and sent it rolling like a tumbleweed across the snow- and ice-covered parking lot. He chased it down and settled it back on his head. Another gust sent it flying across the lot again. This time it came to rest on a low limb of a huge pecan tree. He retrieved it a second time and held it tightly in his hands all the way to the back door of the Honky Tonk.

			Merle said that the apartment hadn’t been used in years, so he wasn’t expecting much. Hopefully, it wouldn’t take long to clear off his bed and throw a set of sheets on it. Cameron was dog tired after driving for more than eighteen hours. Using the key Merle had sent him in the mail, he opened the door and stepped into a small apartment that smelled like lemon-scented cleaners. From the looks of the place, JJ was a neat freak and had chosen the twin bed across the room. Red and green throw pillows were tossed onto an off-white comforter, and the chest of drawers on that side had a doily on it.

			“Sweet Jesus! What have I gotten myself into?” Cameron muttered as he crossed the room and opened the first door to find a utility room. The second door opened into a bathroom that was complete with the standard toilet, a wall-hung sink, and a deep claw-foot tub with a shower above it. He groaned when he realized he was looking at a shower curtain that had a Christmas tree printed on it. He turned around, bewildered. Cowboys didn’t decorate, and they damn sure didn’t use doilies under cute little lamps like the one sitting on the chest of drawers on JJ’s side of the room.

			He shook his head, stepped into the bathroom, and closed the door. When he finished getting rid of two cups of coffee and a big bottle of root beer, he washed his hands and opened the door to find a woman standing in front of him with a pistol pointed at his chest.

			“Who in the hell are you, and how did you get in here?” Her cornflower-blue eyes didn’t have a bit of fear in them. She had flaming-red hair that hung in curls down to her shoulders, and even though she was short, her stance said that she would be likely to shoot first and ask questions later.

			He raised both hands and said, “I didn’t know JJ was bringing a girlfriend, but that explains all the foo-foo crap.”

			“Are you drunk or crazy?” the woman asked. “No one calls me JJ except my grandparents, and I damn sure don’t have a girlfriend.”

			“You are JJ?” Cameron felt as if his eyeballs were going to flip out of their sockets and roll around on the floor like marbles at the toes of his cowboy boots.

			“I am Jorja Jenks,” she said, and her grip on that gun was firm and her hand was steady.

			“I’m Cameron Walsh,” he said. “You can put the gun away. Looks like we’re going to be roommates and co-owners of the Honky Tonk.”

			“That’s not possible. Cameron is a g-girl,” she stammered.

			“And JJ was my favorite cousin, and believe me, he was all cowboy,” Cameron chuckled. “I think our grandparents and Merle Avery have pulled a good one on us. Would you please lower that gun? Talkin’ is a little tough with that thing pointed at my heart, and honey, we definitely have a lot to talk about.”

			“I’m callin’ my granny.” She laid the gun on her chest of drawers and picked up her phone.

			Cameron crossed the room, sat down on the bare mattress of the other twin bed, and slipped his phone from his back pocket. His grandmother answered with a question, “Are you at the Honky Tonk yet? We just got word that bad weather was coming that way. Y’all may get two or three inches of snow tonight.”

			“You’ve got some explainin’ to do,” he said. “JJ is a woman.”

			“Yep, and you’re a cowboy.” He could visualize his grandmother’s brown eyes twinkling. “All of us thought it was best not to tell you until you’d signed the papers.”

			“I’m not living in a one-room apartment with a strange, pistol-toting woman. I’m not even unpacking. I can drive from your place in Stephenville every day,” he said.

			“Nope, you can’t. We’re in Fort Lauderdale tonight. Tomorrow, we set sail on a long cruise that will last until after New Year’s. I forget what it’s called, but we’ve let out our house on one of those things where folks can come and stay while we’re gone,” Maria Walsh told him sternly.

			“Y’all are at the top of my shit list,” he grumbled.

			“Call it payback,” Maria giggled. “You were on the top of ours when you went and quit the college education we’d paid for without a degree and went to Florida to manage a bar. You have a brilliant mind, Cameron. You could have been an astronaut or a doctor or a lawyer, or even the governor of the great state of Texas or Florida if you’d set your head to it, but oh, no, you wanted to be a bartender. So, now you are one and we’re even. We’ll see you after New Year’s, and if you don’t like the arrangements there, then why don’t you go back to Florida and give your half of the Honky Tonk to Jorja.”

			“Or maybe she’ll go back to wherever she came from and give her half to me,” he said.

			“Don’t underestimate that redhead. From what Lila told me, she don’t back down easy,” Maria told him.

			“We’ll see about that,” Cameron said. “Have a good cruise, and this isn’t over.”

			“Don’t expect it is. Glad you made it to Mingus and that you’ve met Jorja. Y’all play nice now and share your toys.” Maria’s laughter was cut off when she ended the call.

			Jorja tossed her phone on the bed and flopped down beside it. “Our grandparents have pulled a sneaky one on us. What would they do if we just walked out of here this evening and didn’t open up for business tomorrow evening?”

			“You ever worked in a bar?” Cameron asked.

			“Nope,” she answered. “Have you?”

			“I’ve managed one for nine years. If you’ve got a mind to leave, then pack up your pretty little pillows and your Christmas-tree shower curtain, and sell your half to me.” Cameron met her cold stare and didn’t blink.

			“I haven’t worked in a bar, and only know how to mix up a daiquiri and a margarita, but I have a degree in business management, cowboy, and if I can take care of a multimillion-dollar corporation for eight years, I expect I can run the Honky Tonk,” she answered with a definite sharp edge to her tone. “That said, if you don’t want to own this bar with a girl,”—she put air quotes around the last two words—“I will gladly buy you out, and you can scoot right back to the beach.”

			“I didn’t mention that I managed a tiki bar on the beach in Florida.” He eyed her even more closely.

			“Granny just now told me. She thinks this predicament they’ve put us in is funny. I don’t,” Jorja told him.

			“Neither do I, but I’m damn sure not selling my half of this place to you.” Cameron’s stomach grumbled, reminding him that he hadn’t eaten since noon, and it was now nearing midnight. Mingus didn’t have a café, and the one in Thurber, just a mile or two down the road, had been closed when he came past it. “I’m hungry, so before I unload my things, I’m going into the bar to grill a burger or make an omelet.” He stood up and headed toward the door he figured went out into the bar, but the one he opened was a walk-in closet, and her things were all lined up on the left-hand side. Shoeboxes five deep were stacked on the shelf above her clothing, and there were at least twenty more pair on the floor. “You figure you’ve got enough shoes?”

			“That’s my business, not yours,” she smarted off at him. “And you can keep your dirty old boots on your side. If I find them mixed in with my things, I’ll toss them in the trash.”

			He shut that door and tried another that opened on the bar. He reached around the wall and flipped on the light switch. A single bulb above the grill lit up, and he headed in that direction.

			“How did you even know that they’d installed a grill?” Jorja asked. “And we have a kitchenette in our apartment.” She followed him and switched on another light that showed tables with chairs turned upside down on them, two pool tables, and a jukebox over in the corner.

			“I was here last Christmas, and the bartender made me a burger and some fries. Is there food in the apartment refrigerator?” he asked as he turned the knob to heat up the grill.

			“It’s empty,” she admitted, “but I checked things out when I arrived and there’s food in the refrigerator in the bar. Evidently, the last managers were here until closing last night from the look of things.”

			“No use in taking the food from here to there, and besides, the grill is bigger than that tiny stove I saw in there.” He went to the refrigerator and brought out bacon, eggs, cheese, and a bag of onions and peppers chopped up together.

			Jorja hiked a hip onto one of the barstools and watched him like a hawk. Did she not know how to make an omelet or use a grill? Cameron wondered. Dammit! What kind of partner had Merle stuck him with?

			When the green light said the grill was ready to use, he cracked four eggs into a bowl and whipped them with a fork. Before he could pour them out on the grill, Jorja hopped down, rounded the end of the bar, and headed for the refrigerator.

			“What do you think you’re doin’?” he asked.

			“I’m going to make myself an omelet, but I want bacon in mine, and maybe a hash brown and some grilled toast to go with it. If I’m going to eat this late, I’ll just call it breakfast, so move over and let me have my half of the grill,” she said.

			Granny had damn sure been right when she said the redhead could hold her own. She’d be a force to deal with for sure, but after ten years of bartending, Cameron figured he’d seen about everything. One curvy, feisty little lady didn’t scare him, not unless she was pointing a pistol at his chest, anyway.

		

	


		
			Chapter 2

			Jorja whipped the eggs in her bowl as if she were trying to beat them to death, but then she was still fuming inside at her grandparents and Merle for putting her in this situation. Not only was she going to have to share the Honky Tonk with the sexiest cowboy she’d ever seen, but their beds were going to be only ten feet apart.

			She glanced over at him in time to see one little jet-black curl escape his otherwise perfectly cut hair and come to rest on his forehead. When she finished with the bacon, he reached across to her side of the grill and started to pick the package up, but she slapped his wrist.

			“What’s that for?” he asked.

			“I’m not finished with that,” she informed him.

			“You’ve got half a pound on the grill,” he said. “How much are you planning to eat?”

			“Two more slices, and the package only weighs ten ounces so half of that is five ounces, which is a far cry from eight. Don’t judge me. I like bacon.” Did he think she was fat and shouldn’t be eating so much? she wondered. The aroma of frying bacon filling the air made her stomach grumble, so she added another egg to her bowl.

			“Besides, if you’d have been here earlier and helped me clean up that room, you would have worked up an appetite too.” She peeled off two more slices of bacon, laid them out on the grill, and then handed what was left of the package over to Cameron. He damn sure didn’t look like any Cameron she’d ever known with those brooding brown eyes and that jet-black hair. His name should have been River or Creed, something totally masculine, certainly not a name like Cameron that could belong to either a man or a woman.

			“I take it from your attitude and the smudge of something gray on your forehead that it did not smell all clean and nice when you arrived.” He grinned.

			He had one of those thousand-watt smiles that reminded her of a used-car salesman. He could probably sell a forty-dollar shot of whiskey to a poor old cowboy who had to count out his last pennies to buy the drink. Eli Smith had fooled her with a smile just like that five years ago, and she had promised herself that she would never be duped again. Her heart had been broken into too many pieces to ever be put back together.

			She wiped the back of her hand across her forehead. “There were dust bunnies as big as baby elephants in there, and a dead mouse under your bed. I should have left your side of the place for you to clean.”

			“But you didn’t because you thought I was a female, and you were trying to start off on the right foot.”

			If his smile got any bigger, she would have to drag out her sunglasses. “I figured if I left your side, then you’d stir up all the dust that I left, and it would float back over to my part of the apartment.”

			“I suppose I owe you a thank-you.” He flipped his bacon over so it would get crisp on both sides.

			“No, you owe me more than that,” she told him, “and I will collect someday.”

			A dozen ways to make him pay came to mind. The first and foremost was to make him drag the mattress off his bed and sleep out in the bar rather than in the apartment with her. That would make him think she was afraid of him and give him power over her. After Eli, there was no way in heaven, hell, or on earth that a man would ever again have that kind of control in her life.

			“Just tell me when, darlin’,” he drawled.

			“I’m not your darling, and never will be. We are partners and roommates, and that’s where it ends.” She shook a fork at him.

			“Yes, ma’am, but I’m wonderin’ how we’re going to manage it when I pick up a bar bunny for the night. Do I hang a towel on the knob or what?” His grin was enough to cause a sworn Sister of Mercy to hyperventilate.

			Her hands began to sweat, and heat crawled up her neck all the way to her cheeks at the vision that popped into her head—he was naked and tangled up in the sheets on his twin bed. She dropped the fork, tried to catch it before it hit his foot but failed.

			“Good thing I didn’t kick my boots off before we came in here.” He bent over to retrieve the fork, and she got a full view of his butt in tight jeans. She was way too young for menopausal hot flashes, but right then, she sure could have used one of those church fans with Jesus on one side and that psalm about lying down in green pastures on the other.

			When she thought of that, another picture of Cameron wiggled its way into her mind. He was lying beside her on a quilt with pretty green grass all around them. She could hear the quiet sound of a bubbling brook nearby.

			That’s close to sacrilege, a niggling little voice in her head said loudly. She shook the image from her mind and concentrated on finishing her breakfast.

			When everything was done to her satisfaction, she put it all on a platter and set it on the bar. Careful not to brush against Cameron on her way around to the other side, she gave the swinging gate a shove and thought she was doing well until it stuck. She lost momentum and started to fall, then two strong arms caught her and set her upright.

			“Now we’re even,” Cameron said.

			With both hands on the edge of the bar and adrenaline still rushing through her veins, she shot him a look of appreciation. “Thank you, but how come you think we’re even?”

			He shrugged. “You cleaned our apartment. I saved your life.”

			“I almost fell, but I didn’t almost die,” she smarted off.

			“If you’d have hit your head on this hard floor, you might have died,” he answered. “Or worse yet, had brain damage and couldn’t help me run this place. Cleaning the apartment is a small price to pay for your life, darlin’… I mean Miz Jorja.”

			“Just Jorja,” she said through clenched teeth as she kicked the gate open. “Tomorrow, we’ll have to put some WD-40 on that thing.” She continued around the end of the bar and sat down on the barstool in front of her food. “And speaking of tomorrow, I found all kinds of Christmas decorations in the utility room, so I thought we’d make this place look a little more festive.”

			“Mistletoe?” he asked.

			“What about it?” She picked up a piece of bacon with her fingers and bit off the end.

			“Maybe we’ll hang two or three pieces so the poor old cowboys will have an excuse to kiss the pretty ladies.” He went back to the grill and finished making his omelet.

			“Cowboys don’t need excuses for that,” she told him.

			“Some of them might be shy, like me,” he teased.

			She almost choked on a bite of omelet. “Honey, I’ve known you less than an hour, and I already know beyond a shadow of a doubt that there’s not a shy bone in your body.”

			“No endearments, remember?” He shook an egg turner at her. “We are just roommates and business partners.”

			She gave him a curt nod and went back to eating.

			You’d do well to remember that, the voice in her head reminded her.

			* * *

			Cameron had lived alone for the past ten years, and he’d slept in the nude every single night of that time. Even when he was in one of the two relationships he’d had over that decade, he had not worn anything to bed at night. He had a pair of running shorts among his clothing that he could wear, but as he got out of the shower he groaned at the thought of elastic binding his waist. Add that to the idea of decorating the bar with someone as obviously OCD as Jorja was—doilies, for Pete’s sake, and a fancy shower curtain—and he was tempted to make a run for it. If the roads hadn’t been so damn slick and Florida hadn’t been so far away, he might have gotten into his truck and headed back south.

			But that would mean admitting that Jorja had gotten under his skin, and he’d already let a couple of lovely ladies do that job in the past. Now his policy was to love them for a night or a weekend at the most and leave them with a smile on their face and some happy memories. No more commitments for him. He had been burned badly the last time around, and now he steered clear of the fire.

			When he left the bathroom and padded barefoot across the cold wooden floor, he noticed that she was already in bed and facing the wall. Her red hair was splayed out on the pillow. Thick red lashes that he had seen earlier proved that her flame-colored hair didn’t come from a bottle. Like stars in the sky, freckles were scattered across her nose, reminding him of what his grandmother had told him about the freckles on his sister’s face.

			“That’s where the angels kissed her before she was born,” Nana said.

			Evidently, the angels didn’t think a tough old cowboy who’d grow up to be a bartender needed any kisses. He stared his fill of Jorja and then crawled into his own bed. He’d driven long, long hours that day, and it was almost two o’clock in the morning, but tired as he was, he couldn’t fall right asleep. He laced his fingers behind his head and stared at the dark ceiling for a long time before his eyes finally got heavy enough, and he drifted off. When he awoke, the clock on her chest of drawers across the room clicked over nine thirty, but the window above his bed was foggy gray. For a few seconds, he was disoriented and unsure where he was. Had he spent the night in some woman’s house?

			Then everything came back to him in a flash. He cut his eyes across the room. Janie’s bed was made and the red and green pillows—no, that wasn’t right—it was Jorja, not Janie. Jorja Jenks, hence the JJ that he’d thought would be a guy. He heard a noise, and then cussing loud enough to blister the paint right off the walls filtered across the room. The door to the utility room opened and Jorja dragged out a box with a picture of a Christmas tree on the front of it. His eyes left the box and focused on the fuzzy black spider crawling toward her arm. He started to yell, but words wouldn’t come out of his mouth. The critter hopped from the box to her arm, and she simply slapped it away.

			Cameron could tolerate snakes, wild bulls, mice, rats, and even redheaded women, but spiders gave him hives. When the black, furry thing flew through the air and landed on his leg, he came up out of the bed with a yelp and began dancing around the room.

			“Good God! What’s the matter with you?” Jorja stomped the spider, gasped, and spun around.

			He felt a cold breeze on his naked body and scrambled for his sleeping shorts that were lying on the floor. “Sorry about that. I must’ve kicked these off in the night,” he muttered as he pulled them on.

			“Rule number one,” she said. “You have to wear clothes to bed.”

			“You can turn around now,” he said.

			“Are you sure?” she asked.

			“Do I have to wear a shirt too?” He glanced at the black spider she had smashed and shivered.

			“That would be nice.” Her face was still scarlet when she turned around. “So, you’re afraid of spiders? Anything else going to make you do your rain dance?”

			“Nothing like a spider touching me.” He jerked a shirt down over his head. “Where did that sorry little bastard come from? What are you scared of?”

			“Probably out of the storeroom where the Christmas tree was put after last holiday season. There’s probably another one hiding up under your sheets, and to answer your question, I’m afraid of commitment,” she answered.

			“Too bad I can’t wipe away a dead commitment to repay you.” His eyes shifted over toward his unmade bed. He wouldn’t be able to crawl between the sheets until he was sure all spiders were gone. The only good spider, in his estimation, was a dead one, and there was no wrong way to kill one of the evil varmints.

			“If you could do that,” Jorja told him, “I’d rent you out and we’d make a million bucks within a year. Are you ready to get busy with our decorating?”

			“Coffee first,” he muttered. “Maybe I’ll help with decorations after that. Are you obsessed with Christmas or something?”

			“What makes you think that?” She slid the box forward a few more feet with her foot.

			“Red and green pillows, Christmas shower curtain, and now decorating a honky tonk? You think the people who come in here will give a damn if there’s a Christmas tree in the corner or lights all around the bar?” He covered another yawn with the back of his hand.

			“I’m not obsessed with the holiday, but I do love the spirit of Christmas.” She sat down on the edge of her bed and wiped sweat from her brow with her shirtsleeve. “I enjoy decorating, and it’s the smart business thing to do. Folks will come in here tonight and see everything all festive, and they’ll be more apt to buy their neighbor a drink or a beer. Trust me, we’ll have more business when folks are in a giving mood.”

			“Bull crap,” he muttered. “But if you want to go to all the trouble, I ain’t got anything else planned for today, so let’s get to it. I’ll bet we don’t have half a dozen folks tonight anyway.”

			“Why?” she asked.

			“It’s Monday, and the weather is horrible. Look out the window.” He pointed.

			“That’s all the more reason for them to be here,” she told him. “The guys will be tired of their wives nagging them to fix this or that, and the women will be tired of their husbands sitting around in their recliners watching television. The parking lot will be full. What do you want to bet?”

			“Whoever loses has to take down all this crap after New Year’s without gripin’ or beggin’ for help from the other one,” he said.

			She stood up, crossed the room, and stuck out her hand. “It’s a deal.”

			He wasn’t prepared for the jolt of heat that rushed through his body at her touch. He’d kept her from falling the evening before, and their bodies had brushed against each other several times during the cooking process. He hadn’t felt chemistry then, so why now?

			Another spider reappeared right at his toes, and he took a couple of steps back. His knees buckled when they hit the edge of the bed and he fell backward, and then bounced back up so fast that it made him dizzy. How many of the damned things could infest one box of Christmas decorations?

			Jorja stomped the spider and then calmly pulled a tissue from the box on her chest of drawers. She cleaned up the dark spot from the floor and said, “There now. That mean old spider is gone. I’ll meet you in the bar, and you can bring that box out to me. I’ll start getting the lights out of one of the lighter boxes.” Her face was still scarlet red when she closed the door behind her.

			Surely to God, she’d seen a naked man before, he thought, and he had apologized. What more did she want?

			When he finished brushing his teeth, running a razor over his face, and getting dressed, he scanned every inch of the Christmas-tree box for more spiders, and then picked it up and carried it out of the apartment. Jorja was busy hanging lights around the edge of one of the pool tables. He could imagine some old cowboy making a wrong shot with a cue stick and breaking one of the bulbs, but he didn’t say a word. He dropped the box on the floor and followed his nose to the back side of the bar and the coffeepot.

			He poured a cup and sat down on a stool with his back to the bar. He expected her to bring up his nakedness again, but to his surprise, she just turned around and said, “When you finish that cup, you can take the tree out of the box and put it together. It’s one of those old ones that you have to stick every branch in a separate hole. We don’t have time to buy a new one for this year, so it will have to do. I vote that when we take it down, we trash it and hit an after-Christmas sale for a new one for next year.”

			“You plannin’ on stickin’ around that long, are you?” he asked and then took his first sip of coffee. “This is really good. You know how to make a decent brew.”

			“My granny says that if you can see the bottom of the cup, it isn’t nothin’ but murdered water. Good coffee is black and strong,” she said as she started stringing lights around the second pool table. “When you get the tree out and ready to decorate, then you can put tinsel up over the bar. I’m too short to do that.”

			“Your granny is a smart woman.” He glanced out the window. Snow was coming down even harder now. She’d be disappointed later when no one showed up, but he damn sure wasn’t going to argue with her about it right then. Besides, he hoped a few folks would come out since she was working so hard to decorate the place.

			“Yep, she is,” Jorja said.

			* * *

			Jorja’s face was still hot when Cameron brought the tree out into the bar area. She didn’t even have to close her eyes to envision his sexy naked body, but she damn sure wasn’t going to say a single word about it. That would be opening a can of worms that she wasn’t sure she wanted to deal with. No doubt about it, he’d ask her if she liked what she’d seen, and then she’d have to tell a lie. He’d think she was flirting if she said, “Damn straight!” She could tell him that she’d seen better on a twelve-year-old boy, but the devil would claim her soul for a lie that big. She thought it was best to leave the whole incident completely alone.

			He finished his coffee, slid the pitiful-looking tree base out of the box, and set the trunk in place. “There, I’ve done my part,” he said.

			“In your dreams, cowboy,” she told him. “Now you get out the limbs and match the color on the stems to those holes in the base. We might have this place looking like Christmas by the time we open the doors tonight.”

			Someone rapped hard on the outside door before he could say anything, and he left the bare pole and headed that way. He unlocked the door and eased it open.

			“Beer delivery,” a deep male voice said.

			Cameron slung the door wide open, and for a minute, Jorja thought she was looking at the abominable snowman. The guy pushing the dolly in with cases of beer on it was taller than Cameron and covered with snow from the hood on his head down to his rubber boots. He stood on the rug just inside the door, removed his coveralls, and hung them on one of the hooks meant for hats. Then he jerked a bright-red stocking hat off his head, revealing a mop of gray hair that hung on the collar of his red flannel shirt.

			“For a cup of that coffee, I’ll gladly get y’all all stocked and put the rest in the storage room.” He pushed the dolly across the floor to the bar. “I’m not making any more deliveries today. My boss thought I could make my run, but if I get home to Gordon, I’ll be doing good, and that’s less than four miles from here. I stocked up my truck in Stephenville a couple of hours ago and dropped off my first load at the convenience store in Huckabay.”

			Cameron poured the guy a cup of coffee and set it on the bar. He warmed his hands with it before he took the first sip. “My name is Frankie Dermott. Me and my girlfriend, Chigger, come in here pretty often on the weekends. This coffee damn sure hits the spot. Y’all the new owners? I heard Merle was havin’ a tough time gettin’ folks to manage the place and was sellin’ out to new owners.”

			Jorja stuck out her hand. “Do you know George and Lila Jenks? I’m their granddaughter and the new co-owner.”

			Frankie shook hands with her and then extended his to Cameron. “And you are Mr. Jenks?”

			Cameron smiled and shook his head. “No, I’m Cameron Walsh. My grandparents are Maria and Walter Walsh from down around Stephenville. You might have met them here at the Honky Tonk. They’re good friends of Merle’s.”

			“Yep, know them very well. Me and Chigger know most of the folks that come around here. Years ago, she managed this place, but that was back before me and her got together. She was married to Jim Bob back then. They had a couple of kids, but Jim Bob got to take them to his place this Christmas, so she’s down and depressed,” Frankie said. “Guess we’d better get after puttin’ this beer away. She’s goin’ to be worried about me. I called her an hour ago and said after this delivery I was on my way home.”

			Jorja took over the job of putting the Christmas tree together while Frankie and Cameron situated the beer in the right spots. She had sorted all the limbs by the color on their tips when she heard Cameron call out to her.

			“Hey, business lady, where’s the checkbook?” he asked.

			“In the office,” she answered.

			“Where would that be?”

			She laid down the limbs she was holding and headed across the floor. Merle had sent her a hand-drawn map of the place. Too bad she didn’t have an eye for size. From the drawing, Jorja had figured the apartment would be twice the size it turned out to be. The office could be anywhere from the size of a broom closet to as big as the entire Honky Tonk.

			When she swung open the door, she found a nice-sized room, but it made the apartment look like a five-star hotel suite. Papers, invoices, and unopened junk mail covered the top of a huge oak desk. The antique chair pushed up under the kneehole was stacked high with newspapers and magazines.

			“Hallelujah!” Jorja shouted when she saw the checkbook lying on the top of a four-drawer file cabinet in the corner. She latched onto it like it was a lifeline and carried it out to the bar. Frankie handed her the invoice for the beer, and she wrote out the first check that had both her name and Cameron’s on it.

			“That’s why the checkbook was on the top,” she muttered.

			“What was that?” Frankie was busy tugging his coveralls up over his beer belly.

			She handed him the check. “Nothing, just thinking out loud.”

			“Thanks, honey. Me and Chigger will be in soon as this weather clears up a little. We don’t mind drivin’ when the snow is on the ground, but Chigger don’t like to get out in it when it’s blowin’ her hair every which way.” He tugged his stocking hat down over his head, waved, and rolled the dolly out of the bar.

			“We’ll look forward to seeing you,” Cameron said before Frankie closed the door.

			“What was that squeal I heard out of you when you went into the office?” Cameron asked.

			“Go look for yourself,” she told him as she headed back toward the Christmas tree. “Since I cleaned up the apartment, it’s only fair that you do that room.”

			“Holy crap!” he gasped when he peeked inside. “I wouldn’t even know where to start, and besides, you’re the one with the business degree. You’ll know what to keep and what to throw away.”

			She shot a smile his way. “But you’ve managed a bar for years. You’ll know what’s important.”

			“How about we tackle it together,” he suggested as he shook his head. “But where do we even start?”

			“I suggest that we get these decorations up and worry about that mess tomorrow,” she told him.

			He eased the door shut and nodded. “Great idea. You wanted me to hang some garland over the bar, right? I’d rather do that than face off with cleaning that desk on our first day. Which box do you figure it’s in?”

			“I can’t know. Just start opening them,” she answered. “The only one I’m sure about is the tree. The others just say Christmas decorations. I was lucky enough to find the lights in the first one I opened.”

			He reached into a front pocket of his jeans and brought out a pocketknife. The first box was strings of lights that needed bulbs, the next held strings of bulbs that had the big old-fashioned lights in them, and the third one was filled with garland—red, blue, silver, gold, and even pink. Right there, on the top of the garland like they were in a nest, two cute little white doves were sitting inside a silver circle.

			“Which color?” he asked, holding fistfuls of garland up. “Do you reckon this is for the top of the tree?”

			She turned from the tree and said, “Blue and silver roped together for the bar. I’ll use the gold and red on the tree. And that’s not for the top of the tree. It’s going right above the bar with garland coming out from both sides. I wonder where they used that pink stuff.”

			“Probably in the bathroom.” He chuckled.

			“Great idea!” She smiled. “We’ll drape it over the mirror in the ladies’ room, and if there’s any left, I’ll use it in our apartment bathroom to spruce it up for the holidays.”

			“You can’t be serious,” he groaned.

			“Of course, I’m not.” She turned back toward the tree. “Pink wouldn’t match the shower curtain. If we have any red left over, I’ll use it.”

			If Cameron Walsh thought he could get ahead of her, then he wasn’t nearly as smart as he was sexy.

		

	


		
			Chapter 3

			Cameron rolled up his sleeves, plugged five dollars into the jukebox to get the music started, and opened the doors at exactly six o’clock. He fully well expected the parking lot to be empty, even if the blizzard-like conditions earlier that day had moved on toward the east. Six inches of snow covered the ground. The state folks would make sure Interstate 20 was graded, but Palo Pinto County wouldn’t have the resources to clear off all the back roads around Mingus and Thurber.

			He and Jorja had worked hard all day long, barely stopping long enough for a sandwich in the middle of the afternoon. He hated to admit it, but the Honky Tonk had taken on a brand-new look with all the decorations. She had plugged in all the lights. Mistletoe hung from the ceiling in four places, and the eight-foot tree looked like something out of a magazine. He’d made damn sure every inch of garland was strung up somewhere in the bar so he wouldn’t have to fight with the stuff in the apartment bathroom. The room was tiny enough and already had a Christmas shower curtain. He could imagine getting tangled up in garland every time he got out of the shower.

			“We are officially open for our first night of business,” Jorja said from behind the bar.

			“Yep, and I don’t see people rushing through the doors, even though we’ve got music and plenty of beer and bourbon,” he told her.

			Jorja moved around the bar to sit on a stool. He followed her lead but left a seat between them when he chose a place to sit. If they did get customers, he’d be on his feet for the next eight hours, and he’d learned long ago to rest a few minutes when he had a chance.

			“You ever worked in a bar?” he asked.

			“Nope, but I’ve been in my fair share of them in Nashville,” she answered. “If you can hold down the back side, I reckon I can run the grill and ring up charges.”

			“Hey, we made it.” Frankie pushed his way through the door behind a tall redhead who was all decked out in tight jeans and a sweatshirt with Rudolph on the front—and his nose was lit up. Two big bluetick hound dogs ran in with them, and both the animals were wearing Rudolph antlers. “This here is my girlfriend, Chigger. That’s Jorja”—he pointed across the room as they hung up their coats and hats—“and the guy beside her is Cameron. Them dogs don’t belong to us. They’re Luke Thomas’s huntin’ dogs.”

			Frankie whistled shrilly and the dogs ran out the door as if they’d caught the scent of a coyote out in the parking lot. “They come by the bar every few days to see if anyone will buy them a beer.”

			“You’re kiddin’, right?” Jorja asked.

			“Nope,” Chigger answered for him. “Luke says that they hunt better after they’ve had a beer. He likes to dress them up, even when he takes them huntin’.” Chigger turned and winked at Cameron. “Oh. My. Goodness. It’s a good thing I’m not twenty years younger, or I’d take that cowboy away from you, Jorja.”

			“You can have him, but not until after closing time.” Jorja slid off the stool. Not only did she not usually take risks, but she also didn’t believe in signs and omens. Yet, there had been two doves and then, of all things, two hound dogs. She shrugged off the idea that the universe might be trying to tell her something and asked Chigger, “What can we get you?”

			“We want bacon cheeseburger baskets and two beers—Coors, longnecks,” Frankie answered. “And me and my girl here will do some two-steppin’ while you get it ready. She said she was bored, so we got out the four-wheeler to get here tonight. If Mama ain’t happy, ain’t nobody happy, most of all this old bowlegged cowboy.”

			He grabbed Chigger by the hand and swung her around, then brought her back to his chest for some fancy two-stepping to “Anymore” by Travis Tritt. For such a big man, Frankie sure was a smooth dancer. While Cameron filled a basket with french fries and lowered it into the hot grease, he wondered how it would be to dance with Jorja. Did she even know how to two-step, or was she one of those city girls who went to bars that played loud rock music?

			When the song ended, Frankie kept Chigger’s hand in his and led her to a nearby table. The burgers and fries were done, so Jorja arranged them in baskets, set them on a tray with two bottles of Coors, and carried them out.

			“Y’all enjoy,” Jorja said.

			“You ain’t busy yet, so sit with us a spell.” Chigger motioned to an empty chair.

			“Yet?” Jorja asked.

			“Like Frankie said, I was bored today so I talked to lots of the folks around here on the phone. You’ll have a full house by eight o’clock. Tell me about yourself. Frankie tells me that Lila and George Jenks are your grandparents. They talk about you all the time when they come up here for some dancin’. But”—she dipped a fry in ketchup—“I can’t imagine why you’d ever leave Nashville and move to Mingus.”

			“I was tired of the rat race and needed a change of scenery,” Jorja answered.

			“Well, honey, you can see all of Mingus in a two-minute tour.” Chigger giggled and then lowered her voice. “But if I was you, I’d just park my butt in this place and stare at the scenery in here.” She glanced toward Cameron and chuckled again. “That is a fine hunk of cowboy behind the bar, and you’ll have to keep a tight rope on him, or else all the single women in Palo Pinto County will be findin’ a way to get next to him. I been down in the dumps all week because this is the year my ex gets my kids for two weeks, but I’m already feelin’ better now that I’m here.”

			“I’m sorry, but I’m glad you’re feelin’ better now, and just how many women would that be?” Jorja teased.

			“I’d guess maybe a lot, because some of them that ain’t single right now might be by the time New Year’s gets here once they get a look at him,” Chigger answered.

			“Well, that’s between him and them,” Jorja said but a little rush of jealousy filled her heart. She told herself it was because she damn sure didn’t want to sleep on the sofa in the office if he had a woman in the apartment, but the voice in her head said that wasn’t the only reason.

			“Honey, there won’t be nothing between him and them but sweat if the women I know have their way about it,” Chigger said.

			“Is Chigger your real name?” Jorja changed the subject.

			“No, it’s not,” Frankie answered for her. “But she says that only her mama—who has been dead for years—and God know what name is on her birth certificate. That’s why she won’t marry me. She’s afraid I’ll find out her real name.”

			She raised an eyebrow at Frankie. “My name is Chigger. I gave myself that name when I was a teenager and figured out how much fun sex could be. Until I got a little older, I could put an itch in a man’s britches that made him feel like he’d been in a patch of chiggers, but I could relieve that itch with a romp in the sheets.”

			Jorja’s cheeks burned for the second time that day.

			“Don’t blush, darlin’.” Chigger giggled again. “I was ownin’ my sexuality long before women figured out they had the right to like it every bit as much as a man. I hear a couple of doors slammin’. Things are about to start hoppin’ in here. Nice visitin’ with you, and anytime you want to get away from here, you just give me a call, and I’ll make supper for you and the cowboy.”

			“Thank you.” Jorja pushed the chair back and headed toward the bar.

			“You’re blushin’,” Cameron said. “I don’t see that often in women your age.”

			“Just how old do you think I am?” She picked up an apron and tied it around her waist.

			“You want to bring the ties to the front,” Cameron said.

			“Why?” she questioned.

			“Because a feller won’t mess with them if they’re in the front. That’s too personal. But if they’re in the back, you’ll spend half the night pickin’ up your apron. They’ll untie it every chance they get,” he answered. “And you’ll want to hang a bar towel out of your hip pocket. It’s a lot easier to grab for it and wipe up a spill than to try to find one,” he told her. “As far as your age, honey, I’d guess more than twenty and less than fifty.”

			“I’m thirty as of last October, so you’re right, and I was blushing because of what Chigger said about her name.” She told him exactly what the woman had said.

			He turned his back to the bar and laughed so hard that he had to wipe his cheeks with the bar rag hanging out of his hip pocket. “That woman is a hoot. I bet she could tell tales that would fry Lucifer’s eyeballs right out of his head if she’ll tell you that kind of stuff the first time you meet her.”

			“Amen to that,” Jorja said. “And she also said we’re going to have a full house because people are bored with this weather, and I get the impression this is kind of like that old television show Cheers, where folks come to drink, visit, and eat burgers.”

			“Where everybody knows your name,” Cameron singsonged. “And maybe in a few weeks we’ll know all of them by name.”

			“Bet we don’t forget Chigger, even for a minute, though, will we?” she said as the door opened, and half a dozen cowboys came inside. They didn’t even slow down but hurried across the floor to claim the barstools. The two dogs made another race through the bar, their antlers now hanging off to the side.

			“It’s colder’n a mother-in-law’s kiss out there,” one of the cowboys said as he hung his coat on the back of his barstool. “Luke’s on his way to get them dogs of his. He shouldn’t have named them Miller and Coors if he didn’t want them to beg for beer every time they get out of their pen. I’ll have an order of french fries and a Coors in a can. I heard Merle had turned the place over to some new owners. I’m Billy Bob Walters. Got me a little spread a few miles north of Mingus. Who are you, darlin’, and can I have the first dance of the evenin’ with you?”

			“I’m Jorja Jenks,” she answered, “and thank you for the offer, but rules say that we don’t dance with the customers.” She leaned over the counter and whispered. “That would make all the other folks jealous, and we wouldn’t ever get our work done back here.”

			Cameron bumped her with his hip. “What rules?” he whispered.

			“I’m making them up as we go,” she told him. “You already know the first one, and the second is that we don’t stop work to dance with customers.”

			“What if there’s only one customer in the Honky Tonk, and she’s really cute?” he asked.

			“From six to two we are working,” Jorja answered as she helped get bottles of beer from the refrigerator and set them on the bar. “If you want to dance with a bar bunny, then you have to wait until the doors are locked, and just so you know, if you want to keep one overnight, you can use the couch in the office or the floor in the bar. The apartment is off limits.”

			“Well, ain’t you the bossy one.” Cameron chuckled.

			“Been accused of it many times.” She nodded.

			Before either of them could say another word, the doors opened and every table was filled, folks were on the dance floor, and customers were lined up three deep at the bar asking for burgers, beers, and double shots. Jorja was kept busy at the grill, but from what she heard, it didn’t take a rocket-scientist genius to be a bartender. She could draw up a draft beer or take a longneck or can from the refrigerator. She could also pour a double shot of whiskey and even make a daiquiri or a margarita.

			“Hey, Red,” a cowboy with a deep drawl said above the normal noise. “You makin’ them burgers for me?” When she didn’t respond, he asked his question again.

			Jorja glanced over her shoulder.

			“You’re ’bout as cute as a newborn kitten. What’re you doin’ after you close this joint? Want to go look at the stars with me?” He grinned.

			He wasn’t a bad-looking guy—a little on the lanky side, and his hat had flattened his thin brown hair. He had a nice smile, but not one thing about him made her want to get out in the cold and look at the stars with him.

			“Sorry, I’ve already got a date.” She turned back to the grill. “And don’t call me Red. I hate that nickname.”

			The guy laughed, picked up the double shot of Gentleman Jack that he had ordered, and threw it back. In Jorja’s eyes, that alone was a sin and testimony that he was a wannabe cowboy—just a guy who got dressed up in jeans and boots to go to the Honky Tonk with hopes of getting lucky. The next morning, he would put on his dress slacks and go to work at a bank, a law firm, or maybe even an oil company. A real cowboy would sip Gentleman Jack. He would never act all tough and toss back such a smooth whiskey just to impress a woman.

			“What are you thinkin’ about?” Cameron asked. “You look like you could go to the apartment, get your gun, and shoot someone. I hope it’s not me.”

			“You’ve got nothing to worry about.” She managed a smile. “I was thinkin’ about wannabe cowboys.”

			“Is that something like a wannabe surfer?” He grinned back at her.

			“I imagine it’s pretty much the kind of same animal.” She put together four burger baskets. “Are you a surfer?”

			“Nope,” he answered as he drew up a pitcher of beer. “I love the sound of the ocean, but I’m a cowboy through and through. I lived in a trailer on my grandparents’ ranch in Florida. Little place north of Laguna Beach. I helped them out on my days off and in December and January when the bar was closed.”

			“I thought your grandparents lived here in Texas and were friends with Merle and my granny and grandpa,” she said.

			“That would be my dad’s parents. My parents and my maternal grandparents live in Florida. I’ve got lots and lots of family when you count up both sides.” He set the beer on the bar and turned around to pick up a bottle of Jim Beam. “Looks like you win the bet about this place being crowded tonight.”

			“Yep, it does,” she agreed. “See any pretty bar bunnies you intend to sweet-talk out of their tight-fittin’ jeans?”

			“Been too busy to look,” he said, “but when it clears out some, I’ll peek at what’s still left standing. Got to admit, that office is damn scary, and this floor looks pretty hard. I might just want to grab a shower and fall into bed. How about you? You going to celebrate our first night by picking out a cowboy and looking at the stars with him?”

			“Only if he gives an amazing foot rub and doesn’t even expect a kiss for it,” she said. “My feet will be singin’ the blues by two.”

			“Good luck with that.” Cameron jerked the towel from his hip pocket and wiped down the top of the shiny wooden bar on his way to the other end to where two new women had sat down.

			At midnight Chigger and Frankie waved goodbye to Cameron and Jorja. By one o’clock there were only a dozen folks left, and they were more interested in line dancing than in drinking or eating. Evidently, they knew exactly how to time the music because Alan Jackson’s “Good Time,” had just ended when the big clock on the wall above the door said it was 2:00 a.m.—closing time.

			“Good times is right.” Cameron followed the last of the customers to the door and locked it behind them. He went straight to the jukebox and plugged in a few coins. Then he rounded the end of the bar and held out a hand. “Miz Jorja, may I have this dance to celebrate our first night as partners?”

			She put her hand in his and let him lead her out to the dance floor. Merle Haggard began to sing “Twinkle, Twinkle, Lucky Star” when Cameron drew her close to his chest.

			Jorja laid her cheek against his chest and listened to the steady beat of his heart. The lyrics asked if the stars might send him love from where they were. After working together so smoothly for the last eight hours, she didn’t want him to find love and ruin their partnership.

			When the song ended, it started all over again. “This is one of my favorite songs,” Cameron whispered. “My granddad used to play it all the time. He had it on vinyl and eight-track both, and he and my grandmother would dance around the kitchen as it played. If they were here tonight, they’d close down the place by playing it at least twice. Besides, he’s the one who told me to follow my dream and move here.”

			“Your dream has been to own a bar?” she asked.

			“Yep, and my own ranch. I reckon I can run both,” he answered.

			The song ended and she started to take a step back, but he tipped up her chin with his fist and looked deep into her eyes. She barely had time to moisten her lips with the tip of her tongue before he brushed a sweet kiss across her mouth.

			“What’s that for?” she asked.

			He pointed up at the mistletoe they were standing beneath. “Couldn’t waste that after all the trouble it was to get it hung just right, and also because Grandpa always ends the second dance by giving Grammy a kiss.” He grinned as he headed across the floor. “Let’s do cleanup in the morning. We’re both tired tonight.”

			“I want to tackle the office tomorrow.” She yawned.

			“We can do both.” He turned out the lights and held the door into their apartment open for her. “But honey, the desk in the office will take more than a day, so don’t get discouraged.”

			She shook a finger at him. “I told you not to call me endearments.”

			“Well, honey…” He dragged out the word in a deep southern drawl. “After a sweet little good-night kiss like that, I thought it would be all right.”

			She tried to keep from giggling, but she lost the battle. “All right, but that’s the only one and the only time.”

			“What if I kiss you again?” He raised an eyebrow and then winked.

			She held up a palm. “I’m not having this conversation tonight. I get first dibs on the shower.” She marched across the room and closed the bathroom door behind her. Any other time, she might have let the hot water beat down on her back for a half an hour, but not that night. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been awake past two o’clock in the morning and wondered if it was possible to fall asleep in the shower and drown.

			When she’d finished getting the smell of grilled onions and grease from her body and hair, she dried off, got dressed in flannel pajama bottoms and a faded T-shirt, and opened the door.

			“Your turn,” she said as she started across the floor.

			“Come look at this,” Cameron said. “It’s absolutely beautiful.”

			“What?” she asked.

			In a couple of long strides, he went from the window to her side, took her hand in his, and turned out the lights in the apartment. “See what you missed by not going with that cowboy who wanted to take you out to see the stars?”

			The thick grove of mesquite trees behind the Honky Tonk glistened with snow. Ice crystals reflected the light of a quarter moon in a sky of deep-blue velvet. A couple of owls were sitting side by side on a branch. One pair of doves and then those two crazy dogs was just happenstance, but now two owls? The whole scene took her breath away. No artist or photographer could capture such a gorgeous, peaceful picture.

			“I didn’t miss a single thing,” she whispered. “That cowboy wouldn’t have wanted to look at the stars as much as he’d have wanted to do other things, and if I’d gone with him, I wouldn’t have seen those owls.”

			“Why are you whispering?” he asked.

			“I don’t want to scare them away until I have that scene memorized,” she answered.

			Cameron started humming the tune to “Twinkle, Twinkle, Lucky Star” as he drew her into his arms and two-stepped from the window all the way to her bed. “This cowboy just wanted to dance with you under the stars.” He took a step back and brought her hand to his lips. “Sleep tight, partner.”

			Jorja sat down on the bed with a thud. Twenty-four hours ago, she hadn’t even known her new co-owner was a guy, and he’d come close to sweeping her right off her feet in the last thirty minutes. She stood up and crawled beneath the covers. From her bed she had a clear picture out the window of twinkling stars dancing around the moon. She was humming the Merle Haggard tune as she drifted off to asleep.

		

	


		
			Chapter 4

			Jorja awoke on Tuesday morning to the smell of coffee and the sound of sizzling bacon drifting across the room. She heard laughter and voices outside, and when she opened her eyes, she saw tree limbs sparkling with diamonds. She blinked a few times before she realized that she was looking out the window across the room at the sun shining on the bare branches of a big pecan tree covered in ice. She threw back the covers, sat up in bed, and stretched.

			“Good mornin’.” Cameron crossed the room in a couple of long strides and offered her a mug full of steaming-hot coffee. “I tried to be quiet, but a couple of kids out there in the parking lot are building a snowman, and they don’t understand that we didn’t go to bed until after two o’clock.”

			She took the coffee from his hands. Two of everything—it had to be an omen. “I thought Mingus was a ghost town.”

			“Not quite. There’s still a bank and a post office and even a church north of town. Didn’t you do your research before you signed that deed?” He sat down on the end of the bed.

			She shot a dirty look his way, but he didn’t budge. “And all that means kids in the parking lot?”

			“Yep, and it means folks can still get their mail. They have a bank for their business, and a church to pray for a crop failure, which they might need, thanks to us.” He grinned.

			She took a sip of the coffee, black as sin and strong enough to heat up Lucifer’s pitchfork—just the way she liked it. “What do you mean by ‘thanks to us’? We don’t plant crops.”

			“No, but we provide the products for all the folks in this county and the one south of us that tend to make couples careless when they sow their wild oats on Saturday nights. They need a church to attend on Sunday so they can pray for a crop failure.” He chuckled, but still wasn’t sure she understood.

			“Where is this church?” she asked.

			“North of town,” he answered.

			She giggled. “Sounds about right. They come ‘down,’”—she put air quotes around the last word—“here south of town to sow those wild oats and go up”—she pointed toward the ceiling—“to the church to do their praying. My mama and daddy would be so proud of me if I attended services on Sunday.”

			“You’re funny”—he chuckled again—“but why would that make your parents proud of you? They do know you are now half owner of a bar, don’t they?”

			“Daddy is a preacher. Mama plays the piano for the services, and my sister, Abigail, teaches Sunday school.” She set her coffee on the floor and kicked free of the covers. “And no, they don’t know anything about the Honky Tonk. I’m not real sure how to tell them.”

			“Holy smokin’ crap!” Cameron gasped. “Should I expect your dad to show up here with a shotgun?”

			“I hope not.” She stood up and headed toward the bathroom. “If he does, I bet I outrun you, but you don’t have to worry for a little while. I have to tell them before Daddy’s anger melts all the snow and ice from Hurricane Mills to here.”

			“I didn’t think preachers had a temper.” He stood up and headed back to the kitchen area. “I’m making breakfast burritos. Want one?”

			“Nope,” she said from the bathroom doorway. “I want two. I’m starving.”

			She washed her face, brushed her teeth, and stared at her reflection in the mirror above the sink. Her curly hair was a fright. Every freckle seemed to shine, and her blue eyes looked as pale as her skin. Her mother, Paula, would be aghast at the very idea of Jorja letting anyone, including the stranger guy she was living with, see her looking like that. Not even Eli, the youth director she had been in a serious relationship with, had ever seen her looking so rugged.

			“I said two burritos,” she said. “Good God! What is the universe trying to tell me?” Again, she shrugged off the notion of omens and thought about Eli.

			He had been a good man, but he believed too strongly that a woman’s place was in the home and that the husband was the absolute head of the household. He had let her know that he might discuss things with his wife, but his decisions were final and not to be questioned. She kept hoping he would change and figured he was praying hard that she would see the light—his light of course. Neither happened so they’d split up, much to her parents’ dismay.

			“Now I have to tell them I’m living with a bartender and own half of the Honky Tonk,” she muttered. “That ought to send them into shock. I just hope they don’t bring Eli and Abigail out here to do an intervention.”

			“Breakfast is ready,” Cameron called out.

			She took a deep breath, swung the bathroom door open, and crossed the floor to one of the chairs set at the small round table. “Thanks for cooking this morning. This looks good and smells even better.”

			“Peppers, onions, and a little salsa spice up the bacon and eggs. Just for the record, my parents are CEO Christians—that stands for Christmas and Easter Only—and they know that I’m the co-owner of this place. They were happy for me, but Dad still hopes that I’ll get into ranchin’ since that’s what both sides of my family do.” He sat down in the other chair and poured orange juice. “I’m glad Merle left the refrigerator and freezer in the bar stocked. We’ll have to buy food sometime this week for in here, but for now, we can live on what we can scrounge up.”

			She’d taken the first bite of her food when her phone rang, and the ringtone told her that it was her sister, Abigail, calling. She chewed fast, swallowed on her way to the chest of drawers where the phone was, and answered it on the fourth ring.

			“Good mornin’, Sis,” she said but her voice sounded hollow in her own ears.

			“Don’t you good-mornin’ me.” Abigail lit into her in her best older-sister mode, and her voice oozed with self-righteousness. “I called Granny this morning to see how she was doing, and she told me what you’ve done and where you are. I expect that you aren’t even coming home for the holidays, are you? You won’t even be here to see your nieces and nephews playing parts in the Christmas play this year, and…”

			Jorja butted in. “Do Mama and Daddy know?”

			“No, and I’m not telling them either. That burden is on you, but you best let the cat out of the bag soon. They’ve invited Eli to Christmas dinner in hopes that y’all will get back together. Can’t you bring your new co-owner of that horrible place home with you, even if it’s just for a day? We’ll do our best to make her real welcome.” Abigail’s voice turned as soft as butter, like it always did when she wanted something.

			“Cameron is not a girl. Cameron is a guy,” Jorja said.

			“Lord have mercy!” The buttery voice turned hard as concrete. “Are you trying to kill Mama and Daddy both?”

			“Nope. And right now, we’re sharing an efficiency apartment in the back of the bar until we can figure out other living arrangements.” Jorja knew Abigail could never keep all that juicy information to herself. “He just made breakfast and my food is getting cold. Maybe I can come home next summer for the family reunion.”

			Her sister hung up on her, and Jorja went back to the table.

			“That sounded like an interesting conversation,” Cameron grinned.

			“Yep,” Jorja agreed and ate faster than she ever had. She figured it would take ten minutes for Abigail to tell all the dirt on her sister and for the three of them to come up with a plan. They must’ve talked fast enough to fry the cell towers because her phone rang after only five minutes.

			“Want me to leave the room?” Cameron asked.

			“Nope,” she said as she hit the answer button. “Good mornin’, Mama.”

			“Is what Abigail just told us a big joke, and are you on your way home for the holidays like always? If it is, I don’t consider it a bit funny,” Paula said in a stern tone.

			“It’s not a joke.” Jorja was glad that the whole thing was out in the open.

			“Then I’ll have the Prayer Angels at church pray that you see the error in your decision and come home,” Paula told her.

			“To what? I’ve quit my job in Nashville.” Jorja held the phone with one hand and carried her dirty plate to the sink with the other. The whole time she wondered if there were two Prayer Angels that would be praying for her.

			“To Eli. Come home to Eli. He still loves you.” Her mother sighed. “You just have to realize…”

			“Mama, I don’t love Eli, and what he loves is the idea he has in his head of what I would be if I changed everything about myself and became the woman he wants his wife to be. I’m not willing to do that.” Jorja crossed the room and spread the bed up with her spare hand.

			The phone went dead, and she held it out to look at the screen. “She’s really pissed. She hung up on me.”

			“Eli didn’t like your red hair?” Cameron asked. “I wasn’t eavesdropping, but I couldn’t help but hear what you said.”

			“Eli is the youth director at a big church in Nashville. He takes the scripture very literal and wants a submissive little wife who never questions his decisions. I’m not that woman,” she answered. “It has nothing to do with my hair or my looks, and everything to do with my attitude.”

			“How long did y’all date?” Cameron drew his dark brows down.

			“Almost a year.” She refilled both their coffee cups.

			“Is he slow-witted?” Cameron asked.

			“No, he has a degree from seminary, and he’s very smart.” She popped her hands on her hips. “Do you think I can only go out with dumb guys?”

			Cameron shrugged. “Evidently so. I knew you were full of spit and vinegar when I met you. Maybe you should’ve met him at the door with that pistol in your hands on your very first date. Eli must have rocks for brains if he thinks you’d let him have control over your life.”

			She tried to keep a poker face but couldn’t hold back the grin. “You’re absolutely right. Let’s get these dishes done and go clean up the bar, and then we’ll see what damage we can do to the office.”

			“I’ll wash,” he said. “You can dry.”

			“What if I want to wash?” She cut her eyes around at him.

			He put up both palms defensively. “If you want to wash, then have at it. They can sit in the drainer for all I care. I’ll go on out to the bar and start putting the chairs on the tables so we can mop the floor.”

			“Thank you.” She nodded. “All I ask is to be given a choice.”

			“I’ll remember that if you’ll leave that gun in the drawer.” He grinned at her again. “So, who’s washing dishes?” He liked her sass and fire, and even though she was a newbie at the bar business, she’d taken to it like a cowboy to a rodeo.

			“You can wash, and I’ll dry. I like to have things put away,” she said.

			“Me too,” he agreed.

			She glanced over at his bed and nodded. “I can see that.”

			“Hey, come over here and look what those kids have done,” he said.

			She took a few steps forward so she could see out the small kitchen window. Standing so close to him that he could feel her body heat, and smelling like something akin to suntan lotion, sent sparks dancing all over the small apartment. A vision popped into his head of her in a bikini playing volleyball on the beach. In the visual, she wrapped one of those see-through scarf things around her waist and flirted with him when she came into his bar to order a margarita.

			“That’s amazing. Wonder where they got coal,” she said.

			He shook the vision from his head and said, “I think it’s charred wood, probably from a fireplace, but it looks pretty real, and that’s a nice-sized snowman. Look closer.”

			Jorja giggled when she realized they’d affixed a beer can to the branch that made Mr. Frosty’s left arm. “I guess he’s a lefty.” She giggled.

			“And he likes Bud Light.” Cameron ran a sink full of water and began washing their plates, cups, and glasses.

			“He’s not from Texas, then, is he?” Jorja dried the dishes and put them away.

			“Why would you say that?” Cameron finished up his job and dried his hands on the end of the towel she was using.

			“From what I saw last night, most of these Texans like Coors,” she answered.

			“Yep, that and double shots of Jim Beam.” He nodded.

			“Look!” She pointed. “The owls are gone, but there’s a couple of possums out there sniffin’ around the snowman.”

			“They’re probably trying to figure out why every other snowman in Mingus has a carrot for a nose, and this one doesn’t.” He chuckled. “You ready to tackle the bar and the office now?”

			She hung her towel on the rack at the end of the cabinet. “Yep, let’s do the bar first. I’ll gladly sweep and mop if you’ll take care of the chairs and the trash.”

			“Are you going like that?” His eyes started at her mismatched socks and traveled up the legs of her faded Rudolph pajama bottoms, and then took in her oversize T-shirt with its picture of Minnie Mouse wearing a Santa hat.

			“Yes, I am.” She started across the floor. “We’re going to get sweaty and dirty, so why get cleaned up now and then again before we open the bar this evening? That don’t make a bit of sense.”

			“I agree.” He stopped long enough to put on his boots. They might look ridiculous with his baggy shorts, but there was no way he was going into that office in his socks—not when there could be spiders hiding in those piles of papers.

			Jorja brought out a mop bucket and filled it with water, then stopped in her tracks, pulled out her phone, and took a picture of him setting chairs on the table.

			“Why’d you do that?” he asked.

			“If Abigail calls me again, I’m going to send the picture to her.” She picked up the wide dust mop and began to sweep the floor.

			“Why would you do that?” he asked.

			“So that she’ll know you’re harmless.” Jorja laughed.

			“You could have given me a chance to pose,” he teased.

		

	


		
			Chapter 5

			Jorja heaved a long sigh and then opened the office door. Not one blessed thing had changed since she had found the checkbook to pay for the beer delivery. The place still looked like a tornado and a hurricane had had a fight in the middle of a post office.

			“I’ll get a big garbage bag.” Cameron said.

			He was so close to her that his warm breath caressed her neck and sent sweet little shivers down her spine. She dismissed the sparks by telling herself that she hadn’t been out with a guy in over a year—not since she and Eli had broken up. Sure, Cameron was sexy, even in baggy shorts and cowboy boots, but he sure wasn’t her type.

			When she finally trusted herself to turn around, he was already on his way back toward the office with the whole box of black bags. “Cleaning up that place will take more than one.”

			“Think it will all fit in the dumpster out back?” she asked.

			He set the box down on top of the checkbook ledger, pulled one free and handed it to her. “If it doesn’t, I’ll find out where the dump is and take the rest off in my truck. Where do we start, and why did the last manager let things get this bad?”

			Jorja shook the bag out, hung it over the back of a chair, and picked up part of a stack. “Maybe his or her job wasn’t to take care of bills, and Merle didn’t feel like messing with it. She must be eighty by now, because she’s the same age as my granny.” Items on the top of the precarious stack were dated three months earlier. As she worked her way down the mountain of mail, she sorted by putting the junk in the bag and organizing the rest into three different piles on a chair—unpaid bills, bills that were paid, and other things that had to be filed.

			By noon, Cameron had hauled two bags out to the dumpster, and they could see one fourth of the desk. Cameron picked up a stack of paid bills, opened the file cabinet, and groaned. “You’re not going to believe this.” He pointed.

			“I don’t think anything would surprise me right now, unless it was a snake hiding in that drawer. If that’s what you’re looking at, then clear the way from here to Tennessee.” She wiped sweat from her brow with the back of her hand. Thoughts of snakes and working with a sexy cowboy sure did heat up the room.

			“No snakes, but if a spider comes up out of this drawer, I’m on my way to Florida,” he declared. “The problem here is that not one of these files are labeled. How in the hell did Merle know what to take to her CPA for tax purposes?”

			Jorja rounded the desk and stared into the open drawer. “Holy crap on a cracker,” she moaned. “You do realize that since we took ownership before the first of the year, it’s up to us to organize all this, and get it ready for the CPA in the next few weeks. What in the hell have we gotten ourselves into?”

			“Key words there are ‘in hell.’” He nodded.

			“Amen, sweet Jesus.” She sighed. “We’ll put the stuff that should be filed in a box. When we get the desk cleaned off, we can start with one drawer at a time and get it all put to rights.”

			“And I thought I’d just walk into my own bar and start to work.” Cameron groaned again. “Guess nothing comes for free.”

			“You got that right.” Jorja took a step backward and stepped on a pencil, and her mind immediately told her it was a snake. She jumped as high as she could, but there was no way she was landing back on that evil monster. She wrapped her arms around Cameron’s neck and both legs around his waist, and then hung on like he was a tree and she was a spider monkey.

			“I murdered a spider for you, so you can kill that snake for me,” she panted with her eyes tightly closed.

			“I had a reason to do a stomp dance.” He laughed. “But you’re asking me to go to jail for murdering a pencil.”

			She opened one eye slightly and gave the yellow pencil a dirty look. Then she realized that Cameron had instinctively caught her by grabbing her butt with both hands. Her face heated up and she tried to wiggle free, but he tightened his grip.

			“Let me go,” she said.

			“Not just yet.” He took two steps back, rounded the end of the desk, and carried her all the way to their apartment.

			“What are you doing?” she demanded.

			He set her on a kitchen chair and said, “I need to borrow your pistol. Mine is out in my truck.”

			“What for?” she asked as she started for the chest of drawers. “You don’t need a gun to kill a spider.”

			“Honey, there are two rattlesnakes, real ones, curled up together under the desk,” he told her. “Thank God you didn’t pull out the chair and sit down to work your way through those stacks of mail.”

			“You’re teasing me, aren’t you?” She drew her legs up and scanned the room. “Are you sure there’s two?”

			“Two heads, two tails. Is it all right if I get your pistol from the drawer, or should I go out to the truck for mine?” he asked again.

			“Get mine and kill them. How did snakes get in the bar anyway?” she asked.

			“I don’t know, but I intend to check every crevice, crack, and corner in that office and the bar for unwelcome vermin. We need to be more careful until we get things in order.” He took the gun from the drawer and started out of the room. “Stay right there until I get back.”

			“You’ll get no argument out of me,” she said.

			* * *

			He made sure the little thirty-eight revolver was loaded, and then he eased back into the office, tiptoed around the desk, and peeked under it. One critter was awake now and eyeing him. It would likely strike if Cameron tried to pull the office chair back. He took aim from halfway across the room and squeezed the trigger. The bullet went right through the snake’s head and the back of the desk, and imbedded itself in the doorframe. He sucked in a lungful of air and let it out slowly, then aimed and fired again before he dragged the chair back out of the way.

			Both snakes were dead, but Cameron had been around old barns enough to know that sometimes they brought more than one friend with them. He dragged the first carcass out with the broom handle, picked it up by the tail, and dropped it into the open garbage bag, and then did the same thing with the second one.

			After that, he checked every crack, corner, and crevice in the whole room. When he was satisfied that the area was clear of both snakes and spiders, he carried the bag with the dead critters out to the dumpster. That’s when it hit him that he and Jorja had been seeing everything in twos since they arrived at the Honky Tonk. Doves, dogs, owls, possums, snakes—surely that had a meaning of some kind.

			He was back inside and headed toward the apartment when the adrenaline rush hit. Until then he’d been acting on impulse, killing something harmful, but now he thought about how far he and Jorja were from a doctor or hospital. He jogged the rest of the way, burst into the apartment, and stopped in the middle of the floor when he saw her sitting in the chair—which was on top of the table.

			“Are they dead?” she whispered.

			“Yes, ma’am, and in the dumpster, and I checked under and around everything to be sure he hadn’t invited a friend to come in with him. All clear.” He nodded. “I need a beer. How about you?”

			“I need a double shot of Jack Daniel’s. No ice.” Her eyes were as big as saucers even yet. “Are you sure it’s safe for me to go to the bar?”

			Cameron crossed the room, scooped her up out of the chair like a bride, and carried her through the door. When she was settled on a barstool, he poured a triple shot of whiskey and handed it to her, then opened a beer for himself. He carried his beer around the end of the bar and sat down beside her. “I guess we’ve both eaten our bullfrog today.”

			“What does that mean?” she asked.

			“My nanny used to say that if you get up and eat a bullfrog first thing every morning, nothing will faze you after that for the rest of the day. You’ve saved my life by killing a spider…”

			She butted in before he could go on. “That little, fuzzy black spider wouldn’t have killed you, and you know it.”

			“Maybe not, but it could have caused me to fall, hit my head on the foot of my bed, and kill myself,” he disagreed.

			She took a sip of her whiskey. “On the other hand, that snake could’ve bitten me or you, and as big as he was, the venom…” She shivered and turned up her glass again.

			Cameron laid a hand on her shoulder. “We’ve proven that we are survivors, no matter what anyone says.”

			“Are you really afraid of spiders?” She clamped a hand over his.

			“Yep,” he admitted. “When I was about five years old, I woke up one morning and this big-ass tarantula was sitting on my pillow, not three inches from my nose. I froze. Couldn’t scream. Couldn’t make a single peep until the sorry little sumbitch crawled over and put one of his hairy feet on my cheek. Been afraid of them things ever since. How about you and snakes?”

			“Don’t know that anything catastrophic like your spider thing ever happened, but I’ve always hated them. I shut my eyes if there’s even one on television.” She threw back the rest of her whiskey. “Should we go back in the office and do some more work?”

			“Let’s put it off until later. It’s not like we have to have it all spick and span today,” he said. “It’s after three now. Let’s have a burger and get cleaned up to face the crowd tonight. Think we should stay open on Christmas Eve or close up shop?”

			“Why don’t we ask Chigger and Frankie what they’ve done in the past? I can’t imagine that we’ll have much business.” She removed her hand and wiggled free of his. “I’m going to have one more shot and then we can make burgers.”

			“You can hold your liquor pretty good there,” he said.

			“Yep.” She grinned. “You know what they say about preachers’ daughters.”

			“That they’re the wildest of the lot?” he answered.

			“Oh, yeah.” She giggled. “Except I was never really wild. I just happen to like whiskey like my granny Lila. She was an O’Malley before she got married and is second-generation Irish in this country. I inherited my red hair, my temper, and my ability to hold my liquor from her. She always thought it was a shame that her son, my father, decided to preach rather than to run a good old Irish pub like her grandfather did in County Cork.”

			“Must’ve skipped a generation,” he said as he fired up the grill and started making burgers.

			She hip bumped him as she turned the knob to start the deep fryer. “Does that mean my son will be a preacher?”

			“If he grows up in the back room of the Honky Tonk, I kind of doubt that,” Cameron answered.

			“Would you raise a child in the back room?” she asked.

			“Nice room back there, so I don’t see why not, but I’d rather raise him on a ranch where he’d have plenty of runnin’ room.” He turned at the same time she did, and suddenly, their noses were just inches apart. Seemed like the only thing to do was lean in for a kiss. She moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue, and his mouth had barely touched hers when her phone rang. She jumped backward like a little girl who’d gotten caught messing around with her mother’s makeup. She jerked the thing out of her pocket and said, “Hello, Abigail. Am I forgiven yet?”

			Cameron could hear her sister’s shrill voice even though he was two feet away.

			“I will be there this weekend for an intervention so get ready for it, and I’m bringing you home with me. I will not take no for an answer, so have your things packed and ready to leave.”

			“Today Cameron killed two snakes.” Ice hung on every word Jorja spoke. “I’ve faced off with the devil and lived through it, so I’m not afraid of you or your intervention bullshit. I’m not going anywhere with you or with anyone else, so bring an army or come by yourself. You are welcome to come see me, but you need to make reservations at a hotel, or else you’ll be sleeping on the floor of the bar. Now I’ve got stuff to do, so goodbye.”

			She turned around, looped her arms around Cameron’s neck and tiptoed to kiss him. When their lips met, he felt a jolt of electricity like nothing he’d ever felt before. When the kiss ended, she took a step back and said, “Thank you for killing those vicious critters.”

			“I’ll gladly kill another one for a kiss like that,” he teased.

			“I might bring one in the bar so you can shoot it,” she shot back at him.

			Jorja did not need an intervention, he thought. That redheaded ball of fire could take care of herself in any situation, and no one, not even the devil himself could scare her—unless he brought a snake with him, and Cameron would take care of that for her.

		

	


		
			Chapter 6

			Chigger and Frankie assured them that it would be useless to open the bar on Christmas Eve. According to Chigger, the previous owners used to come back to Mingus on that night for a little homecoming celebration, but not anymore. Managers had come and gone so fast that they had almost worn out the hinges on the doors for the past five years. That’s why Merle decided to give the bar away. According to what she’d told Chigger, she wanted to see the Honky Tonk loved and cherished, and not just from six in the evening until two in the morning by someone who got bored with it after a few months and moved on.

			“That explains the office,” Jorja said over breakfast on Christmas Eve morning.

			“What does?” Cameron asked.

			“Chigger said that lots of managers had come and gone through here. The place didn’t belong to them, so they didn’t care if the office was taken care of or not. I’m surprised the bar itself hasn’t suffered from as much neglect.” Jorja toyed with her empty coffee cup.

			“You aren’t thinking about the bar right now,” Cameron said.

			“You can’t read my mind,” she told him.

			“No, but I know what’s in my thoughts this morning, and I’d be willing to bet that yours aren’t too different. You’re thinking about your family and what you’d be doing if you were home, right?” he asked.

			“I guess you are a mind reader.” She managed a weak smile, but it wasn’t heartfelt. If she was home, she and Abigail would be helping her mother make pecan pies for dinner the next day. Like they did every year, they would argue whether it was better to chop nuts or to leave them as halves, and they would wind up making one of each.

			“Talk to me. What’s your favorite part of Christmas Eve when you can go home?” Cameron got up from the table and refilled their coffee cups.

			“Cookin’ with Mama, and if we have snow, Abigail and I going to the church parking lot and building a snowman like we did when we were kids,” she said. “We make cinnamon rolls for Christmas morning and get all the pies ready for Christmas dinner. We always open our presents on Christmas Eve—three presents for each of us because baby Jesus had three gifts, and Daddy reads the story of Jesus’s birth from the Bible. Then the next morning, there will be one present under the tree for the grandkids from Santa, because he always stops at Granny and Poppa’s house on his way back to the North Pole.”

			“You have nieces and nephews?” he asked.

			“Just nieces. Two”—she hesitated and thought again of all the pairs or twos that kept sneaking into her life—“of them. They’re ten and twelve now, but Mama says that when they say they don’t believe in Santa, then he won’t come around anymore. They’re not stupid, so they’ll never say that they don’t believe.” She laughed. “Abigail is six years older than me, and she married right out of college.”

			“So”—he chuckled—“Abigail has bossed you around forever, right?”

			“You got it.” She nodded. “What about you? What would you be doing?”

			His expression changed from happy to sad in a split second. “I’d start off the day by going to the cemetery to tell my cousin Merry Christmas, and maybe I’d pour a can of Coors out at his tombstone. Jesse James Walsh. We called him JJ and he was my best friend. We were born three days apart and grew up together. He died in a motorcycle accident on Christmas Eve when we were nineteen. That would be twelve years ago now.”

			“I’m so sorry. As much as we disagree much of the time, I can’t imagine losing Abigail. We argue and bicker, but to lose her, especially at Christmas…” Jorja shivered at the thought.

			“This will be the first year I haven’t gone to see him, and I miss that,” Cameron said.

			“Guess we’ve both given up family for this job. So, what do we do to get through Christmas Eve without letting it get us down?” She sighed.

			“We don’t have a churchyard, but we’ve got the Honky Tonk, and it has a parking lot, and about four inches of fresh snow fell last night, so we can make a snowman,” he suggested.

			“There’s already one out there, and besides we need to bake something for dinner tomorrow. We should have something special to eat at least since it’s Christmas,” she told him.

			“Our Honky Tonk snowman is lonely, so we should build him a girlfriend,” Cameron insisted. “When we get done with that, we’ll go to the grocery store and buy stuff to make a pie and whatever else we want. Then maybe we’ll watch a Christmas movie before we go to sleep. We can’t sit around and mope all day. JJ wouldn’t like that, and neither would your folks.” He finished off his coffee and put the cup in the sink.

			“What kind of television reception do you think we get out here? I bet the cable has been turned off for years, and in this weather, we might not get much of anything without it.” She pushed back her chair, crossed the room, and went to the closet. “I should probably wear my snow boots.”

			“Leave it to a woman to dress up to build a snowman, and honey, it doesn’t matter about the reception. I brought a DVD player and movies with me. JJ and I always watched National Lampoon’s Christmas Vacation. I can do that this year even if I can’t go visit him,” he said.

			“My sister and her girls always watch A Smoky Mountain Christmas with me.” Jorja sat down on the edge of her bed and pulled on a pair of hot-pink rubber boots.

			“I’ve got that one too. We’re not used to getting to sleep before three in the morning, so we’ll watch both of them.” Cameron got his coat and cowboy hat from the closet.

			Jorja stopped what she was doing and frowned. What in the hell would he be doing with a Dolly Parton chick flick? “You’ve got A Smoky Mountain Christmas with you?”

			“Of course.” He buttoned his fleece-lined denim jacket. “I’ve got nieces too.”

			“How many?” she asked.

			“I have four brothers, all older than me and married, and six nephews and two nieces. The oldest niece and I always watch Miss Dolly sometime during the holidays,” he told her.

			“How does your family feel about you having a bar?” she asked.

			“Happy for me now, but when I left college with only one year away from getting my degree, they were all pretty pissed at me. They’ve mellowed a little, though, in the past ten years,” he answered. “Let’s go build a snowman.”

			She beat him to the door to the parking lot, rolled up a good, tight snowball and pelted him in the chest with it the minute he walked out the back door. He ran across the parking lot, tackled her, and brought her down flat on her back in the snow. For a moment he lay on top of her, and her heart raced with a full head of steam. Her gaze went to his lips and then back up to sink into the depths of his dark-brown eyes. She was sure he was about to kiss her again, and she was disappointed when he rolled to the side to lie on his back and point to the gray skies.

			“We’d better get busy if we’re going to give old Frosty a drinkin’ buddy. Looks like it could start snowing again or maybe sleeting,” he said.

			“I don’t mind working in snow, but sleet’s another matter.” She popped up on her knees, patted a good-sized snowball together, and then began to roll it. That there would soon be two snowmen in the parking lot wasn’t any surprise at all. She started humming “Let It Snow” as she worked, just like she had done the last time when she and her sister and her nieces had made a snowman in Hurricane Mills. She hadn’t figured on missing them all so damn much this year. She thought she’d go to Mingus and be so busy she wouldn’t have time to even think about the holiday season.

			Thoughts get you in trouble. You thought Cameron was a girl. Her grandmother’s voice giggled inside her head.

			You didn’t tell me he was a damn fine sexy cowboy, Jorja argued. She stole a sideways look at him halfway across the parking lot. Tight jeans, cowboy boots, and a black hat all caked with snow—her type or not, he looked pretty damn fine.

			“You make the middle, and I’ll work on the bottom,” Cameron said and then began to sing the song she was humming.

			His deep voice rang out across the area and was right on key.

			“Have you ever done any professional singing?” she asked.

			“Only if the shower is considered professional,” he answered. “When me and JJ were little guys, we each got a guitar for Christmas and fancied ourselves country singers. We entertained the cows out in Grandpa’s pasture, but they usually ran the other way when we hit the first chords.”

			Jorja heard what he was saying, but her mind strayed from his singing to something deeper. She’d known this cowboy for only a few days, and she already felt more comfortable with him than she ever had with Eli—even after she’d dated him for a year. That seemed crazy, but it was the truth.

			“No comment?” Cameron asked.

			“About what?” Jorja stopped and sat down beside the middle part of the snowman.

			“About what I just said,” he answered.

			“Oh, that.” She smiled up at him. “That’s just plain, old unadulterated bullshit. You could put most country artists to shame.”

			He tipped his hat toward her. “Well, thank you, ma’am. I’m sure if JJ heard that, he’d tell you that he was even better than me.”

			“I’d have to hear him sing before I’d believe him,” she argued. “Right now, I guess we’d better lift this big belly up on that bottom you’ve got made and then make a head for this old boy.”

			“Boy,” Cameron said and wiggled his eyebrows. “So, it’s a drinkin’ buddy and not a girlfriend?”

			“Yep, Frosty doesn’t need a girlfriend. He needs a buddy to have a beer with for Christmas. He’s lonely.”

			Cameron lifted the huge ball of snow up onto the bottom layer without even huffing or groaning, proving that he had been picking up more than bottles of beer and double shots of whiskey for a while now. Then she watched as he quickly rolled up a head and set it in place, making the whole creation even taller than himself.

			“Wait right here,” Cameron said and jogged through the snow back to the bar. When he returned, he brought a fistful of beer bottle caps and used them for the eyes and the mouth.

			“Got a carrot for his nose?” she asked.

			“This is a Honky Tonk snowman,” he grinned as he took the top of a Coors bottle out of his pocket. “I found this in the trash can. It’s about the size of a carrot nose.” He set the bottle top in place, then stepped back, folded his arms over his chest and frowned.

			“Never thought we’d have a use for the neck of a busted beer bottle,” Jorja said. She had tossed one toward the trash the night before and the top had broken off smooth.

			“Me, neither, but it works for our drinkin’ buddy here,” Cameron insisted, “but he still needs something.”

			“Use the rest of those beer caps for buttons on his chest. He does need something.” Jorja stood back and studied their creation. “A scarf. That’s what he needs.”

			She raced into the house and grabbed the red-and-green-plaid scarf that Abigail had given her for Christmas a few years back. When she returned, Cameron had found branches for the new fellow’s arms and he had a can of Coors in his hand.

			“I really don’t think Frank James can drink that,” she joked as she tiptoed and whipped the scarf around the snowman’s neck.

			“Who?” Cameron asked as he opened the can of beer and poured it on the ground. “This is for you, JJ. Remembering all the good times, the bad times, and all the ones in between.” His voice was just a raspy whisper.

			Jorja slipped an arm around his waist, and together they stood there in silence for several moments. She couldn’t fathom building a snowman like this one with her sister, and yet the thing looked just right sitting there in the parking lot of the Honky Tonk.

			“Cowboys don’t cry.” He wiped away a single tear from his cheek.

			“Good men do when they remember a lost best friend,” she said past the lump in her own throat.

			“Thank you for that.” He managed a weak smile. “Why did you name him Frank James?”

			“He’s named for Jesse’s real brother. I thought it would be confusing to call him Cameron since some folks might think he was a girl.” She bumped him with her hip and then stepped back to eye their snowman with the beer puddling around his base.

			“Great name for our snowman.” Cameron removed a knife from his pocket and poked a hole in the beer can and stuck it on the left tree branch that served as an arm.

			“Why’d you put it on the left side? Was Frank a leftie?” she asked.

			“Have no idea, but JJ was,” he grinned. “Now, let’s go to the grocery store before it closes, and we get all depressed again. This is supposed to be a cheerful day, not a sad one. We’ve been given a bar to run, and we’ve each made a brand-new friend because of it.”

			“So, you think I’m your friend?” Jorja flirted.

			“I damn sure hope so since we’re going to be working together for a long, long time…”—he wiggled his eyebrows—“unless you’re so homesick that you want to sell me your half of this place and go home. You could be there in time for Santa Claus presents tomorrow morning if you leave right now.”

			“Not in your wildest dreams, cowboy.” She gathered up a fistful of snow, threw it at him, and then ran as fast as she could back toward the bar.

			She would have made it if she had been wearing anything but rubber boots.

			Cameron tackled her for the second time and brought them both down to the ground with her on top of him this time. She started to roll to the side, but he held her on to her, and suddenly, everything around them ceased to exist. She felt as if she was drowning in his dark-brown eyes. One of his hands went to the back of her head to gently pull her lips toward his, and then her heart began to race.

			When their lips met, the temperature seemed to jack up at least twenty degrees, and her whole body melted into his as each kiss deepened. He sat up, keeping her in his lap and moved his hands to her waist. If they didn’t stop soon, they would be undressing each other right out there in the open and having wild sex in the snow.

			She pushed away from him and shifted her weight to the side so that she was sitting beside him instead of in his lap. “That certainly made me forget all about homesickness,” she said, panting.

			“Me too.” He grinned as he stood to his feet and extended a hand to help her up. “We should lock the door and go to the store.”

			“In rubber boots?” She took his hand and let him help her to her feet. “Shouldn’t we change into something more appropriate?”

			“After those scaldin’-hot kisses, I’m not sure we would be safe being that close to the beds in our apartment,” he said. “I’ll start the truck if you’ll lock the door.”

			“I’ll grab my purse while I’m in there,” she said, “and I’ll also change my boots.”

			“Women!” He chuckled.

			“Aren’t we amazing?” She let go of his hand and dashed in the back door. She took time to change her boots and peek into the mirror above her chest of drawers. Her cheeks were bright red. Her lips were bee-stung and her eyes were still glazed over. Sweet Jesus! She’d only known the man a few days, and she’d almost been ready to drag him into the apartment and spend the rest of the day with him on a twin bed.

			“Merry Christmas to me if I had.” She touched her lips to see if they were as hot as they felt, but surprisingly enough, they were cool.

			You are going to be the death of your family for thinking like that. Abigail’s voice popped into Jorja’s head.

			Take off your holier-than-thou britches, Jorja argued. Thinking something doesn’t mean I’m going to act on it.

		

	


		
			Chapter 7

			When Jorja got into the truck and fastened the seat belt, Cameron was still smoldering hot from that make-out session, but he turned the heater on low for her benefit. She now wore a pair of red cowboy boots, but that was all that had been changed. Tight jeans hugged every curve, and her cheeks were flushed from the cold—or maybe from all that kissing. Had it heated her up as much as it had him? He wondered.

			Think about cooking or something, anything but the way she felt in your arms, he told himself as he turned on the windshield wipers and drove away from the parking lot. “North or south?” he asked.

			“Why?” she asked.

			“Distance is a little over thirty miles either way,” he answered.

			“Is Gordon that far? I got the idea from Frankie that it wasn’t but a few miles,” she said.

			“We need a supermarket, not a convenience store. Mineral Wells is to the northeast. South is Stephenville. Both have a Walmart and several grocery stores,” he explained. “I looked it all up before I moved from Florida, so I’d know what to expect. If one of us needs a hospital, we’d probably go to one of those towns too,” he answered.

			“Either one is fine with me, then,” she answered. “Just how much food are we buying today?”

			“Let’s try for two weeks’ worth. I’m ready for something more than burgers and fries.” Talking about food almost took his mind off her lips and the way he felt with her lying on top of his body.

			“Me, too. I’ve been starving for fried chicken,” she said.

			“We could go to KFC while we’re out and about,” he offered.

			“Why don’t we start our own tradition.” She would make a lousy poker player because her face lit up and her eyes started to twinkle. “Since we can’t go home for the holidays, let’s do it our way. We’ll have fried chicken, mashed potatoes and gravy, hot biscuits, and corn on the cob for our Christmas dinner. What’s your very favorite kind of pie?”

			“Cherry cobbler with ice cream on top,” he answered. “And you’re making me hungry talking about a dinner like that.”

			“Then we’ll have cobbler for dessert,” she said. “We can get ice cream at the Mingus convenience store on the way back home. That way it won’t melt.” She took a deep breath and went on. “But for today, let’s go have something like Mexican or Italian.”

			“Sounds good to me.” Cameron was glad the highway had been cleaned off and that the traffic was light that day.

			He was humming a new country song by Jason Isbell titled “Cover Me Up” and planning to ask the jukebox guy to include it the next time he came by when he noticed movement out of his peripheral vision. He stomped the brakes, hit a patch of ice, and slid to a stop as a buck and a doe crossed the road in front of them.

			“Two again,” he said.

			“What was that?” she asked.

			“Seems like everywhere I look there’s two of everything, beginning with those two doves that we hung above the bar,” he answered.

			“So you noticed that too,” she said. “Think it means anything?”

			“I don’t believe in signs, magic, and miracles.” He chuckled.

			The trip took a little longer than what the map app on his phone said, but they were in Mineral Wells before noon. He noticed a sign for a barbecue place a mile up the road and pointed it out to Jorja.

			“How about some brisket?” he asked.

			“Yes!” She clapped her hands. “And I hope they have good beans. Mama makes the best baked beans in the whole world.”

			“I’d have to argue with you there,” Cameron said. “My nana wears that crown, and if you don’t believe me, you’ll have to go to Sunday dinner with me sometime over at her house.”

			“I’d have to taste them before I’d agree with you, and I got to tell you, my mother’s will be a hard act to follow.”

			She was definitely flirting with him, and suddenly he got cold feet. There were at least a hundred reasons why he should shut this down, and number one was that they were partners. They had come pretty damn close to going inside and having sex that morning. Thank God, she had the good sense to stop it and they could think about things before they dived into that passion pool.

			What if they did get physically involved, and then it fizzled? They’d still be partners and things would get awkward in a hurry, but what if it didn’t burn out after the first few weeks and turned into a serious relationship? Could they take it to that plane and still work together?

			“You sure got quiet,” she commented when he pulled his truck into the parking lot of the barbecue place.

			“Thinkin’ about those baked beans.” JJ would have called that a half lie, and those didn’t matter since they weren’t one hundred percent fibs. Cameron had been thinking about food earlier, so it was not a full-fledged lie.

			“You must be hungry,” she said as she unfastened her seat belt and got out of the truck before he could rush around and open the door for her.

			“Look!” She pointed at two cardinals, a bright-red male and his lady friend, sitting on the bench outside the door. “Still think it’s not a sign of some kind?”

			“Coincidence,” he muttered as he held the door for her.

			The restaurant was nearly empty, which did not bode well for its reputation in Cameron’s opinion, but the waitress told them to sit anywhere they wanted and was quick to bring them a menu once they’d chosen a table. “We’re only going to be open for another hour, so y’all just got here in time. We are out of smoked chicken, but we’ve still got almost everything else.”

			“I’ll have a pulled-pork sandwich, baked beans, coleslaw and potato salad, and a glass of sweet tea,” Jorja said.

			“That was quick,” Cameron said.

			“I don’t want to spend my whole hour looking at the menu,” she told him. “I want to take time to enjoy every bite of my food.”

			“I’ll have the dinner plate with everything she said, except I want half a rack of ribs.” He handed the lady the menus and turned his attention back to Jorja. “I’ll share my ribs if you’ll give me half your sandwich. Both sounded good.”

			“Are you sure about that? Adam sure got in trouble when God took one of his ribs to make a woman,” Jorja teased.

			“I’ll take my chances.” He chuckled.

			She unwrapped the napkin from around her silverware and picked up the fork. “If you’re that brave, then yes, I will share with you, but I’m warnin’ you, I do not share my fried chicken legs with anyone.” She accentuated every single word with a jab of her fork.

			“No worries, darlin’.” He grinned. “These folks are out of chicken—and I’m a breast man so I’m not interested in legs anyway.”

			Jorja could feel the heat rising on her neck. There was no way she could prevent it from reaching her face, but she’d be damned if she let Cameron get ahead of her. “You’re a lucky man since a chicken has two breasts.”

			“I’ve always been a lucky cowboy.” He winked.

			“Always might fail you in the future.” She fluffed out the oversize red napkin and put it in her lap.

			“I hope not.” A wide grin covered his face.

			The waitress brought their tea and a basket of hot rolls and set them down on the table. “Be right back with your food.”

			“See how lucky I am,” Cameron teased. “We don’t even have to wait an hour to be served.”

			“That’s not luck, cowboy,” Jorja argued. “That’s just because everyone else is home with their families today, and we’re probably going to get the last of what’s in the pots, and it won’t be worth eating.”

			“The last is always the best,” he said.

			“Are we still talking about food?” she asked.

			“Of course.” He looked as innocent as a little boy in Sunday school class.

			Jorja made a vow never to play poker with him. If he could use his expressions to lie like that, he’d win all her money, or her clothes if they were playing that kind of poker.

			The waitress brought their food and Jorja cut her sandwich in half. She put one part on his plate, forked over two ribs onto her own plate, and then began to eat. “Good ribs, and great beans.”

			“Oh, yeah,” he agreed between bites. “We’ll have to come back here again.”

			They finished their food, which was exceptionally good, bypassed dessert, and headed straight to Walmart to get their groceries. That took two hours, and half of that time was spent standing in line to check out. All those folks that weren’t at the barbecue place were evidently in Walmart buying food for the next day.

			“I’m glad we shopped for two weeks,” she said as they loaded the bags into the back seat of his truck. “I’d hate to do this every single week. It would blow a whole day to drive up here, shop, and then get home in time to open the bar at six.”

			“Yep,” he agreed.

			The roads had been clear on the way to Mineral Wells, but by the time they started home, they were slick with sleet and ice. Cameron had slowed down to thirty miles an hour when she saw the bull and cow right across a barbed-wire fence.

			“You’ve got to start believing in signs,” she told him.

			“Why?” He kept his hands on the wheel and his eyes straight ahead.

			“Take a look to your right,” she answered him. “And they’ve even got bells around their necks. Dogs with antlers and now cattle with bells.”

			“It’s Christmas,” he said. “Folks do silly things during this season.”

			“Possums?” she asked.

			“Looking for carrots,” he answered.

			Thank God, they were in a heavy truck with four-wheel drive or the thirty-minute trip would have taken a lot longer than an hour and a half. She didn’t realize she was gripping the handrest on the inside of the door so hard until they came to a long, greasy sliding stop in the parking lot of the Honky Tonk.

			“Don’t hit Frank James,” she squealed.

			“Doin’ my best not to,” Cameron said through clenched teeth, and then let out a loud whoosh of pent-up breath when the truck finally stopped a few feet from the two snowmen. “That was too close for comfort.”

			“Amen. Who’d have thought the weather would get so bad so quickly?” Jorja opened the door and stepped out, only to slip and fall square on her butt.

			She started to grab the tire and work her way back up when Cameron scooped her up and started for the back door with her in his strong arms. “Are you hurt?” he asked.

			“Just my pride,” she answered. “I should have kept my rubber boots on.”

			“Honey, as slick as this damn parking lot is, we need ice skates to get around.” He set her down on the back stoop and unlocked the door. “I’ll bring in the groceries if you’ll put them away.”

			“You’ll get no argument from me on that deal.” She headed down the short hall to the doorway leading into their living quarters. Never had a little efficiency apartment looked so good as that one did after what seemed like a sled ride home.

			“Home,” she muttered as she pulled off her coat and stocking hat, then kicked off her boots.

			Nashville had not been home even though she’d lived there for years. She’d always thought of her place as “the apartment.” Home was Hurricane Mills where she’d grown up. How could home suddenly be an old honky tonk in a town thirty miles from a Walmart and a doctor’s office?

			Sometimes Santa Claus brings you a present you didn’t even ask for. Her grandmother’s voice was back in her head. Last spring you told me you were ready to get serious and settle down, but there were no good men left in the world. Then you said that you would love to be your own boss. Merry Christmas, darlin’ girl.

			Jorja remembered that conversation as if it had happened only yesterday and then her mother’s words from years ago came back to haunt her. Be careful what you wish for. You just might get it and not know what to do with it.

			Cameron brought in two fists full of plastic bags and set them on the table. “Got about that many more. We forgot to stop and get ice cream for tomorrow. I’ll drive back to the convenience store and get it when I get done unloading.”

			“You will not!” she exclaimed. “We slipped and slid on the ice so much that we barely got stopped once. No sense in testing fate a second time no matter how lucky you think you are. We’ll get some whipped cream from the bar and use it on our cobbler.”

			He held up his palms defensively. “Hey, with that tone, I won’t even think of arguing with you. I like whipped cream on my pie as well as ice cream anyway…and if we’re discussing whipped cream…” He grinned.

			She pointed a finger at him. “Don’t go there.” She’d blushed more in the past twenty-four hours than she had in her entire life.

			And you felt more alive in that time than you ever did before. Her grandmother was back again.

			“Go where?” he asked, and there was that innocent look again.

			“I bet you could sweet-talk a nun into falling into bed with you,” she smarted off.

			“Never tried, and quite frankly, I’d be kind of afraid of that. I’m fast, but honey, lightning is faster than I could ever be.” He chuckled as he went back out for the rest of the groceries.

			She found herself humming “Twinkle, Twinkle Lucky Star” as she put the food away.

			Then suddenly, the song filled the whole apartment and Cameron brought in the last of the groceries. “I stopped by the jukebox to play a little music while we make some popcorn and hot chocolate and get ready for our movies. I only plugged in three songs. If we need more, I can go back and put more money in.” He put the bags on the table and held out his arms. “May I have this dance?”

			She set down two cans of green beans and walked into his embrace. He two-stepped with her around the apartment, between the beds and then out into the bar where there was more room. To her surprise, he’d not only put money in the jukebox, but he’d turned on the Christmas tree lights. She glanced out the window as he danced her around the tables with chairs sitting on top of them to Merle singing about a lucky star, and there were two raccoons staring right at her. They had their little paws on the outside windowsill, and she could’ve sworn they were smiling.

			The sky was gray with heavy clouds so there were no stars shining that night, but the one on the Christmas tree was glowing all pretty and bright. When she was in a position to see out the window again, the raccoons were gone, but she had no doubt now that the universe really was sending her signs right and left. Everything, including the warm, fuzzy feeling in her heart, said that the past had faded like the sky, and her future was that lucky star sitting on top of a thirty-year-old Christmas tree.

			“It’s an omen,” she whispered.

			“What is?” he asked.

			“All this.” The song ended and Mary Chapin Carpenter started singing “I Feel Lucky.” Cameron spun her around in a swing dance. Both of them were laughing when he brought her back to his chest.

			“What about all this? How can it be an omen?” he asked.

			She laughed and looked up into his twinkling eyes. “Both songs talk about us being lucky, and everywhere we look there’s two of something. I just know it means something.”

			“Maybe it means that it’s great to have a partner,” he said.

			“Don’t you get the feeling we were meant to be right here at Christmas?” she asked.

			Life in Mingus, Texas, was going to be just fine. She’d found one of the last good men in the world and their journey together might not be what she expected when she made that wish last spring, but it would be their story no matter where it led.

			He brushed a soft kiss across her lips. “I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.”

		

	


		
			Chapter 8

			Jorja hummed songs about feeling lucky while she watched the bag of popcorn in the microwave. A scraping noise behind her made her whip around to see Cameron moving his bed across the floor. If he thought a few kisses gave him permission to turn two beds into one, he had rocks or cow patties for brains. She opened her mouth to say something and then realized that he had made an L-shape out of the beds.

			“Now we’ve got a sectional to use to watch our movies,” he said. “We won’t have to strain our necks trying to see the television. I don’t know why the folks who put it in hung the damned thing on the wall.”

			“Probably because they didn’t have room for an entertainment unit or even a stand to put it on.” Couldn’t he see how small the place they shared really was?

			“Maybe so.” He put the first movie in the player that was sitting on a chair from the bar and picked up the remote. “Need some help over there?”

			“I got it under control, but I’m wondering what we’re going to use for a coffee table or end table to set our mugs on.” She poured two big cups full of hot chocolate and added a fistful of miniature marshmallows to each of them.

			“How about another chair? We can put it right here where the beds meet up.” He headed out to the bar before she could answer.

			She poured the popcorn into a bowl and carried it over to the new sectional. The part that faced the television was his bed, so she set it somewhere close to the middle and went back for the hot chocolate. By the time she’d carried that from the kitchen area, he had set the chair where it was needed and had flopped down on the bed with the remote in his hand. She sat down on the other side of the popcorn bowl and drew her legs up under her to sit cross-legged.

			“Are we ready?” He pointed the remote toward the television like it was a gun.

			“Nope, we have to dim the lights.” She hopped up and flipped the light switch next to the back door. “Did you ever realize that if we came home drunk some night, we might get confused and try to open the wrong back door?”

			“Honey, if we come home drunk, we’ll just stagger in here from the bar.” He laughed. “I guess the original Honky Tonk always had the front door and back door, but when they built on this apartment, they decided to make it accessible through the parking lot. Now are we ready?”

			She sat back down and nodded. “Laissez les bon temps rouler.”

			“Let the good times roll.” He interpreted what she’d said.

			She had her hand in the popcorn bowl when Home Alone started instead of one of the two that they’d talked about. “I love this, but…”

			He covered her hand with his. “I figured we were starting our own traditions. Besides, if we watch what we used to see with our families, we’d get homesick. This one will make us laugh. We will watch it every Christmas and remember what a good time we had on our first Christmas together.”

			“So, you think we’ll be together for years on down the road?” She slid her hand out from under his and filled her mouth with popcorn.

			“Yep, I do.” He picked up a few kernels and popped them into his mouth.

			“We should take pictures of Frank James and our tree and decorations in the bar and even our apartment,” she said. “I’ll make a scrapbook to keep them all in…” She stopped and stared at the television. “This is my favorite part. Someday I’m going to have a son like Kevin.”

			“Are you going to forget him when you fly to Paris?” Cameron teased.

			“Hell, no! To begin with, I’ll have a bar to run, so I won’t even be flying to Paris, Texas, much less to the one across the big pond,” she answered as she fluffed up his pillow and leaned an elbow on it.

			“What about all the other kids? Are you going to let them call him FedEx?” Cameron chuckled.

			“Nope, and what makes you think there’s going to be other children?” she asked.

			“A boy needs siblings,” Cameron said. “Someone to fight with and stand up with when someone else picks a fight.”

			“That’s something to think about later. Right now, I don’t want to miss a minute of this movie,” she told him.

			* * *

			Cameron awoke to nothing but a blank television screen staring at him. Home Alone 2 had ended, the credits had rolled, and the digital clock on the DVD player told him that it was three thirty in the morning. He was stretched out on the front side of the bed. Jorja was spooned right up to his back and had one leg thrown over him. Her arm was tucked tightly around his chest as if she was afraid that she would fall off the back side of the bed. He wished he had a picture of the two of them to put in her scrapbook, but there was no way he could reach his phone without waking her. He managed to pick up the remote and turn off the television, and then he closed his hand around hers and went back to sleep.

			He was awakened again at ten o’clock in the morning when she gasped and jumped off the bed. He rolled to the wrong side and wound up on the floor about the same time that a spider rappelled down from the ceiling and hung suspended about six inches above his nose, and then another one swung down right beside it, so now there were two of the monsters staring at him as if he was going to be their supper.

			“Jorja, a little help here,” he whispered.

			“Help nothing!” she said loudly. “I’m making sure I’ve still got all my clothes on the right way. We didn’t…” She leaned over and stared right past the evil creatures dancing the mambo right above his head. “…did we?”

			“We slept together.” He was surprised that he could move his lips to speak. “We didn’t do any more than that. Would you please kill these two varmints so I can see if I broke any bones when I fell off the bed?”

			“What are you talking about? Is there a snake?” She headed in the direction of her chest of drawers to get her gun.

			“No snake,” he whispered. “It’s damn spiders. Please don’t try to kill them with a bullet. You might miss and hit me.”

			“Well, why didn’t you say so?” she asked as she leaned over the bed, grabbed both webs, and brought the dangling devils her way. Once she cleared the bed, she lowered the things to the floor and stomped on them. “Two of them. Do you believe what I’ve been telling you about signs now?”

			“I’m a believer.” He sat up. “Evidently even spiders and snakes need partners.”

			“You can check for broken bones. Do I need to take you to the hospital?” she asked. “I’m not good at driving on slick roads, but I’ll do my best.”

			He sat up and shook his head. “Everything seems fine, but we’re damn sure having this place exterminated as soon as we can get a man out here to do it.”

			She sat down on the edge of his bed. “Let’s don’t make this a part of our Christmas tradition.”

			“What? Falling asleep together or the spiders?” he asked as he got up and moved his bed back to its usual place.

			She opened her mouth to say something but abruptly whipped around and went to the stove. “I’m making cinnamon rolls for breakfast. They won’t be the fancy kind like Mama makes in Hurricane Mills, but they’ll be what we have on Christmas morning.”

			“What can I do to help?” he asked, “and honey, I didn’t mean to embarrass you. Who knows where we’ll be next year at Christmas, but I really think it would be all right if we made it a tradition of falling asleep together. I liked the feeling of waking up in the middle of the night with you keeping me warm.”

			“You can get out the brown sugar, butter, and cinnamon. I’m just going to roll out some biscuits from a can.” She tried to sidestep replying to what he had said, but it didn’t work. “And I had a wonderful Christmas Eve. Thank you for making me laugh, for dancing with me, taking me out to eat, and for…”—she stopped and looked up into his eyes—“and for just sleeping with me.”

			“What does that mean?” He brought out the ingredients she’d asked for.

			“It means thank you for being a gentleman,” she answered.

			“Like I said before, I’m not afraid of snakes, bullies or redheaded women, but I am afraid of spiders and my mama, even though I’m thirty-one years old. I’m glad you’re here to kill the spiders for me, but honey, not even you with your cute little pistol could protect me from my mama if I was anything less than a gentleman. And just for the record, I’m more afraid of her than I would be of any tarantula,” he said.

			Her smile turned into a giggle. That soon became laughter, and then they were both guffawing. Cameron grabbed up a dish towel and dried her eyes with it and then his own. “You might think I’m kiddin’, but that, darlin’, is the gospel truth.”

			“I would like your mama,” Jorja said.

			“You’ll have to meet her someday.” He moved to the other end of the short cabinet and put on a pot of coffee. His mother would love to see her baby boy settled down, and there was no doubt that she would adore Jorja’s sass.

			Holy smokin’ hell! What was the matter with him? He’d been runnin’ from commitment and serious relationships since he was a teenager. He’d known Jorja less than a week, and he didn’t even stumble or stutter when he thought about “settling down.”

		

	


		
			Chapter 9

			“I was right, wasn’t I?” Chigger grinned as she leaned in between two cowboys on barstools and ordered a pitcher of beer. “Christmas is over, and folks are ready to get out of the house. They’re tired of turkey and fixin’s, and they’re probably like me and just want some good old greasy burgers and fries.”

			“Christmas isn’t over until midnight.” Jorja set two burger baskets in front of the guys at the bar. “But you were sure enough right. Did you have a good Christmas?”

			Chigger flashed a diamond ring at her. “Frankie and I are engaged. I said yes, but the wedding ain’t happenin’ for a long time.”

			“Why’s that?” Cameron handed her the pitcher of beer.

			“It took five years for me to say yes to the ring. I’m in no hurry to say yes to the wedding cake or the dress either one.” Chigger grinned. “Did y’all have a good Christmas?”

			“The best,” Jorja answered and went back to work on the next order.

			“Really?” Cameron asked. “We didn’t even have presents.”

			“Yes, we did,” she protested with a bump of her hip against his. “I killed spiders on Christmas morning for you, and you made me laugh. Those things are more important than material things.”

			“Does that mean we’re not giving gifts next year?” he asked.

			“Hell, no! I still believe in Santa, so he’d better bring me something next year, and I do like my Santa in a Stetson,” she flirted.

			He chuckled. “What do you think you’ll give Santa next year?”

			“A can of bug spray to start with,” she answered, “and a fly swatter.”

			“Sounds good to me.” He set two shot glasses on the bar and poured them full of Jack Daniel’s.

			“I’ll be your Santa, darlin’.” One of the cowboys winked and tipped his black cowboy hat toward Jorja. “I’ve got the hat, and I’ll get you a big, beautiful present.”

			“That’s so sweet, but from that ring on your finger, darlin’, I’d say you better be saving all your pennies to get your wife something big and beautiful,” she told him.

			“Busted!” The cowboy laughed.

			“Good catch,” Cameron whispered.

			Jorja had settled into her new job so effortlessly that she wondered if she hadn’t owned a bar in a past life—if reincarnation even existed. She felt like she’d been right there, working beside Cameron for months, not days. There had to be a logical explanation for it, but she was too busy to give it much thought. She finished up the order she was working on, put it on a tray, and took it out to a table with four young women. They were all dressed in what looked like brand-new blinged-out jeans, cowgirl boots, and western shirts. Their Santa Claus had certainly been good to them that year, and before the night was over, they just might have a little more luck in their lives.

			The idea of luck brought Haggard’s song back to her mind, and as fate would have it, someone played it on the jukebox. Jorja had to weave in and out among the people on the crowded dance floor to get back to the bar. Folks must really like that song, she thought. Everyone was dancing except for one blonde who was sitting on a stool with her back turned. She looked vaguely familiar, which meant that she’d probably been in the Honky Tonk earlier in the week. Someday Jorja would be able to put names with faces.

			She rounded the end of the bar and turned around. “What can I get you?” she asked without really looking at the woman.

			“A suitcase to pack your things in,” Abigail said.

			Jorja jerked her head up to see her sister glaring right at her. “Merry Christmas to you, too.”

			“I’m in no mood for your sass. Mama sent me to bring you home. I got an Uber from the airport and it was a horrible trip, so come out from there, and let’s start packing. I’ll be riding with you in your car on the way back.” Abigail’s mouth was set in a thin line that said she wasn’t taking no for an answer.

			Jorja flipped two meat patties onto the grill and filled the deep fry basket with onion rings. “You must be hungry.”

			“I am starving, but you won’t change my mind with a burger basket. I’m not going home without you,” Abigail declared.

			Jorja wouldn’t argue with her sister right there in her place of business, but she wasn’t going anywhere—most of all not back to Hurricane Mills.

			She motioned for Cameron to come to her end of the bar. “Need some help?” he called out over the top of the noise.

			“Yes, I do.” Jorja tried to let him know with her expression that he was walking into something worse than a whole nest of spiders.

			“What can I do?” He stopped right in front of her.

			“You can meet my sister, Abigail, who for some crazy reason thinks I’m going to let her drive my car back to Tennessee,” she answered.

			“Pleased to meet you.” Cameron nodded toward Abigail and then turned his focus back to Jorja. “Honey, if she needs your car, we’ve still got my pickup. We’ll be fine with one vehicle.”

			“She thinks I’m going to be in the car with her, daw…lin’.” Jorja dragged out the endearment like a native of southern Louisiana.

			“Oh, well now, that poses a real problem.” Cameron chuckled. “I can’t run this place by myself. You have superpowers and protect me from spiders and make me believe in signs, miracles, and magic.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about, but Jorja is not going to disgrace the family by owning or working in a place like this. Call it an intervention or a kidnapping or whatever you want, but if I have to hog tie you and strap you to the top of your car, I will take you home.” Abigail shot daggers by turn at each of them.

			Jorja finished making the food and set it in front of Abigail. “Eat this and then go through that door right there and take a nap on my bed. You’ll know which one it is by the look of it. We’ll talk at two o’clock when Cameron and I close up the place and, honey, the universe has spoken to me. Who am I to refuse to listen when something that big and important tells me this is where I belong.”

			“I’m not going anywhere,” Abigail bit into a hot onion ring. “I don’t trust you not to go somewhere and hide, and what do you mean, I’ll know your bed? Are you sleeping in the same room with this man?”

			“Yes, ma’am, I am, and I think I remember telling you that already,” Jorja answered.

			Chigger sat down on the stool right beside Abigail and nudged her with her shoulder. “I’m Chigger and, honey, if she wasn’t sharing the Honky Tonk apartment with Cameron, I’d give my brand-new engagement ring back to Frankie and offer to share more than a room with him. Jorja, darlin’, would you get me and Frankie an order of fries? We done worked up an appetite out there on the dance floor.”

			The grease sizzled when Jorja sank the basket of frozen fries into it, but it couldn’t possibly sizzle as much as the temper she was holding inside of her. How dare her sister show up and think she could control her life! Jorja was almost thirty years old, by damn, and she’d lived on her own for more than a decade. No one had come to Nashville and tried to force her to go back to Hurricane Mills when she took the job with an obscure country music label.

			“What are you going to do?” Cameron whispered as he got two longneck Coors from the refrigerator.

			“My job,” Jorja answered, “and ignore my sister. If she wants to get blisters on her butt sitting there, then she can live with the pain of them all the way back to Tennessee. Maybe enough drunk cowboys will hit on her that she’ll give up and go take a nap.”

			Nothing or no one could have convinced Jorja more quickly that she was right where she needed to be, and where she intended to stay, than Abigail showing up and making her demands. Jorja liked working with Cameron, loved living with him, and really liked the way his kisses jacked up her pulse. The devil himself, wearing a black Stetson and tight blue jeans, and riding a big white horse would have a fight on his hands if he even thought he could drag Jorja back to Tennessee.

			Jorja and Cameron were swamped for the next four hours. She didn’t have time to talk to Abigail, and her sister didn’t budge off the stool—not even to make a trip to the ladies’ room. Only a few die-hards were still at the bar when Cameron pointed at the clock.

			“Time to close, guys. Wishing all y’all one more Merry Christmas,” Cameron said.

			They stumbled to the coatrack beside the door and retrieved their jackets. Cameron locked the door behind them and then sank down in a chair as far away from the bar as possible.

			Traitor, Jorja thought, you could come on over here and give me some support.

			“Why don’t y’all get something cold to drink, and we’ll visit?” he said.

			Abigail’s high heels sounded like pops from a .22 rifle as she made her way across the wooden floor. Jorja grabbed a diet root beer and two bottles of Coors from the refrigerator and carried them to the table.

			“I’m not leaving.” Jorja set the drinks down and pulled a chair over closer to Cameron.

			“I hate to admit it, but I understand.” Abigail sighed.

			“Are you drunk or sleep-deprived?” Jorja asked.

			“No, I just got my eyes opened tonight.” Abigail got up and hugged her sister. “Cameron, would you mind if Jorja and I talked privately?”

			“Not one bit.” He picked up one of the beers. “I’ll go get my shower while you ladies visit, and I’ll be glad to sleep on the sofa in the office if Abigail wants to spend the night.”

			“Thank you.” Abigail nodded.

			Jorja waited until he was out of the room before she glared at her sister. “What did you and Mama think gave you the right to do something like this? I’m a grown woman, and I can make my own decisions.”

			“We love you, and this seemed so”—Abigail struggled with the right word—“so crazy. Hanging out in a bar in the middle of nowhere in Texas with a man you’d never met before, and that’s before we even knew y’all were living together. What would you have done if you had a daughter and she was doing this?”

			“I hope I would trust her enough to make her own decisions and support her in them.” Jorja twisted the cap off her beer and took a long drink.

			“Well, I hope one of my girls never puts me to this test.” Abigail eyed the beer, but finally took a sip of her root beer. “I’m not staying here tonight. I’m going back to Fort Worth as soon as I finish this root beer and use the ladies’ room.”

			“Why? What changed your mind?” Jorja asked.

			“You’ll think I’m crazy if I tell you.” Abigail’s cheeks turned slightly red.

			“Probably, but I already think you’re insane for flying out here on Christmas with the intention of kidnapping me, so spit it out,” Jorja said.

			“It’s the way that Cameron looks at you,” Abigail said. “Daddy still looks at Mama like that, and the second thing is that you are happy. I can see it in your face when you’re working, and I heard you humming a couple of times.”

			“I had to hum to calm myself down. I wanted to climb on top of the bar and kick you off that barstool.” Jorja was pretty sure that her sister was creating an excuse to tell their mother so she wouldn’t be in trouble for not bringing her errant younger sister back with her. “You are right on one count. I am happy. I don’t have to worry about deadlines or what people think of my work. I just have to show up, draw beer, and man the grill. Cameron and I get along famously well, and we like each other a lot.”

			“I can see that, and I believe he’s a good man. If he’s not, I trust you to take care of things.” Abigail finished off her root beer. “I’m going home. I’ve already called, and an Uber will be here in ten minutes to take me back to the airport. I can get an early-morning flight out of Fort Worth and be home in time to have leftovers for lunch. I’ll pave the way for when you bring Cameron home to ask Daddy for your hand in marriage.”

			“Hey, now!” Jorja threw up both palms. “Let’s don’t get ahead of ourselves.”

			“Just callin’ it like I see it and, honey, don’t worry. Cameron don’t even know it yet either. If someone had told me I’d sit in an old dive bar for four hours and leave without you, I would have had them committed, but I feel in my heart that you are right where you belong and with who you belong with.” She pushed her chair back and bent to give Jorja a hug. “Merry Christmas and promise me you’ll try to get away to come visit us soon. I don’t think I’ll be able to drag Mama and Daddy to a place like this, and they really want to see you.”

			“Miracles really do happen at Christmas.” Jorja grinned.

			* * *

			Cameron took a quick shower, pulled on a pair of pajama pants that his mother had given him last Christmas and a T-shirt, and then began to pace the floor. If Abigail talked Jorja into going back to Tennessee, he’d have to find someone to help run the bar. He and Jorja had fallen into the partnership so easily that it was like they could read each other’s minds from the beginning. Cameron didn’t believe in love at first sight, and his disbelief was compounded by the fact that Jorja had a gun pointed at him the first time he laid eyes on her. That disbelief aside, he couldn’t explain in any other way this thing that was obviously developing between them.

			Finally, after several trips from the wall where the television hung to the kitchen sink and back again, he heard a vehicle start up. He rushed to the window, cupped his hands around his eyes, and looked out, but he couldn’t see a blessed thing. Was one person or two in the car? He couldn’t tell, but lo and behold, there were two squirrels playing chase up and down Mr. Frank James Snowman. A bit of tinsel sparkled on one of their tails.

			“I’ll be damned.” He chuckled. “Jorja is right. Fate or the universe or the magic of Christmas is trying to tell us something. Squirrels don’t even come out to play at night, and yet there they are. I can’t deny all the signs any longer now.”

			The door from the bar into the apartment swung open, and Jorja headed toward the bathroom. He was almost afraid to turn around. Now that he had admitted that they belonged together as more than just partners, he didn’t want her to leave. Should he beg her to stay? He finally whipped around and locked eyes with her.

			“Are you leaving or staying?” He couldn’t tell from her expression. Maybe her intention was to get her Christmas shower curtain and pack it with the rest of her stuff.

			Jorja yawned. “I’m not going anywhere, and Abigail is on her way back to Fort Worth to the airport. She says there’s an early-morning flight to Nashville, and she’ll be on it.”

			“Thank God.” He heaved a big sigh of relief.

			“Are you glad she’s going so you don’t have to sleep on that lumpy sofa in the office, or because I’m staying and you can get a decent night’s rest in your own bed?” she asked.

			He took a couple of long steps toward her, wrapped her in his arms, and swung her around. “I’d sleep on the floor if I had to, darlin’. I’m just glad you are stayin’. We make a good couple, and I didn’t want you to leave.”

			“As in partners, or…”

			He answered her question when his lips came down on hers in a long, passionate kiss. When it ended, he led her to the table and pulled a chair out for her. “As in everything, Jorja Jenks. I don’t know what the future holds, but right now, no matter what it is, I want us to be together in all of it.”

			“I don’t take risks,” she whispered. “I usually calculate every single move I make. Signing the papers to take over this bar with you was the most impulsive thing I have ever done. After watching my sister glare at me for the past four hours, it seems like the smartest move I’ve ever made.” She stopped and took a deep breath. “And no matter what the future holds, we can face it together. After all, you are the snake slayer and I’m the spider killer. We make an excellent couple.” She took him by the hand, stood up, and led him out into the bar.

			The place was a total mess with bottles, mugs, and pitchers on the tables, and chairs strewn about everywhere, but that didn’t matter. All the decorations were still lit up and sparkling.

			“Look,” Jorja pointed to the window. “The sky has cleared, and the stars are dancing around the moon.”

			“What are we doing in here?” he asked. “If we’re going to have a midnight snack, I’d rather have a chunk of that cobbler you made for our dinner.”

			“Later,” she told him as she plugged coins into the jukebox, took him by the hand, and pulled him toward the door.

			When they were on the porch, she wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her body close to his, then pointed at the porch rail where a pair of robins were roosting. “Robins are a harbinger of spring. They’re telling us that we belong together every season in the year, not just at Christmas.”

			“I believe it,” she said. “This is our song, and I wanted to have this dance with you out here under the real lucky stars.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Cameron two-stepped with her on the porch for the first verse and then danced her back into the bar for the rest of the song. “We’d freeze if we stay out there any longer,” he said.

			“Not when I’m in your arms,” she whispered. “We should close out Christmas this way from now on.”

			“I love that idea. Merry Christmas to us,” he agreed and brushed a soft kiss across her lips.

			The End
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			Chapter 1

			The whirring of the helicopter blades cut through the hot Iraqi desert wind. It was late summer, and the shamal wind was throwing enough sand around to limit visibility. But she could make out the target in her crosshairs, and the sand kept the choppers from getting a direct bead on her and Jonah. They’d already made four passes. She had sand in her mouth, sand in her boots and in her ears. She’d been trained to ignore everything and take out the target, but that damned buzzing noise reminded her of a bunch of swarming bees—and she hated bees.

			“Keep focused on the target,” she whispered so low that Jonah couldn’t hear the words.

			She set the crosshairs on the terrorist behind the machine gun mounted on the hood of a military jeep. She’d never missed yet and didn’t want to spoil her record.

			“Convoy is less than a mile from the ambush,” her commander’s voice said on the radio. “Fire when ready.”

			“Yes, sir,” she said. “Adjustments, Jonah?”

			Her spotter ran his finger down a column of numbers and called out the wind velocity. She made adjustments in the blistering heat. She took a deep breath and blinked twice for good luck. If she took out the ambush, the convoy took her friends back to base. If she didn’t, there’d be widows and orphans crying that night in the States.

			Sweat trickled down between her breasts to puddle at the bottom of her bra where a sand trap waited. Evidently God knew what he was doing when he gave breasts to women and not men. Boy soldiers wouldn’t last ten minutes out in the heat with bras biting their ribs and shoulders. They’d scratch and fidget until the enemy blew their weak little asses all over the sand. She wiped moisture from her brow, inhaled, and blinked twice again for good luck. Then she pulled the trigger and the target dropped graveyard dead.

			“Mission complete. Convoy can proceed. Send in rescue,” she said.

			Gunfire started and the sand kicked up all around her. She looked over at Jonah to tell him to keep his head down and get ready to run when their rescue team lit. His chin rested on his chest, and blood was everywhere.

			“Jonah’s down!” she screamed into the radio. “Send me some help now. Jonah is shot.”

			* * *

			“Hello, anybody home?” a deep Texas drawl yelled, and light from the open door filled the Honky Tonk.

			She jerked her head up and scanned the area. It was dark and cool. Where had the desert gone? Where was her rifle and why was she wearing cowboy boots? She looked to her right and Jonah Black was gone. She drew her eyebrows down. He’d been there the last time she blinked. Then the past faded into the dark corners of the beer joint and the present brought a cowboy across the hardwood dance floor.

			“Back here.” Her voice was hoarse and her mouth dry. She’d fallen asleep on the table when she sat down for a rest. Her arms tingled as the feeling returned, and her heart pounded. It was the same thing every time she went to sleep. Recurring dreams of Iraq, of the job that women did not do and were not trained to do in the army. But Sharlene had done the job, and when she was discharged, she’d brought it home with her in the form of nightmares.

			The sound of cowboy bootheels on the hardwood floor coming toward her sounded like gunfire. She covered her ears and shook her head. She needed another second or two to bury the visions and pull herself away from the sight of Jonah and his dark-brown dead eyes.

			“I’m looking for Sharlene Waverly. I was supposed to meet her here at one o’clock.” The Texas voice grew closer.

			She stood up and extended her hand. “I’m Sharlene. You must be Holt Jackson. Have a seat. Can I get you a beer?”

			Holt’s big hand swallowed hers. He noticed that her hand trembled when he shook it.

			“No, I’m fine. You are Sharlene Waverly?” He frowned as he let go of her hand.

			She had kinky red hair and green eyes. She didn’t look old enough to work behind the bar, much less own one. She barely came to his shoulder and would have to produce an ID to get out of a convenience store with a six-pack.

			“Yes, I am. Sit and we’ll talk.” She motioned toward the table with four chairs around it and an empty beer bottle on the top. “I was just about to start cleaning up the place from last night’s business. I fell asleep with my arms under my head and they’re still tingling.” She shook her arms to restore feeling.

			He pulled out a chair and sat across the table from her. He was tall with thick, dark hair that tickled his shirt collar. His mossy-reen eyes scanned the beer joint, finally coming to rest on her.

			“So where do you want to build an addition to this place?”

			She pointed toward the north end of the Honky Tonk. “I want to knock out half of that wall and make a room as big as the original Honky Tonk. I’ll put the pool tables and jukeboxes back there, and that will leave more room in here for a bigger dance floor. Hardwood floors, paneling on the walls. The good stuff, not that stuff that looks as cheap as it is.”

			“Why not go to the south?” he asked.

			“Because I’m barely over the county line as it is. Erath County is dry. Palo Pinto is wet. If I get over into Erath County, I couldn’t have a beer joint,” she explained.

			He stood up and reached for a steel tape fastened to his belt. A vision of someone grabbing a gun made her flinch, but she covered it well by throwing her hand over her mouth to cover a fake cough.

			He pulled a small spiral-topped notebook from the pocket of his chambray work shirt and began measuring and making calculations. “Twice as big? That’s a hell of a big addition.”

			“I need a big addition. Folks are waiting in the parking lot now because my max says three hundred or less. I want to be able to bring in more customers.”

			Holt made notations and measured some more. “Windows?”

			“No. Solid walls. No windows and no frilly curtains. I run a beer joint here, not a boardinghouse for proper little girls.”

			“Why?” Holt asked.

			“Because I like running a beer joint and I would not like a bunch of whiny little girls fussing all day long about having to learn the proper way to set a table,” she said.

			“Why no windows? It’s your business what you do for a living, lady, not mine. I’m just here to build an addition.” Holt grinned.

			“Sorry that I bit at you. I’m grouchy today. It’s not your fault. Drunks aren’t real good with windows. If they get into a fight before Luther can break it up, the walls don’t break. I’m going to clean while you figure, then we’ll talk when you get the estimate worked up,” Sharlene answered.

			Holt worked for half an hour, then slipped the tape back on his belt and hiked a hip onto a barstool. “I’ll take that beer now, Miz Waverly. If you like my estimate and can find me a rental house with a yard in Mingus, I can do this job for you.”

			“Call me Sharlene. ‘Miz Waverly’ makes me look behind me to see if my momma is in the place. Let’s see, it’s mid-August. I’d like to have it finished and ready by Christmas…” She hesitated because it was on the tip of her tongue to tell him that she’d give him her apartment if he could have it done by Thanksgiving.

			“You don’t know much about building, do you?” he asked.

			She shrugged. “Not really. Is that not doable?”

			“I can get this done by Halloween if we have good weather. Probably within eight weeks, which would finish it by mid-to-late October,” he said.

			“Really?”

			“I’m figuring we can have it done in eight weeks, maximum,” he said.

			“How big is your crew?”

			“I’ve got three men who work for me. If it’s a long distance from home, we live in our travel trailers. If it’s close by, we commute. I see you’ve got some trailer spaces over there. Interested in renting two of them?”

			“Two? Why only two if you’ve got three men who work for you?”

			“Two are from up close to Wichita Falls. That’d be a pretty long commute, and they are both single so they don’t mind staying on the site. The other is from Palo Pinto. I reckon he’d rather commute since he’s married and has kids.”

			She nodded. “I’ve got plenty of spaces back there. Plumbing, water, and electricity go with the rent.”

			He glanced at the bar. “Pretty nice location for Kent and Chad. They’re brothers, by the way, and they’ll love the idea of being close to a beer joint so they can get a brew after working all day.”

			She set a beer in front of him. “Estimate?”

			He handed her the paper and tipped up the bottle.

			It was twenty percent higher than she’d figured but less than Merle had thought it could be. She could afford it. “I can live with these numbers. When can you start?”

			“Monday morning. I’ll call Chad, Kent, and Bennie and tell them. They’ll be here sometime over the weekend to get the trailers hooked up. We’ll get our equipment set up, the materials ordered, and hopefully get it stringed up and leveled on Monday. Then Bennie will begin the concrete work Monday morning. I figured you’d wrangle with me on the price. I allowed ten percent for some haggling room.”

			“Then take ten percent off. But I don’t want concrete floors.”

			He held up his palm. “I know what you want. The concrete is for the foundation. I know what I’m doing Miz… Sharlene.”

			“Then yes, we have a deal and you can start the job.”

			He set the bottle down. “Not so fast. I’ll need a place to live. I was renting a trailer up in Palo Pinto and I could commute, but the hot-water tank blew a gasket and flooded the whole thing. Owner doesn’t want to fix it so we’ve got to find a place to live. Find me a rental house by tomorrow and then we’ll have a deal.”

			Sharlene cocked her head to one side. “How about a side bet? You get the trailer spaces and a house free of rent if you promise you can get the job done by Thanksgiving. If you fail, then I get to take your rent out of the final payment. I’ll pay you half now and half when it’s finished. That all right with you?”

			He extended his hand. “Sounds pretty good to me.”

			She shook with him. “Good. I’ll get the keys from my purse.”

			“You own a rental house?”

			“I do.”

			“And where is this house?”

			“Which way did you come into town?” she asked.

			“From Palo Pinto.”

			“Did you see that house by the post office? The turquoise one with hot-pink trim and yellow porch posts? It’s got two orange rockers on the porch.”

			He shuddered. He’d seen the house all right and wondered what drunk had painted it. “So you own that white frame house just west of it?” he asked.

			Sharlene handed him the keys. “No, I own the turquoise one. It’s yours until the job is done.”

			Holt groaned. “How big is it, and does it have kitchen appliances?”

			She nodded. “Kitchen, living room, two bedrooms. Larissa left living room furniture in there. You can move it out into the garage out back of the Tonk or use it. Stove, refrigerator, and the washer and dryer are in the kitchen. You still interested?”

			“You think I’ll turn it down, don’t you,” he said.

			“Lord, I hope not.”

			“Are there any other houses in town?” he asked. He’d gladly pay rent to live in something that didn’t look like a human-sized Barbie dollhouse.

			She shook her head and grinned.

			“Okay, then, it’ll do until after Thanksgiving. Now there’s one more little matter we have to discuss before I actually take a check from you. I’ve got two kids. They’ll start first grade in a couple of weeks, but I bring them to work with me every day until then. They won’t get in your way, I promise. If that’s a problem, then the deal is off.”

			She frowned. “Ever think of a babysitter?”

			He shrugged. “Tried it. Didn’t work. Won’t try again.”

			“If that’s the only problem, then welcome to Mingus, Holt Jackson,” Sharlene said.

			* * *

			Holt picked up his sweet iced tea, sipped it, and then set it back down. He reached across the table and touched Nikki’s hand. Perfectly white-­tipped fingernails, a nice diamond dinner ring, and skin as smooth as silk. She wore one of those little black dresses with thin straps and a ruffle at the knees showing off her legs, browned to the right shade from daily visits to the tanning bed during her lunch break.

			“So where are we, Holt Jackson?” She laid the menu to the side and looked him in the eye.

			Tonight her eyes were crystal blue and matched the color on her eyelids. Holt should have thought it was sexy, but it reminded him of the skin on a dead chicken’s eyelids. Three years ago in the fall he’d helped Kent and Chad’s parents kill and freeze a hundred fryers, and Nikki’s eye shadow was that exact same shade.

			“I like your eyes better their natural color,” he said.

			“My eyes, like my hair, change with my mood. Tonight I was blue thinking about how long we’ve been going out and how you run from commitment. And this week I wanted to be a blonde,” she said. “Would you please give me a straight answer?”

			“I’ve got the kids and they take a lot of my time. You knew that from our first date,” he said.

			The waitress appeared at their table. “You ready to order now?”

			“I’ll have the chicken parmigiana and bring a bottle of Principato Rosato wine,” Nikki said.

			“And you, sir?” the waitress asked Holt.

			“The lasagna, please.” He handed the waitress the menu.

			“May I suggest a bottle of Rocca delle Macie Chianti Classico Riserva with that?”

			“Sweet tea is fine. I’m driving so I’d better not be drinking,” he said.

			“Kids!” Nikki muttered.

			“It’s against the law to shoot the little critters, and I’ve taken a real likin’ to them so I don’t reckon I’d shoot ’em anyway,” he drawled.

			She jerked her hand out from under his and held both of them in her lap. “This isn’t going to work for me, Holt. It’s bad enough that you run all over creation with that job of yours, but now the kids…”

			He leaned back in the booth, lowered his chin, and looked at her from under thick, dark brows. “You knew what I did when we started dating.”

			“I guess I thought you’d change for me. I love Dallas and Fort Worth. You could do your little construction jobs in Dallas until you could find a decent office job,” she told him.

			He frowned. “I don’t want a decent office job. I love my job and my business, and I don’t like big cities.”

			The waitress brought their salad in a big chilled bowl and set it on the table between them, along with a basket of warm garlic breadsticks. She placed chilled bowls and plates in front of Nikki and Holt.

			“Would you please bring my meal in a to-go box?” Nikki said. “I won’t be eating here.”

			Holt put both hands on the table. “Nikki, I’m all they’ve got. I can’t forsake them,” he said.

			“There are dozens of good boarding schools. Couple right here in this area where they’d be taken care of and given a wonderful education. I attended them when I was their age. You don’t have to have them underfoot twenty-four seven.”

			He sighed. “But I like them underfoot all the time. That’s why I take them to work with me. I wouldn’t put them in a boarding school even if I had the money.”

			“I’ve got the money and I’ll pay for it. You commit. I’ll pay. Last chance. Going, going…” She hesitated.

			He shook his head.

			“Gone!”

			She picked up her purse and slid out of the booth. “I’ll pick up my dinner at the front counter. Have a nice life, Holt. You’re a good man, just not good for me.”

			“Goodbye, Nikki,” he whispered.

			* * *

			“One more tequila shot and I’m calling it a night,” Sharlene said.

			Her four friends all hooted.

			The tall blonde patted her on the arm. “You’ve been saying that for the last six. I haven’t seen you this wasted since the night we had the party in New York when you came home. Remember when you sober up that we are holding you to your promise to come see each of us and sign books in our town this winter. That’s only three months away, and we aren’t going to let you back out.”

			“I deserved to get plastered out of my mind when I got back stateside. You fair-weather friends left me over there the last two months all by myself. And I’ll be there. I’ll feel like a big celebrity signing books. Three months? What month is this anyway?” Sharlene slurred.

			The short brunette giggled. “It’s August 15, darlin’. Four years to the day since we left you in Iraq and came home without you. It wasn’t very nice of us to leave you like that, was it? But if they’d have given me a choice of staying and sleeping with Brad Pitt every night or coming home, old Brad would have been sleepin’ alone.”

			Sharlene laughed with her. “We got to do this more often.”

			“What? Get drunk?” Kayla asked.

			“No, get together and talk about it. No one but a vet understands what went on over there. Was it hard for you to leave behind?” Sharlene rubbed her eyes and smeared mascara.

			“Hell, yeah,” Kayla said.

			Sharlene nodded. “I still hear the helicopters in my sleep.”

			“We all do,” Kayla whispered. “Bringing the dead and maimed to the hospital.”

			“That sound of them buzzing around haunts my dreams and…” Sharlene clamped a hand over her mouth. Not even her four best friends were privy to the classified ops she and Jonah shared. She’d been in hospital administration, and only she and a handful of top officials knew what else she did.

			“It’ll get better with time.” Kayla patted her arm.

			“When I’m so old I have demen…dement…whatever the hell that word is that means I can’t remember, I’ll still hear them,” she said.

			“Well, it’s midnight and I’ve got to drive this bunch to the airport in five hours so I’m going to call it a night for all of us,” said Maria, the short, dark-haired one of the group.

			“Not me. I’m going to sit right here and watch you all go. Just like I did back then. I’m going to drink one more beer and then go to my hotel. It’s just a couple of blocks from here. I’ll be fine,” Sharlene told them.

			“You sure?” Maria asked.

			“Sure as sand will sneak into your underbritches.” Sharlene laughed at her own joke. “Call me when you get home, all of you.”

			Group hugs. One more toast with one more round of tequila shots. One more suck on a lime wedge. And they were all four gone.

			Sharlene looked at all the empty bottles and shot glasses on the table. “Shhhtory of my life,” she muttered. She pushed the chair back, staggered to the bar, and slapped it with her fist. “One more Coors.”

			Holt could hardly believe his eyes. It couldn’t be Sharlene Waverly of Mingus, Texas, slapping the bar right beside him. He’d just visited with her yesterday and moved into her rental house that very morning. The kids had been elated to have a house again. Judd had done a jig all the way to the front porch when she saw the hideous multicolored house.

			“I’ll give you one more beer for your car keys. I can call you a taxi, but I can’t let you drive as drunk as you are,” the bartender said.

			“Over my dead body. I can drive an army jeep back to the barracks through a sharqi windstorm after an all-night mission. I can drive anything with four wheels and can shoot the eyes out of a rattlesnake at fifty yards, so give me a beer and I’ll drive myself to the hotel. Besides, it’s only two blocks from here,” she argued loudly.

			“She’s with me,” Holt said. “Give her a beer and I’ll see to it she makes it home.”

			“And who the hell are you?” Sharlene turned bloodshot eyes at him. Was there one or two fine-looking cowboys sitting on the stool? Dear God, was that Holt Jackson, the man she’d hired to add the addition to the Honky Tonk?

			“Don’t you remember me? I’m Holt, the man who’s going to put an addition on your beer joint in Mingus,” he said.

			“Well, slap some camouflage on my sorry butt and call me a soldier, I believe it is.” She picked up the bottle of beer and turned it up. “And you’re going to take me home?”

			“Wherever you need to go. Boss gets killed, I don’t have a job.”

			She set the bottle down with a thump. “Well, pay the man and let’s get out of here, Mr. Jolt Hackson.”

			The bartender waved away the bill Holt held out. “Her friends took care of their bill and paid for her last drink. They made me promise to call a taxi for her. She’s pretty wasted.”

			“Shit-faced is more like it,” Holt said.

			Sharlene laughed and stumbled when she slid off the bar.

			Holt hooked an arm around her waist and slipped his fingers through her belt loops. He led her outside where the hot night air rushed to meet them as if someone had opened a giant bake oven in the parking lot.

			“Hot, ain’t it? That’s my pink VW Bug over there. Just put me in it and follow me to my hotel, cowboy.” She tried to drag him in that direction.

			“You are not driving anywhere, not even out of this lot, Sharlene.”

			“I been to Iraq. I could take you in a fight. I’m that good. Don’t let my size fool you,” she said.

			Holt grinned. “Where’s your hotel key? I’ll take you there, and you can get a taxi to come get your car in the morning.”

			She fumbled in the back pocket of her jeans and brought out a paper envelope to the Super 8 with the room number written on the outside. “If you look that way…” She squinted to the south and tilted her head to one side. “Nope, guess it’s that way…” She turned too quickly and fell into his arms. “There’s that sorry sucker. Do you reckon they moved the sign while me and my friends were in the bar?”

			Holt laughed. “Surprising how those things happen when you’ve had too much to drink.”

			“I’m not that drunk. I was worse than this when I came home from Iraq. They all came to New York to welcome me home. Did I tell you that I was in Iraq two years? They killed Jonah. Sand was everywhere. Blowing in my eyes and sneaking down my bra. It was everywhere. It was hot like this, only hotter. Take me to my hotel. It’s cool there,” she said.

			He put her in the cab of his pickup truck and drove to the Super 8. She was snoring when he parked.

			“Hey, wake up, Sharlene; you are home,” he said.

			She didn’t move.

			“Damn!” he swore as he opened the door and rounded the back end of the truck. He opened the door, and she fell out into his arms but didn’t open her eyes. He carried her like a bride through the front door, across the lobby, and down the hall to the right to her room. It took some maneuvering to get the key out of his shirt pocket without dropping her, but he managed.

			He laid her on the bed, removed her boots and denim miniskirt, pulled the comforter up from the side of the bed, and started to cover her when her eyes popped open. “Shhh, if you make a noise they’ll see us. You have to be very quiet. They’re up there but you might not hear them yet. I hate this place. I want to go home where it’s green and there ain’t burned-up trucks and bombed-out buildings.”

			“What do you hear, Sharlene?”

			“The helicopter blades. They buzz like flies lighting on cow patties. Shhh, they’ll be here soon and we haven’t finished the job. If we don’t do it, the men will be in trouble.”

			He sat down on the other side of the bed. She grabbed his arm, looked him right in the eyes, and pulled at his arm. “Get down or they’ll see you. Don’t make a noise. I can’t get you out of here if you talk. Just lie here beside me until they are gone.”

			“I’ll be quiet.” He stretched out beside her.

			Her eyes snapped shut and she snuggled up to his side. He decided to wait until she was snoring again before he left. As drunk as she was, she might see aliens the next time her eyes opened, and if the hotel owner had her committed, he wouldn’t have a job come Monday morning.

			So she’d been in Iraq, had she? Were those the demons that made her get drunk? He thought of his sister and the night she died because of a drunk driver. He fell asleep with his sister on his mind and a strange woman in his arms.

			* * *

			A sliver of sunshine poured into the room in a long uneven line through a split in the draperies. Sharlene grabbed a pillow and crammed it over her head. She hadn’t had such a hellish hangover since she got home from Iraq. They’d had a party to celebrate her homecoming and they’d really tied one on that night. The next morning her head had been only slightly smaller than a galvanized milk bucket. Her head had throbbed with every beat of her heart and she’d sworn she’d never get drunk again. But there she was in a hotel room with the same damn symptoms.

			She needed a glass of tomato juice spiked with an egg and lemon and three or four aspirin. Somehow she didn’t think raw eggs and tomato juice would be on the free continental breakfast bar in the hotel dining room. She peeked out from under the pillow at the clock. The numbers were blurry but it was nine o’clock. Two hours until checkout. That gave her plenty of time for a shower. Maybe warm water would stop her head from pounding like a son of a bitch.

			She and her friends had hit four…or was it five bars? She didn’t remember dancing on any tabletops or getting into fights. She checked her knuckles and they were free of bloody scabs. No bruises on her arms or legs. She wiggled but didn’t feel like she’d been kicked or beaten. Either she didn’t start a fight or she won. She frowned and in the fog of the hangover from hell she remembered arguing with a man. Then the helicopters were overhead and she told him that Jonah was dead.

			Then they all left and the man brought her to the hotel. She sat up so quickly that her head spun around like she was riding a Tilt-A-Whirl at Six Flags. She was hot and sweaty, barefoot, and her skirt was missing. She was still wearing panties, a T-shirt, and a bra, so evidently the man had put her to bed and left.

			The newspaper reporter in her instantly asked for what, when, who, and how. She drew her brow down and remembered the what. She’d been drunk and passed out in his truck. The when involved after all the bars closed. The rest was a blur.

			She moaned as she sat up on the edge of the bed and the night came back in foggy detail. Four of her girlfriends who’d served with her in Iraq had come to Weatherford for a reunion weekend. One from Panama City, Florida; one from Chambersburg, Pennsylvania; another from Nashville; and the fourth from Savannah, Georgia. Sharlene could only get away for Sunday so they’d flown into Dallas and saved the best until she arrived. One beer led to another and that led to a pitcher of margaritas and then the tequila shots. She vaguely remembered a tequila sunrise or two in the mix. Her stomach lurched when she stood up, and the room did a couple of lopsided twirls.

			She leaned on the dresser until everything was standing upright and her stomach settled down. If she waited for her head to stop pounding, she’d be there until hell froze over or three days past eternity—whichever came first.

			She held her head with both hands as she stumbled toward the bathroom. Hangovers had been invented in hell for fools who drank too much. Or maybe the angels developed them. A good hangover would keep more people out of hell than a silver-tongued preacher man ever could.

			“Holt Jackson! Dear God! That’s who brought me home. Lord, he’ll think I’m a drunk and a slut.”

			She’d slept in his arms and had not dreamed. Even with a hangover, she knew she hadn’t dreamed. She hadn’t seen Jonah’s eyes the night before, and she’d slept for the first time in years without the nightmares. She looked back at the tangled sheets on the king-sized bed, and the rush of what might have happened made her even dizzier than the hangover. She grabbed the wall and scanned each corner of the room.

			“Did we? I can’t remember. Oh, shit! I can’t remember anything but getting into his truck,” she whispered. She reached for the knob to open the bathroom door. It swung to the inside and there stood Holt Jackson, drying his hands on a white hotel towel. She had to hang onto the knob for support or she would have fallen into his arms.

			“Good morning,” he said.

			She rushed inside, shoved him out, and hung her head over the toilet. When she finished, she washed her face and brushed her teeth. She heard deep laughter and bristled. Sure, she was in misery, but he had no right to laugh at her unless he was a saint or an angel and had never had a hangover. When she opened the door, he was sitting on the end of the bed, putting on his boots and watching cartoons. He ran his fingers through his dark-brown hair, and green eyes looked at her from beneath thick, deep, dark eyelashes. His face was square with a slight dimple in his chin and his lips were full.

			The anger left and was replaced with remorse. “Sorry about that. I haven’t been drunk in many years.”

			“Not since Iraq, huh?” he said.

			She glanced at the bed. “We didn’t… Did we?”

			“You snored and I fell asleep. Didn’t mean to, but it had been a long day with the moving and then driving to Fort Worth for supper. I apologize. Other than that, nothing happened.”

			“How did you know about Iraq?” she asked cautiously.

			“You tried to convince me that if you could drive an army jeep to the barracks from something or somewhere named Shalma that you could drive your pink Bug to the hotel,” he said.

			“That all I said?”

			“There was something about sand and helicopters, then you passed out. What did you do over there?” Holt asked.

			“My job,” she said. “Thanks for taking care of me. I appreciate it. I’m going to take a shower and go home.”

			“Sure?” he asked.

			“My head is throbbing and my stomach isn’t too sure about whether it’s going to punish me some more, but I’m sober. Still being drunk wouldn’t hurt this bad.” She tried to smile.

			“Okay, then. I’ll see you tomorrow at the building site. Be careful.” He waved at the door.

			She nodded and threw herself back on the bed.

			Holt had seen her in her white underpants and heard her throw up. Nothing the day could bring could top that. She waited five minutes and went back to the bathroom. She stood under the warm shower for twenty minutes, shampooed her hair twice, and could still smell smoke so she washed it a third time.

			A bass drum still pounded out a thump-thump-thump in her head when she threw back the shower curtain and wrapped a towel around her body and a separate one around her head. Using the back of her hand, she wiped a broad streak across the steamed-up mirror and checked her reflection. Dark circles rimmed her green eyes. Every freckle popped out across her nose. Kinky red hair peeked out from under the towel.

			She shut her eyes to the wreck in the mirror and got dressed. The last bar where she and her friends had landed was located close to her hotel. She could easily carry her tote bag and walk that far. She didn’t need to waste money on a taxi.

			The free continental breakfast offered doughnuts, cereal, milk, juice, and bagels. The thought of any kind of food set off her gag reflex so she bypassed all of it and checked out. The girls had said they needed to get together once a year from now on. Sharlene thought once every five years would be enough if she was going to feel like this the next morning. Hell’s bells, if she was going to suffer like this, she didn’t care if she never saw any of them again.

			The noise of the heavy equipment doing road construction between the hotel and the bar ground into her ears like artillery fire in the desert. Her cowboy boots on the sidewalk sounded like popping machine-gun chatter, and the bag on her shoulder weighed twice as much as her pack in Iraq. The August sun was doing its best to fry her brain, and sweat beaded up between her nose and upper lip. It wasn’t anything compared to the Iraqi desert, but heat and hangovers did not make good partners no matter what country they met up in.

			“If I ever get back to Mingus, I’m never drinking again. I may not even have my nightly after-hours beer,” she said.

			Her hot-pink Volkswagen Bug looked lonely in the bar parking lot. The night before she’d had to circle the lot a dozen times before she finally found a place to squeeze the little car into, but that morning it was the only car in the place. She opened the door, slung her bag into the passenger’s seat, started the engine, and turned on the air-conditioning.

			She bought a cup of coffee from a McDonald’s drive-by window before she got out on Interstate 20 and headed west toward Mingus. It was only forty miles from Weatherford to Mingus, but the way her head ached, it could have easily been five hundred miles. She hadn’t gotten relief when she parked her car in the garage behind the Honky Tonk. She carried her bags out across the grass to the door of her apartment located right behind the beer joint. She’d thought she’d move into the house in town that she’d inherited right along with the Tonk, but it was too convenient to walk through a door back behind the actual bar and be home at two o’clock in the morning.

			Ruby Lee had built the Honky Tonk back in the sixties, and nothing had changed since then. The outside was rough barn wood with a three-level facade and a wide front porch. Inside, a long room served as poolroom, dance floor, and bar with a few tables scattered here and there.

			Ruby had lived in the apartment in those first years before she bought a house in town. She died and left the Honky Tonk to Daisy, her bartender and surrogate daughter. Less than a year later, Daisy fell in love and married Jarod. She gave the joint to her cousin Cathy. Then Cathy and Travis got married, and she gave the bar to Larissa. Now Larissa was married to Hank, and she’d passed the bar and her house down to Sharlene.

			By the time Sharlene inherited the Tonk, it had a reputation for having a magical charm that created happy-ever-after marriages. Women flocked to it with a gleam in their eyes that reflected three-tiered cakes and big, white wedding gowns. Sharlene could have made a fortune if she’d put a little statue on the bar and charged five bucks to rub the place where its ceramic heart was located.

			In the beginning, Sharlene had come to the Tonk looking for a story that would get her a better office and a promotion at the Dallas Morning News. She’d offered to shadow Larissa looking for that human-interest story and they’d become friends. Before long she was living in the apartment back behind the Honky Tonk and helping Larissa out at the bar on weekends. When Sharlene got the pink slip from the newspaper, Larissa hired her full time. Going to Mingus for a story was the best thing Sharlene had done since she came home from Iraq. She’d found a home, written and sold a book instead, and wound up owning the beer joint.

			She forgot about the Honky Tonk charm when she slung open the door and yelled for Waylon. Usually he came running from the bedroom the minute he heard her, but that day he must have been in a pout because she’d left him alone. She checked the bed to find the pillows mashed down where he’d taken a nap. He wasn’t under the table or behind the sofa.

			“Waylon, where are you?” she singsonged as she held her head. “Damn cat, anyway. I’ve got a hangover and he’s in a snit. I’d trade places with him. He can have a headache and I’ll hide and pout.”

			She found him curled up behind the potty. When she called him, he ignored her. When she picked him up, he wasn’t breathing.

			“Waylon!” She sat down in the bathroom floor and wept, her tears dripping off her jaw and onto the dead cat’s fur.

			* * *

			She held him until she got the hiccups, then laid him gently on the bed and went to find something appropriate to bury him in. She found a boot box and lined it with his favorite fluffy blanket, laid him inside, and taped the lid down with duct tape. She carried the box out to her car and gently laid it on the passenger’s seat right beside her.

			“It’s a hell of a hearse but it’s all I’ve got, old boy. At least you’ll have a proper burial,” she said. She wiped away tears several times during the two-­mile drive from the place of death to the house where she intended to lay Waylon to rest at the edge of the garden plot.

			She pulled up in the driveway and removed the boot-box casket from the car and carried it to the garden. Two miniature bicycles were propped against the front of the shed, and toys were lined up on the back porch.

			“Crap! I forgot they were moving in over the weekend,” she said.

			She knocked on the back door to let Holt know she was there and exhaled loudly when no one answered. She dang sure wasn’t ready to face him again that day so she would get her cat buried, leave, and no one would be the wiser.

			The house had been the talk of Mingus when Larissa had painted it turquoise with hot-pink trim and yellow porch posts. Then when she painted two rocking chairs bright orange and set them on the porch, everyone in town had a hearty laugh at the sight. It looked like a massive hurricane had picked it up in the Bahamas and set it smack down on the edge of Mingus, Texas, without damaging a single board.

			Sharlene found the shovel in the toolshed, dug a good deep hole in the softened dirt, and laid Waylon in it. After she filled the dirt back in, she found a couple of boards and some wire in the shed. She made a small cross to set on his grave and painted his name on the crossbar in bright-yellow paint.

			She tapped it into the ground with the end of the shovel and began her eulogy. “Waylon, you were a good friend. I will miss you. You’ve listened to so many stories and helped me talk my way out of many problems.”

			She wiped sweat from her brow and fanned her face with the black straw hat that she only wore when she mowed the yard. She was gearing up to preach a sermon when she felt a presence behind her. Not another soul in Mingus even knew Waylon. Not even Merle, Luther, or Tessa. He’d been a very private cat and hid under the bed when anyone came inside the apartment. So who in the world would be coming around to his graveside services?

			She heard the doors of the truck slamming before she realized it had driven up in the driveway. When she turned around, Holt stood there with a kid hanging on each of his long legs.

			“Waylon died,” she said flatly.

			A little boy poked his head out from behind the man’s leg. “I’m not dead. I’m right here. Tell her I’m not dead. Don’t let her cover me up with dirt like they did Momma. I’m scared, Uncle Holt.”

			Sharlene dropped down on one knee to be at the little boy’s eye level. “I’m sorry. Is your name Waylon too? My cat was Waylon and he died.”

			A girl about the same age with the same brown hair and big brown eyes walked past both man and boy right up to Sharlene. “Ain’t no need to be scared, Waylon. I ain’t lettin’ her put you in the ground like they did Momma.” She looked at Sharlene. “Waylon ain’t dead, so why are you havin’ a fun’ral? And what’s your name and why are you havin’ a fun’ral in a yard? You’re ’posed to have them things in one of them places what has gots lots of other dead people in it.”

			Sharlene touched her black cowboy hat and realized what a crazy picture she’d presented in her hot-pink boots, a denim miniskirt, and a bright-yellow tank top. “I’m Sharlene Waverly. Your dad is going to work for me.”

			Holt held up a finger and both kids hushed. “We just got back from Palo Pinto where the kids stayed last night. We’re on our way to Stephenville to buy groceries. We’ll let you get on with burying your cat.”

			Sharlene slowly removed her hat and nodded.

			Holt stopped on his way to the truck. “I wanted to measure one more thing. All right if I stop by the bar?”

			“It’s locked. I’m finished here. I’ll follow you,” she said.

			“What about the kids?” he asked.

			“They’re not twenty-one, but then the bar doesn’t open until eight so I don’t think the cops will come and take them away,” she said.

			“I don’t want to go away with the cops,” Waylon whined.

			The little girl rolled her dark-brown eyes and sighed. “They don’t take you away unless you are twenty-one. Damn, Waylon, we ain’t but six.”

			“You better not say that word, Judd, or you’ll get in big trouble. We won’t get to watch television if you say bad words.”

			Judd popped a fist on her hip. “He likes cartoons in the afternoon because he don’t like to be outside when it’s hot. He’s the smart one. I’m the mean one. Uncle Holt says we’re playing at your house. Can we watch television there?”

			Sharlene laughed again. “There’s one in the bar, and you can watch it all day if you want.”

			“Then let’s go see this place where my Uncle Holt is going to work. I don’t have to drink beer, do I, Uncle Holt? I can still have juice packs and peanut butter sandwiches, can’t I?” Judd snarled her nose.

			Waylon tilted his head up and looked down his nose at his sister. “I like beer.”

			“When did you drink beer?” Holt asked him.

			“Momma left some in a bottle and I tasted it. I liked it. Judd made an awful face and tried to puke when she tasted it so she ain’t so mean.”

			She shook her fist at him. “Am too!”

			“Mean girls could drink beer,” Waylon said.

			“Okay, okay, that’s enough,” Holt said.

			Sharlene touched Waylon’s tombstone one more time and walked away listening to Waylon, the boy, and Judd, the girl, argue.

			She smiled for the first time that day.

		

	


		
			Chapter 2

			“So who’s the new family moving into your hideous house?” Merle Avery set her custom-made cue-stick case on the bar and motioned for a pint of Coors.

			Merle had seen customers come and go in the Tonk for more than forty years. She and her best friend, Ruby Lee, had blown into Palo Pinto County at the same time. Ruby built a beer joint, and Merle got rich designing western shirts for women. She was past seventy, still shot a mean game of pool, could hold her liquor, and spoke her mind. She wore her dyed-black hair ratted and piled high, her jeans snug, and her boots were always polished. She was part of the fixtures at the Honky Tonk, and anyone who could whip her at the pool table had something to go home and brag about.

			“That would be Holt Jackson and two kids,” Sharlene said.

			“The carpenter, Holt Jackson? The one you’ve been trying to hire for weeks?”

			Sharlene blushed. “Yes, that’s the one. He needed a house and no one was living in mine. Rent is his bonus if he finishes my job by his deadline. He says it’ll be a piece of cake with his crew. Tell the truth, I don’t care if he nails up every board single-handedly or if he gets a hundred people to work for him. I just want it finished in time for the holidays. Did you see all those pink strings and little yellow plastic flags? The flags mark the electric and telephone buried wires. The string is where the foundation will be.”

			“I didn’t know he was married, much less had two kids,” Merle said.

			Sharlene looked down the bar to make sure no one needed anything. “It’s his niece and nephew. I thought they were his kids when he mentioned them, but they call him Uncle Holt. I don’t know the story behind why he’s got them. Don’t really matter to me, long as he gets the job done.”

			“So who’s keeping them while he works?”

			Sharlene wiped the already clean bar. “He is going to bring them with him. Today they stayed with some friends up in Palo Pinto because he and his crew had to get the equipment down here. Tomorrow they start coming here.”

			Merle frowned. “He’s the best carpenter in the area, and from what I hear he’s damn fine looking, but he’s not that good or that pretty.”

			“What does that mean?” Sharlene asked.

			“You will figure it out the first time two little kids wake you up before noon. There’s Tessa. Ask her what she thinks of that situation. And hot damn! There’s Amos. He’ll give me some competition tonight.” She picked up her beer and cue case and nodded at Amos. He headed in the same direction and they reached the pool table at the same time.

			“Ask me what?” Tessa asked.

			Larissa hired Tessa back when she owned the joint, and Sharlene kept her on when she inherited the place. Tessa and Luther, the bouncer, lived together out on a ranch between Gordon and Mingus. Someday they’d get married and the Honky Tonk could add another notch on one of the porch posts out front.

			Sharlene pulled clean mason jars from the dishwasher as she explained. “Holt Jackson is willing to put the addition onto the Honky Tonk. He needed a house so I threw in my Bahamas Mama house for free rent if he will get the work done by mid-December. Only thing is he’s raising a niece and nephew and they will come to work with him.”

			“So?” Tessa asked.

			“Merle thinks that’s going to be a big problem.”

			“I disagree with Merle. I used to go to work with my dad. He ran a bulldozer and dug farm ponds for folks. We played and he worked. Don’t remember it causing a problem,” Tessa said.

			A customer called from the end of the bar, “Hey lady, could we get six pints of Bud and a pitcher of tequila sunrise down here?”

			Sharlene looked at the tray where Tessa already had six pint jars and a pitcher of tequila sunrise waiting. Her eyebrows rose and she cocked her head to one side.

			“How’d you know what they’d order?”

			“I’m not blessed with ESP, believe me. I heard them talking when I was on that end of the bar a while ago. They couldn’t decide whether they wanted tequila sunrise or margaritas with their six beers. They’d made up their mind about the mixed drinks and were deciding whether they needed five or six beers. We’ll just get these filled and it’ll be ready.” Tessa laughed.

			Tessa was taller than Sharlene’s five feet three inches, standing five feet eight in her stocking feet. Add boots to that and it pushed her up another two inches. Her nose was a little too big for her face, and she wore black-rimmed glasses that made her green eyes look enormous. She was slightly bottom heavy with wide hips and narrow shoulders. That evening she wore a sleeveless red western shirt with pearl snaps tucked into denim shorts.

			“Love that shirt. Is it new?” Tessa drew up the beer and made change for a fifty-dollar bill.

			“Thank you. I bought it yesterday in Weatherford.” Sharlene’s shirt was white with pink rhinestone buttons and the traditional Texas longhorn symbol in pink stones across the back yoke.

			“So how did the big reunion day and night go?” Tessa asked.

			“Fun. Hangover. Never again,” Sharlene said.

			“Girl, something happened. You told me the first time I met you your biggest failing was that you talked too much. Now you tell me in four words about the reunion you’ve talked about for a month. I figured you’d be gushing and all I get are four measly words. What happened? So you got drunk. Did you dance on the bar or take a cowboy home to the hotel with you?”

			Sharlene blushed.

			“That proves it. ’Fess up. What’s his name? Please don’t tell me you did a one-nighter and don’t even know his name.”

			“Got customers. Nothing to ’fess up about. Didn’t do a one-nighter, and why does everyone think all roads lead to a member of the male species?” Sharlene hurried to the other end of the bar.

			“Apple martini,” a middle-aged woman said. “Where’s all the good-lookin’ cowboys? I was told they were six to every woman over here.”

			Her light-brown hair sported blond highlights straight from a bottle. She wore a slinky little gold-sequined top that didn’t have enough material in it to sag a clothesline and tight-fitting jeans. Her boots had sharp toes and walking heels and they didn’t come cheap. Eel seldom got put on a sales rack. The best makeup in the world couldn’t fill in the crow’s-feet or the lines around her mouth, but the dim lights in the Honky Tonk were kind. She might pass for forty after four beers. After six she could probably convince a cowboy that she was thirty-five. It would take a bottle of Jack Daniel’s Black Label to make her twenty-nine.

			“Got to give ’em time to wash the dirt from behind their ears and brush the hay off their boots. This is hay season. They work until it’s all in. They’ll be along in a little while and you can take your pick. Got bikers until they get here.” Sharlene motioned toward a table of Amos’s friends. “And those Harleys they rode in on cost more than a custom-ordered pickup truck, darlin’.”

			The woman rolled her eyes dramatically. “Those old geezers couldn’t keep up with me.”

			Sharlene frowned. Amos could out-two-step and outdrink any of the young cowboys. “Be careful. Those old fellows know more about how to treat a woman than the young bucks can learn in a decade.”

			“Maybe I got a mind to teach the cowboy, rather than them teach me. Grab ’em young and raise them up to suit me.” The woman smiled.

			Sharlene set the martini on the bar. “If you are interested in quantity rather than quality, then take a look at the door. Those three all look teachable.”

			The woman wet her lips and stood up straight. “Yum, yum!”

			Sharlene leaned on the bar and watched the woman paint an imaginary red laser dot on the prettiest blond cowboy’s belt buckle and head that way with an extra wiggle under her tight jeans and a smile on her face.

			Toby Keith had a song on the new jukebox called “I Love This Bar,” and it described the Honky Tonk along with every other beer joint in Texas and Oklahoma. He said that it had lookers, hookers, all-nighters, preppies, and bikers among other things. Well, the lookers had just walked through the doors and the pseudo-hooker was marking her territory. Bikers would be Amos and his crew of retired businessmen who rode up from Dallas a couple of times a week to drink and dance. Preppies came from all four directions to listen to what they called vintage country music and learn to two-step in their loafers with tassels and pleated dress slacks.

			Since it was Monday night the new jukebox had been turned off and the old one took center stage. Three songs for a quarter just like in Ruby’s first days had become the Tonk’s trademark. When the last bar owner, Larissa Morley, came to Mingus, she’d been instrumental in putting the news out on the internet that there was a quaint little beer joint just over the border separating Erath and Palo Pinto Counties. It didn’t take long for the word to spread and for Luther to have to count customers to make sure they stayed under the maximum quota for their space.

			“Trip to Heaven” by Freddie Hart was playing when the woman stuck her fingers through the young cowboy’s belt loops and led him to the dance floor. Freddie sang about not needing wings to fly and said that he just took a trip to heaven and he didn’t even have to die. If that greenhorn got drunk enough to let her pick him up that night, he’d think he took a trip to heaven, got rejected at the door by Saint Peter, and been sent straight to hell come morning time. He’d have a hellacious hangover and a nasty taste in his mouth when he figured out the sweet young thing he’d gotten lucky with was as old as his mother.

			A blushing sting crawled up Sharlene’s neck. What did Holt Jackson think when she passed out cold as a mother-in-law’s kiss in his pickup truck? And if he hadn’t been a gentleman, where would their business relationship be? Lord, what a tangled mess!

			The music changed to a slow Alan Jackson song, and the middle-aged woman kept her cowboy on the dance floor for another round.

			“What are you smiling about?” Tessa asked.

			“Chigger,” Sharlene said.

			“Yep,” Tessa agreed.

			“What’s a chigger?” a blonde woman asked from a barstool right in front of them. She’d been nursing a beer for the past half hour and brushing off every man who approached her.

			Tessa leaned on the bar and explained above the noise of the jukebox and the bootheels on the floor as the dancers did different versions of a fancy two-step. “A few years ago a woman used to come into the Tonk every weekend. Her nickname was Chigger.”

			“Was she a hooker?” the girl whispered behind her hand.

			Sharlene laughed. “No. Hookers charge and Chigger said sex was too much fun to make a dollar on. She said she could put an itch on a man just like a real chigger, and only a weekend in bed with her could make the itch disappear.”

			“What happened to her?” the woman asked.

			“She got married, had a baby girl, and is expecting another baby by Christmas. She’s happy as a kitten with its nose in a bowl of warm milk. You’d never guess that she used to try to put the make on every good-lookin’ cowboy who walked through the doors. The Honky Tonk charm worked for her,” Sharlene said.

			“I heard about that charm. That’s why I’m here. I heard that more people have met and gotten married out of this beer joint in the last three years than on those internet dating services,” she said. “I’m Loralou, by the way.”

			Tessa motioned toward the packed dance floor with a bar rag. “Don’t see anything you like yet, Loralou?”

			Loralou shook her head. “Chigger woman got the one I might have liked.”

			Tessa patted her hand. “Don’t give up, darlin’. See that big old bouncer back there?”

			Loralou glanced at Luther standing in front of the door with his arms across his chest. He was as big as the broad side of a barn. His hair was cropped short and his round face serious. She shivered. “Don’t tell me that he’s interested in me, please. Just looking at him makes me want to run home and hide under the bed.”

			Tessa laughed. “He’s harmless unless some idiot starts something in here. What I was about to tell you is that he belongs to me. You get a Chigger itch for a big man, you just remember that you got to go through me to get at him. The rest of the peacocks in here are free territory. You don’t like the way that Chigger woman is trying to superglue her boobs to that cowboy, you go out there and tap her on the shoulder. She creates a problem, Luther sends her out the door and lets the next one in.”

			Loralou shook her head. “I’m shy.”

			“Shy don’t cut shit in the Tonk. We got charm, darlin’, but you got to make your own miracles. You like the cowboy, then you make a move,” Tessa said.

			“Hey, could I get a bucket of Coors, Tessa? Merle just whipped me and now I got to buy a round for all the boys,” Amos said.

			A black leather do-rag covered up his bald head with a gray rim showing around the edges. His black vest covered a T-shirt, and black leather chaps covered the front and sides of his jeans. When he went to work the next morning in one of the biggest oil companies in Dallas, he’d be dressed in a three-piece custom-made Italian suit and few people would believe that he rode Harleys a couple of days a week. He’d been Ruby Lee’s best friend and possibly her lover for many years.

			Tessa crammed six longneck bottles of Coors into a galvanized milk bucket, shoveled two scoops of ice on top, and handed the bucket to Amos. Sharlene filled an order for three quarts of Miller. When they looked down the bar, Loralou tossed back the rest of her drink, took a deep breath, and plowed right out into the middle of the dance floor. She tapped the Chigger woman on the shoulder and stood back.

			The cowboy smiled at Loralou and wrapped his arms around her.

			The Chigger woman headed for the bar. “Give me one of them longneck bottles of Coors. I need some beer on my breath.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Sharlene said.

			“Damn young cowboys ain’t got a lick of sense. Don’t even appreciate the taste of a good apple martini. I was going to throw him back to the pack anyway before that Sunday school teacher tapped me on the shoulder. I wonder if her preacher knows where she is tonight. If he does, he’s on his knees at the altar praying for her wanton soul. I bet she don’t even know how to two-step,” she said.

			“That so?” Sharlene asked. From where she was standing, it looked like Loralou had a real good handle on two-stepping, and the way the cowboy was looking at her, Sharlene wouldn’t be surprised if the Honky Tonk charm had just pierced her heart.

			The woman fluffed back her hair and pulled a tube of bright-red lipstick from her hip pocket. She used the long mirror behind the bar to apply a fresh coat and did a lip pop to even it out. A quick smile at her reflection said she thought everything looked wonderful. “There’s got to be a happy medium. Woman with class like me don’t want a man with a foot in the grave and the other on a piece of boiled okra. But them young ones, fun as it would be to break them in, just don’t see a good thing even when it’s lookin’ them in the eye.”

			Sharlene set a cold beer in front of her and made change for the bill she laid on the bar. “Guess you are right.”

			She downed half the beer, made a face, and pushed it back. “Well, here goes. I’m going hunting again.”

			“Good luck,” Sharlene said.

			“So when is a cowboy going to claim a barstool and the charm going to work for you?” Tessa asked.

			“Never. Three times, remember. A genie only gives three wishes when he floats up out of the lamp. Larissa, Cathy, and Daisy got the wishes. I got the Honky Tonk. Wishes are over for the bartenders. Only the customers get the luck of the draw these days.”

			Honky Tonk Christmas
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