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			Chapter 1

			Flint Walker had been driving since daybreak, and his plan was to stop at the casino right in Terral, Oklahoma, for a bite of lunch. The signs along the road had advertised the best barbecue sandwiches in the state at the RiverStar Casino, and Flint loved barbecue—almost as much as he loved chicken-fried steaks.

			He passed a sign that welcomed him to Ringgold, Texas, and from what he could see on his phone GPS, he was just five miles from deciding if the advertisement about the best barbecue sandwich in Texas could pass a lie-detector test. He glanced over to his left and saw a two-story house with a wide front porch. When he shifted his eyes back to the road, a big yellow dog was sitting right in the middle of it. He honked but the animal just looked at him like he had rocks for brains and didn’t move an inch.

			Flint braked hard, swerved to the left, slid across the gravel parking lot in front of the house, and finally brought his pickup truck to a stop just inches from the porch. He hopped out of his vehicle to make sure he hadn’t grazed the dog, only to see the animal wagging its tail and coming toward him at a snail’s pace.

			“What the hell!” A short brunette stepped out onto the porch and let the old wooden screen door slam behind her. “Did you have a blowout?”

			Flint shook his head and pointed. “No, ma’am. That dog right there was in the middle of the road.”

			The lady clapped her hands. “Go home, Max, and go through the pastures, not on the road.”

			As if the old dog could understand every word she said, he dropped his head and started out around the end of the porch toward the backyard.

			“He’s old and gets confused,” the woman said. “Sorry that he scared you.”

			“No problem,” Flint said. “I’m just glad I didn’t hurt him.”

			He started to turn around and get back into his truck but noticed something stenciled on the window of the house: CHICKEN FRIED.

			“What’s that?” He pointed toward that way.

			“This is the Chicken Fried Café. We make the best chicken-fried steaks in the state,” she answered.

			“Are you open for business?” Flint asked.

			“Barely.” She wiped a tear away from her cheek with the back of her hand.

			“Is that a yes or a no?” he asked.

			“Yes, I’m open,” she answered.

			He left his truck, and in a few long strides, he had climbed the four steps up to the porch. “Then I’ll see just how good your chicken-fried steak is.”

			“All right then, but I’m doing it all today, so it might take a little while.” She opened the door and went on inside.

			That’s when he noticed the red and white HELP WANTED sign thumbtacked to the wall next to the screen door frame. “Where’s your staff?” he asked as he removed his cowboy hat and hung it on a rack with ten empty hooks just inside the door. Evidently, the place catered to a lot of cowboys to have places for coats and hats.

			“I’ve been running this café for ten years now, and my biggest problem is keeping help,” she answered as she headed for the kitchen. “Don’t suppose you want to apply for a waitress job, do you?”

			“No, ma’am.” He removed his fleece-lined leather coat and hung it beside his hat. “I’m just passin’ through on my way up north.”

			“How far up north?” She raised her voice to be heard.

			“Don’t know. Colorado, Wyoming, maybe even Montana.” He sat down at the table nearest to the kitchen. Red-and-white-checkered oilcloths covered ten tables for four. A pint jar filled with sunflowers sat in the middle of each of the tables. Pictures and framed newspaper clippings of what he supposed was Ringgold both past and present hung on the walls. Shiny black-and-white tiles covered the floor in a checkerboard pattern.

			Before the lady had finished making his steak, the door opened and two guys in overalls, cowboy boots, and mustard-yellow work coats entered the room. Like Flint, they hung their coats and hats on the rack and then sat down at a table in the middle of the café.

			“Hey, Jasmine, me and Elvis want the Monday special. We both been hungry for meat loaf all week,” one of the men called out.

			“I’ll get right on it, Amos. How are you and Elvis today?” Jasmine yelled through the window that had a ledge for passing food through.

			“Old, and gettin’ older every single day,” Amos answered, then focused on Flint. “Ain’t seen you around these parts. You got business around here?”

			“No, sir,” Flint answered. “I’m just passin’ through on my way up north to find me a ranch to buy.”

			“Plenty of ranches here in Texas,” Amos said. “One right out beside my place that just went on the market today. If I wasn’t so damned old, I’d buy it and double the size of my place.”

			“You’d be crazy to do that,” Elvis said and folded his arms over his chest. “Me and you both are goin’ to die, and our kids is going to sell off everything we got. Kids today don’t want to live in a place like this where it’s twenty miles to a decent grocery store or a doctor.”

			“Ain’t that the truth.” Amos removed his glasses and cleaned them on a red bandanna that he pulled from his bib pocket, then squinted across the room at Flint. “What’s your name, son?”

			“Flint Walker,” he answered.

			“Well, if you change your mind by the time you get done eatin’, that ranch is about two miles south of here on the west side of the road. Looks like crap right now because the old folks that lived there moved out after that big fire we had more’n a decade ago. Fire didn’t hurt their house but burned up their stock, so they went to live close to their kids up around Amarillo. You could buy the place a helluva lot cheaper than what you’ll likely have to give for a ranch up in Wyoming, and besides, you’re going to freeze your butt off up there come winter,” Amos said.

			Elvis put in his two cents. “And winter lasts ten months out of the year up in them parts.”

			“Come on now,” Flint said. “That’s a bit of an exaggeration.”

			“Might be, but it’ll seem like that long when you’re ass-deep in snow and tryin’ to bust ice off the waterin’ troughs,” Elvis said.

			The old guys reminded Flint of his grandpa and his best friend. Flint had been put on the ranch payroll when he was ten years old. On Saturdays Poppa Tom and his foreman, Sam, would take Flint with them to a diner in the little nearby town for lunch. Those two old guys would talk the ears off of whoever came into the café for lunch.

			“I appreciate you tellin’ me about the land.” Flint smiled. “But I kinda got my heart set on going north.”

			“Order up!” Jasmine called out. “Crap! I don’t know why I said that. I’m the one who’ll be serving as cook, waitress, and cleanup girl until I can find some help.”

			“I’ll get it.” Flint pushed back his chair and went to the window.

			“Thanks,” Jasmine said. “I overhead you talking to Amos and Elvis. Glad to meet you, Flint Walker. I’m Jasmine Thurman.”

			“My pleasure.” He picked up his platter of food and carried it to his table. “How would I go about getting a glass of sweet tea?”

			Jasmine jogged around the wall separating the dining and kitchen areas and handed him a tall glass. “Fountain and ice are right there. Help yourself.” She nodded toward the end of the room and hurried back to the kitchen.

			Amos and Elvis went over to the fountain, and each of them poured themselves a cup of coffee. Amos added cream and sugar, but Elvis took his black. Instead of going back to their table, they took the one right beside Flint’s. He sat down, cut into his chicken-fried steak, and took a bite. He had to admit that it was pretty damn good.

			“Good, ain’t it?” Amos asked. “Jasmine can cook like an angel, but she can’t keep waitresses or dishwashers since we’re so far from anywhere. Wait ’til you taste them mashed potatoes. I don’t know what her secret is, but by golly, she can outdo my wife. Don’t you never tell Hetty I said that ’cause she’s a right fine cook. If you was to stick around here, you could eat Jasmine’s cookin’ every day.”

			“Yep, and that sweet tea didn’t come from no packaged mix, neither. She brews it up right here in the café from scratch,” Elvis added.

			It was beginning to look to Flint like he was going to have to agree to look at a scrubby old ranch just to be able to leave town. “It’s really good food. Are you two the neighborhood recruiting team or something?”

			“Nope, just tryin’ to get young folks to move into Ringgold rather than move out from here,” Amos said. “Since the fire, we ain’t got but about a hundred people in town, and that’s if we rake ’em up in a pile for about ten miles any which way you go. Where you comin’ from anyway, Mr. Walker?”

			Flint tasted the potatoes. The fellows were right about them being good. Then he took a bite of the fried okra and the hot yeast roll and determined that the whole dinner beat a barbecue sandwich. “I’m just Flint, not Mr. Walker,” he said, “and I came from a little town just south of Stonewall, Louisiana, which is just down the road a piece from Shreveport. My granddad passed just before Christmas, and I wanted to keep the ranch left to me and my five cousins.”

			“But they wanted to sell out, right?” Elvis said. “Most young kids your age don’t realize that God ain’t makin’ any more land and keeping it in the family is important, and I’m talkin’ about my own kids and grandkids.”

			Flint wondered why in the world he was telling two complete strangers anything at all about his life. “Yep, the vote was five against one, and I couldn’t afford to buy them out, so we had an auction and sold everything, but I’m not really a kid. I’m almost forty years old.”

			“To old codgers like us that’s still trying to run ranches when we are eighty, you’re a kid.” Elvis finished off his coffee and took his mug across the room to refill it.

			“And now you’re lookin’ to buy another ranch?” Amos asked. “Hey, are you any kin to Zeb Walker?”

			“That would be my granddad who passed away,” Flint answered. “You knew him?”

			“Nope, but I sure knew of him. Zeb raised the best Angus cattle over that way. My breeder bull was sired by some of his stock. August is his name because that’s the month he was born. I’d be willin’ to sell you a couple of his calves to get you started if you was to settle around here,” Amos said.

			“Thanks, but I’ve got my eye on a couple of places up north.” Flint finished off his dinner and pushed his plate back.

			“Goin’ to freeze your ears and other vital things off up there.” Elvis brought his coffee back to the table.

			“You worked for your grandpa, did you?” Amos asked as he moved over and sat down at Flint’s table. “He teach you everything you know?”

			“Yes, sir, he did,” Flint said. “I lived with him from the time I was born. My daddy wasn’t in the picture, and Mama raised me on the ranch.”

			Elvis took his coffee over to the table with Amos and Flint. “We could use some young blood like you around here for sure, especially in the Texas and Southwestern Cattle Raisers Association. Around these parts, the youngest one of us is past seventy.”

			Flint was glad when the door opened and a burst of cold air seemed to push another elderly rancher into the café. He hung his hat on the rack but draped his coat over the back of the fourth chair when he sat down.

			“Hey, Jasmine, I need a chicken-fried steak,” he yelled.

			“Sure thing, Clark.” Her voice came through the window. “Order up!”

			“I’ll take care of it,” Flint said as he pushed back his chair.

			“Thanks,” Jasmine said. “I appreciate it.”

			He carried his dirty dishes to the kitchen and picked up the tray with two platters of food and a basket of fresh bread on it. He took it to the table and set it down. “Here you go, guys. Y’all have a nice day. Nice visitin’ with you.”

			“If you ain’t in a hurry, get another glass of tea and sit a spell longer,” Elvis said. “This is Clark Gibson. He’s a rancher like us, but he also runs a little real estate business on the side. He’s the one that’s got that ranch listed that I was telling you about. Clark, this here is Flint Walker. He’s just traveling through on his way up north to look at a ranch.”

			“That truck with Louisiana plates out there belong to you? You wouldn’t be related to Zeb Walker, would you? I knew him well from the National Cattlemen’s Beef Association conferences.”

			Evidently, Flint’s grandpa’s reputation did not stop at the Louisiana border. “Yes, sir,” Flint said. “That’s my grandpa.”

			“Did you ranch with him? I am Clark Gibson.” He stuck out his hand.

			Flint shook with him. “Pleased to meet you, sir.”

			Clark had a full head of gray hair and a white mustache. His brown eyes had perked right up at the mention of someone looking to buy a ranch. “I got a steal a couple of miles south of town. Got two good ponds on it that are spring fed. It’s not huge. Just six hundred and forty acres, and it’s been let go so it needs some work, but the price is low. It’s been on the market for a while now, and the folks sellin’ it are gettin’ antsy.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “I’m not supposed to tell you, but I bet you could get it for a good price if you was to make an offer, and man alive, it would be good to have Zeb Walker’s grandkid down here to work with us.”

			Flint wondered exactly why these old guys were so intent on him sticking around and looking at that particular ranch. Sure, they either knew or had heard of his grandfather, but that didn’t mean the apple always fell right up next to the tree. Was there some kind of conspiracy going on here? If he bought the ranch for a song, would he find out that the whole deal wasn’t legal, and they were all three con artists? Maybe they had sold this same sorry old ranch a dozen times already, only to have the owners find out they had bought a place that wouldn’t grow a bale of hay to a hundred acres.

			He might just have to stick around and take a look at the place, but these guys weren’t going to hoodwink him. He wasn’t a wannabe rancher, and he knew good land when he saw it.

			“Where’s the nearest motel around here?” he asked.

			Elvis grinned. “That would be Nocona, going east on Highway 82.”

			“Henrietta, going west, and Waurika has a small one if you’re going north,” Amos added.

			Jasmine brought out a plate and set it in front of Clark. “Or you could work for me for a few days. I’ll give you room and board, plus minimum wage. I only need someone for a week, and then my cousin is coming over from Sherman to buy the café from me. She’s been working in a diner ever since she retired and loves the business.”

			“Oh, no!” Clark said loudly. “You can’t sell this place. What if she can’t cook as good as you, or she gets tired of trying to keep help and closes the place down? We’d have to drive five miles up to the casino or else go all the way to Bowie or Nocona, and we can’t go that far every day just for dinner. And lots of places don’t even open until eleven, so scratch the idea of ever getting an early breakfast.”

			“My cousin is a great cook, and she’s wanted to buy Chicken Fried from me for a couple of years now. What do you say, Flint Walker? Want a job for a week where you don’t have to pay for motel bills?” Jasmine asked. “You’ll have to work from six in the morning until three in the afternoon, but you can go look at ranches after the day ends.”

			* * *

			Lord, have mercy! What have I done? Jasmine panicked as she waited for his answer, but she was desperate for help. Thank goodness there was a lock on her bedroom door upstairs.

			“Sure, why not? Do I pay for my dinner or am I on the clock?” Flint asked. “You aren’t going to ask me to wear an apron, are you?”

			“Consider your meal as your sign-on bonus,” Jasmine said, “and aprons are optional.”

			Four ladies came into the café and took a table in the back corner. Flint carried his dirty dishes to the kitchen and grabbed an order pad and a pen from a worktable. Jasmine had never had a male waitress (or should she call him a waiter?) but she’d bet that there would be an increase in business for the week with a sexy cowboy helping out.

			She went back to the kitchen but stole glances at him through the serving window. When he stood up beside her, she had barely come to his shoulder, which would put him at over six feet tall. His dark-brown hair curled up on his shirt collar, and his mossy green eyes had little flecks of gold floating in them.

			Now why would I notice that? Jasmine asked herself.

			“Good afternoon, ladies,” Flint said as he pulled the pad and pen from the hip pocket of his tight-fitting Wranglers. “What can I get y’all to drink?”

			“You’re Jasmine’s new help?” one of the gray-haired ladies asked.

			“Yes, ma’am, for the next week,” he answered.

			“We’ll all have sweet tea, two with lemon, two without. I’m Hetty,” she said. “This is my friend Lola, and these are my two cousins, Doris Anne and Mary Sue. They live down in Bowie. Those two old codgers over there belong to me and Lola, and don’t you believe a word they say.”

			“They’re tryin’ to sell me a ranch south of town. They say it’s a good piece of property,” he said.

			“That you can believe. They know ranchland a whole lot better than they know their wives.” Lola giggled at her own joke. “You’re not from around here, are you? Is that pickup out front with the Louisiana tags yours? You got a drawl that will make all the young women around these parts drool.”

			“That’s my truck, and that’s where I’m from.” He smiled. “I’ll get your drinks while you decide what you want.” He pointed to the four menus stuck between the napkin holder and the ketchup and steak sauce bottles.

			Jasmine’s hands shook as she rinsed the dirty dishes that had accumulated on the worktable and put them in the dishwasher.

			Desperate times call for desperate measures. Her best friend Pearl’s voice popped into her head.

			“Flint looks like a decent fellow,” she whispered. “Amos and Elvis liked him well enough to want him to stick around, and they are pretty good at reading people.”

			Her cell phone rang. She dried her hands and pulled it out of her apron pocket. “Were your ears burning?” she answered when she saw that it was Pearl calling.

			“No, but I got this sudden urge to call you this morning. Did you find a waitress? Is there any way you can talk Diana into coming over sooner?” Pearl asked.

			“I found some help, but…” She went on to tell Pearl what she had done.

			“That is so unlike you, but that voice you heard would surely be something either me or my granny would have said,” Pearl told her. “Is he handsome?”

			“Hold on a minute,” Jasmine whispered as she put the phone on camera mode and took three discreet pictures of Flint and sent them to Pearl. “Take a look for yourself.”

			“Oh. My. God!” Pearl gasped. “He looks like a model from the covers of those western romance books we’ve been hooked on for years. Those green eyes are downright mesmerizing.”

			“I know,” Jasmine groaned, “but I can keep the bedroom door locked.”

			Pearl giggled. “Maybe you’d better put a lock on the outside of the door as well.”

			“Why would I do that?” Jasmine asked.

			“For his protection,” Pearl answered, “but then you are looking forty in the eye, girlfriend. If you want to have a family, you’re runnin’ out of time.”

			“I’m not forty yet,” Jasmine protested. “I’ve still got time to have a couple of kids. Do you think I’ve done a stupid thing here, Pearl?”

			“Hell no! Maybe he’ll even settle down over in that area, and honey, I’ll be in to have dinner one day this week. I want to meet this guy,” Pearl told her. “Right now, the kids are getting off the school bus. See you later.”

			The call ended, and Jasmine went back to work, but the way Hetty, Lola, and their friends were whispering behind their menus, she figured the rumors would be flying by the time they got home.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			By two o’clock that afternoon Jasmine had run out of everything and could only offer hamburgers and fries to the customers. At closing time, the café was still full, and she hadn’t even had enough time to stop for a cup of coffee since Flint Jackson had arrived at noon.

			She left the kitchen long enough to flip the OPEN sign to CLOSED at three o’clock and lock the door. “Flint, would you be the doorman and unlock the door as the folks leave?”

			“Yes, ma’am.” He nodded. “And I suppose I should lock it back every time, even if there’s people sitting on the porch waiting to get in?”

			“That’s right,” she told him.

			He didn’t let the last of the customers out until almost four that afternoon. By then, dark clouds had begun to float in from the southwest. Flint hadn’t believed in signs and omens before, but now he was beginning to wonder if he’d been wrong. First it was the dog, and now dark clouds shifting up toward Ringgold. That usually meant a storm, and he immediately wondered if it could mean he’d made the wrong decision about sticking around in a town so small that if you blinked when you drove through it, you would miss it.

			Or run over a dog if you shut your eyes for a second, the aggravating voice in his head said.

			Flint shook the silly superstitions out of his head. “Would you have a garage, a storage shed, or somewhere where I can unload my things?”

			“There are four rooms and a bathroom upstairs. Three bedrooms and a sitting room. You can take your pick of either of the spare bedrooms,” she answered.

			“That would be for my clothes and such,” Flint said. “I’ve got a saddle and some things…”

			“The garage out back. I keep extra supplies out there, but there’s lots of room for whatever you need to store there, and thanks for all the help this afternoon. I would have had a tough go of it without you,” she said. “The key to the garage is hanging beside the back door.”

			“Thanks.” Flint nodded. “Looks like I just might get it all out of the weather in time. Those clouds are bringing rain. I could smell it when I let the last customer out.”

			“You go on and get your things unloaded. I’ll start the cleanup, and then we’ll call it a day,” Jasmine said.

			“Won’t take fifteen minutes, and then I’ll help you,” Flint threw over his shoulder as he grabbed the key, his coat and hat, and headed out the front door.

			Jasmine had just finished taking the last load of dishes to the kitchen when he came in the back door. “Got my truck parked by the garage. All right if I bring in my suitcases by this way?”

			“That’s fine,” she answered. “Take them right on upstairs and pick out either room on the right side of the hallway.”

			He brought in a couple of suitcases but was only gone a few minutes before he came back down to the kitchen. “So, when you bought this place did you have to remodel the downstairs part of the house and put in two restrooms?”

			“No, the previous owner did that,” Jessica answered. “I just did some cosmetic touches. Some fresh paint and new tablecloths, mainly.”

			Flint rolled his shirtsleeves up to his elbows and said, “I’ll be glad to rinse the dishes and put them in the dishwasher if you’ll unload that second one. I don’t know where things go, so we can get done faster if we’re organized. Or I can put the chairs on the tables and sweep and mop the dining room floor if you’d rather I do that.”

			Wait until Pearl hears that he knows his way around the kitchen and how to mop, Jasmine thought.

			“I thought you were a rancher,” she said.

			“I am a rancher, but my mama died about ten years ago. Grandpa and I had to learn to do a lot of things when we lost her, so I know how to clean house, how to cook a little and do laundry,” he answered.

			“I’m sorry,” Jasmine said. Even though her mother drove her crazy at times, she couldn’t imagine life without her.

			“Thanks,” he said with a brief nod. “Now, dishes or mop?”

			“Mop, please. The disinfectant spray is in the broom closet…”

			“I also know how to clean tables.” He grinned as he opened the door at the end of the cabinets. “But I like ranchin’ a whole lot better than cleaning or dirty laundry.”

			“I like cooking better than cleaning,” Jasmine said, “but one goes hand in hand with the other. Are you really going to look at the old Buford Ranch?”

			“Doesn’t hurt to look, but I doubt that I’ll buy it,” Flint answered. “I’m mad at my cousins for selling the family ranch, and I want to get farther away from them than just one state over.”

			“Why didn’t you buy your cousins out?” she asked.

			“Money.” He shrugged. “I didn’t have enough by any means, and the bank said no. My cousins didn’t want to split the yearly profits six ways, and besides I don’t think I could have survived paying out that much money that needed to go back into the ranch. So we sold it and split the profit six ways. Do you always give your help free room and board?”

			Jasmine nodded. “If they need it, but this is the first time I’ve ever hired a cowboy.”

			Flint grinned. “I’m not a bad person. Never even had a parking ticket in my life. I just don’t have to be in a hurry to go north, and my grandpa taught me not to close the door on an opportunity.”

			He systematically cleaned each table, set the chairs up, and then swept the floor before he brought out the mop. By the time she had the kitchen ready for the morning rush, he was done. Jasmine glanced up at the clock to see that it was only five thirty. These past few days she hadn’t finished the cleanup until sometime around six, and that was with getting all the customers out by three.

			“So, what now?” Flint dumped the dirty mop water and used bleach to take care of the mop.

			“Now we leave this behind us and go upstairs to relax. I’m used to having leftovers for supper. I haven’t eaten all day, but I’m almost too tired to chew. I’ll probably just grab a toaster pastry,” she said.

			“I’ve got a better idea.” Flint went to the dining room, brought two chairs into the kitchen, and set them beside the worktable. “You sit down right here, and I’ll make you my famous omelet.”

			“Are you serious?” Jasmine’s eyes grew wide.

			“Yep,” Flint said as he filled a glass with ice and sweet tea and put it on the table. “I’ve worked up an appetite this afternoon too. I haven’t taken time to draw a good breath since noon, and you’ve been at it since six this morning. My biscuits could be used for hockey pucks, so we’ll have toast.” He took eggs, onions, peppers, cheese, and bacon from the refrigerator.

			Jasmine sank down into one of the chairs and kicked her shoes off under the table. She wasn’t sure if she was the luckiest woman on earth or right the opposite. Flint had been a great help all afternoon, and now he was making supper for them. Most of her waitresses left as soon as they flipped the OPEN sign on the door over to CLOSED. But he’d be gone in a week, and then she’d have trouble finding anyone that could replace him.

			The grill had cooled down. Rather than fire it up again, he set a cast-iron skillet on the stove, and with the ease of someone who knew his way around a kitchen, he fried the bacon first, then used the grease to make the omelet. When it was done, he sprinkled more cheese on top, added crumbled bacon and a handful of diced tomatoes, then put the lid on it and set it at the back of the stove. While the cheese melted, he made them each two pieces of toast.

			“You’re pretty good at that,” she said.

			“I do a good job on this, chili, and bologna sandwiches. Grandpa did a lot of the cooking, and just so you know, I can make thwock biscuits in a pinch.” He grinned.

			“What kind of biscuits is that?” she asked.

			“The kind you buy in round tubes, peel off a bit of the paper on the outside, and then thwock them on the edge of the cabinet.” He chuckled. “But even then, I burn them if I’m not real careful.”

			Jasmine laughed with him. “Then I’ll take care of the biscuits for the breakfast run in the morning.”

			When the toast was done, he buttered it, put in two more slices, and carried the skillet to the table. “Just sit still. I’ll get plates and silverware for us. Do you want jelly or picante?”

			“Grape jelly for my toast. Picante for the omelet.” She hadn’t been waited on in forever. The last time she had even had a blind date, the guy had taken her to an all-you-can-eat buffet, and that had been six months ago.

			The aroma of bacon, slightly warmed tomatoes, and onions wafted across the kitchen when he removed the skillet lid. She inhaled deeply, enjoying the mere smell of food that she didn’t have to cook.

			“Supper is served. Pass your plate, madam,” Flint said.

			He cleans. He cooks. He even serves, she thought. Why is he not married?

			“Do you do this for your girlfriend?” Jasmine asked.

			“No girlfriend in the picture. No marriage in the past. Grandpa kept telling me I was letting all the good ones get past me,” he answered as he slid half the huge omelet onto her plate.

			She took a bite and decided it tasted too good to cover with picante. “Very good,” she muttered.

			“Thank you,” he said. “How about you? How it is that a woman who can cook like you do and who is as gorgeous as you are isn’t married?”

			“Haven’t had time to put into a serious relationship,” she admitted. “My best friend, Pearl, reminds me daily that my biological clock is ticking.”

			“Guess we’ve got that in common,” he said. “I was too busy running a ranch, one that my cousins didn’t do jack squat to build up and yet got their portion of the inheritance.”

			“Didn’t your grandpa have a will?” Jasmine asked.

			“He just never got around to making one,” Flint answered. “He always swore he was going to live to be a hundred, and he kept talking about consulting with the lawyer, but…” He shrugged.

			“How many kids did he have?” Jasmine could have listened to him talk all night. That deep Louisiana drawl was every bit as sexy as he was.

			“Four,” Flint answered. “My mama was the oldest, and then three boys who couldn’t wait to get off the ranch. Two of them went to the army. One of those died in the Gulf War, the other in a friendly-fire accident. The third one passed away with cancer just before Grandpa did. How about you? Brothers, sisters?”

			“One sister,” Jasmine answered. “We can stand each other at holidays for maybe two or three hours. She got furious with me for leaving a good corporate job and buying this café out in the middle of nowhere. She’s a high-powered lawyer in Sherman.”

			What if this guy is a con artist? What if his name isn’t even Flint Walker? You never did have a lick of sense. Her sister Kathleen’s voice was so clear in her head that Jasmine looked up to see if she’d come through the back door.

			You should listen to your sister. This time it was her mama talking. She’s always had a good head on her shoulders, and just look at how far she’s gone with her life.

			Hush, Wynona, her deceased father whispered in Jasmine’s head.

			“Thanks, Daddy,” she muttered.

			“Did you say something?” Flint asked.

			“I was just talking to myself,” Jasmine answered. “If I’m going to put you on payroll, even for a week, you need to fill out a simple form for me, and I’ll need to copy your driver’s license and social security card,” Jasmine said.

			“Sure thing.” He pulled out his wallet and laid both cards on the table.

			See there, she thought, I’m not so stupid after all. I’ve run this café for ten years. I can read people pretty damn good.

			She wasn’t about to admit that she’d had misgivings about him at first, not with her mother and sister both taking up residence in her head.

			When they’d finished supper, Flint offered to do the cleanup, but she protested. “You’ve cooked. I’ll help with the dishes. Both dishwashers are running so we’ll have to do them by hand.”

			“I’ll wash,” he said as he ran a sink full of water. “What do you normally do at this time of day?”

			“I watch some television or read, or catch up on my laundry, or do some upstairs cleaning,” Jasmine answered. “All those things that most folks do at the end of a day.” She dried the dishes and put them away, then removed her apron and got out the papers for him to sign for tax purposes.

			He picked up his driver’s license and SS card and slipped them back into his wallet, filled out the papers and gave them back to her. “I haven’t put my signature on one of those forms in thirty years.”

			“How’s that?” she asked.

			“Grandpa put me on the part-time payroll when I was ten years old, and I’ve never worked anywhere else but on that ranch.”

			“Well, Mr. Flint Walker, you do a fine job of being a waiter. I’d never have guessed that you didn’t have experience working in a café somewhere.” She filed the forms in the file cabinet over in the corner.

			“That comes from helping out at the ranch sale every year. Mingle, serve, and be nice to the buyers.” He grinned. “So, it’s time to call it a day?”

			“Yep, make yourself at home,” she answered. “There’s a small refrigerator in the sitting room that’s got beer and bottles of sweet tea in it. If you get hungry, there’s always snack food here in the kitchen. And thanks again for agreeing to work for me for a week and for delaying your trip up north.”

			“No problem. I could use a week to get over having to leave my home. Hopefully then I’ll be able to go on north with a fresh mind and not try to buy the first thing that I see.” Flint followed her up the stairs. “Besides, look at it like this. I wouldn’t have even stopped here if it hadn’t been for that big yellow dog in the middle of the road. Maybe Fate is talking to me. That critter looked almost just like our ranch dog back in Louisiana. His name is Gater.”

			“Did the new owners keep him with the ranch?” Jasmine asked.

			“No, our foreman, Sam, took him home with him,” Flint answered.

			Jasmine was very aware of him behind her. Even above the smell of food that permeated his shirt and hair, she caught an occasional whiff of his shaving lotion—something woodsy with a hint of vanilla.

			She sent up a silent prayer. Lord, please don’t make me have to admit to my mama and sister that I was wrong about him.

			“You going to take the first shower or am I?” he asked when they reached the hallway.

			“You can have it,” she said. “I need to make a couple of phone calls.”

			“Thanks.” He nodded and headed toward the bedroom that was right across the hallway from hers.

			She closed the door to her room, sat down in an old wooden rocking chair beside the window, and watched the sunset. The bare trees became silhouettes as the sun disappeared on the horizon, leaving streaks of purple, yellow, and orange in between the dark clouds that hovered overhead.

			“Are those clouds an omen?” she muttered as she pulled up her contact list and punched in Pearl’s name.

			“Hey, how did your cowboy work out?” Pearl answered. “Did he make it all day, or did he decide after an hour to get his sexy self on across the Red River and head north?”

			“He’s still here, and…” She went on to tell Pearl more about him.

			“If you get tired of him, kick him over here. Wil can use him on the ranch, and I’ll let him cook and clean all he wants.” Pearl chuckled.

			“You do know what Mama and Kathleen would say, don’t you?” Jasmine asked.

			“Is this the woman that defied her family and bought Chicken Fried Café ten years ago? Where is that sassy broad who’s been my best friend for years?” Pearl asked.

			Jasmine inhaled deeply and let it out slowly. “That headstrong woman is tired tonight and second-guessing herself. Flint seems like a good person, and we had a full house from noon until closing. I think a lot of people were coming just to take a peek at my new cowboy waiter.”

			“Hard worker. Good for business,” Pearl said. “It don’t get no better than that. Too bad he’s only committed to work for a week. You and Diana could use a third hand just to lighten the load.”

			“Amen.” Jasmine sighed.

			“Think you’ll continue to have a house full while he’s there?” Pearl asked.

			“If the rumors keep spreading, I just might,” Jasmine answered. “Hetty and Lola came in for lunch with two of their cousins from Bowie.”

			“What about Amos and Elvis?” Pearl asked.

			“They were the first ones here after Flint arrived. Then Clark came in and sat with them,” Jasmine told her.

			“That’s a real fine start to feed the gossip vine. I’m surprised y’all didn’t have another fire over there.” Pearl giggled again.

			“You think he’s that hot?” Jasmine asked.

			“Sounds to me like he might be,” Pearl answered. “But I wasn’t talking about Flint. I was talking about all that gossip setting the cell phone towers on fire. I’m just glad the wind isn’t blowing toward Henrietta or we might get the aftershocks of it all the way over here.”

			“Oh, hush!” Jasmine laughed out loud. She could always, always depend on Pearl to make her laugh, and to encourage her to see the positive side in anything. But then Pearl had left a good-paying job to run a fifties-style motel about eleven years ago. She had inherited the motel from her aunt, and her folks wanted her to sell it. That’s where she had met Wil, who had become the love of her life.

			“You go enjoy your evening with Tall, Dark, and Handsome. I’ve got supper ready to serve to Wil and the kids,” Pearl said. “We’ll talk more tomorrow, and I’ll drop in as soon as I can make time and meet this knight in shining apron.”

			“He doesn’t wear an apron. He carries his order pad in his hip pocket,” Jasmine protested.

			“I bet that sets the old ladies to fanning with the menu.” Pearl giggled. “You might want to put those little white pills that cures hot flashes on the menu.”

			Jasmine laughed even harder. “Give my godchildren kisses for me.”

			“Will do,” Pearl said and ended the call.

			* * *

			Flint stood under the hot water a little longer than usual, letting it beat on his back. The work he’d done that day wasn’t anywhere near as hard as what he’d done on the ranch, but every muscle in his body was so tight that hours of massage wouldn’t work out the knots.

			“I shouldn’t have let leaving the ranch irritate me so much,” he muttered. “But dammit! The cousins could have worked with me.” Just thinking about it tensed up his face as well as his back. Finally, he turned off the water, stepped out and dried himself off, and then dressed in a pair of pajama pants and a tank top. He hung his towel on a hook on the back of the door and headed to the bedroom. He used the trash can for a dirty clothes hamper and then went to the sitting room, picked up the remote, and turned on the television.

			He sat down on the end of the love seat, leaned his head back, and had barely closed his eyes when his phone rang. He fished it out of his pants pocket, grinned when he saw who was calling, and answered. “Hello, Sam, how did you enjoy your first day of retirement?”

			“I didn’t,” the old ranch foreman answered. “I was bored out of my mind. I’ve got to get me a few chickens, maybe some rabbits or a goat or two, so at least I’ll have some livestock. I’m glad I’ve got ten acres. If I’m not dead of boredom by the time another spring rolls around, I might put in a garden. How far did you get today?”

			“Well, that’s a long story.” Flint chuckled. “It all started with a big yellow dog, not a lot different from old Gater. I’m so glad you took him home with you, Sam. His old bones wouldn’t have taken the cold up north.”

			“Me and him has been buddies for more’n ten years, and he’s the only livestock I got right now. No way would I leave him for the new ranch owners,” Sam declared. “Now tell me about the yellow dog.”

			When Flint finished his story, he could imagine Sam shaking his head and could hear him chuckling.

			“Boy, I told you that getting away from here so you wouldn’t have to look at the ranch you couldn’t keep would be the best thing for you. I want you to look at that run-down place there in Texas. Building something back up might be just what you need to get over losing your home,” Sam told him. “That yellow dog might’ve been an angel sent straight from heaven to guide you to the right ranch. Now tell me more about your new boss lady.”

			“I knew you’d ask about that so I took a couple of pictures of her, and I’m sending them right now, but Sam, this town only has a café and a church but I don’t even know if they have services in the church. It doesn’t even have a school. From what I gathered from customers today, the kids go to Stoneburg, which is south of here. Give me one good reason I should even think about putting my money into a ranch here,” Flint said.

			“Number one: A big yellow dog made you stop. Two: They make good chicken-fried steaks. Three: If you go to Montana or Wyoming or even Colorado, I’ll bet you dollars to cow patties that any kids you might have will ride a bus farther than that school is from Ringgold,” Sam said. “And four: Damn, that’s a pretty woman you got for your new boss lady.”

			Jasmine came into the room and sat down on the other end of the sofa. She reached around, pushed a button, and a footrest came slowly up. “This is a double recliner. If you want to really relax, use the buttons on the end.”

			“And she’s got a sweet Texas twang to boot. Get off here and talk to her, Flint. You can talk to a disgruntled, retired old ranch foreman any old time. Goodbye now,” Sam said and ended the call.

			Flint found the buttons and was reclining with his feet up in no time. “This is pretty fancy,” he said.

			“I figure I deserve a little extra after working hard all day. What are we watching? I should tell you that I don’t have cable. We get two stations that play reruns for the most part. I do have a DVD player and lots of movies behind those center doors,” she said.

			He handed her the remote. “You choose. I’ll probably sleep through whatever we’re watching.”

			“If you snore, I’ll throw things at you,” she warned.

			“I don’t snore,” he said, “but in case I snort a little, you can throw anything but snakes at me. I’d have a heart attack if I woke up to a snake crawling around on me.”

			“Big old cowboy like you is afraid of snakes?” she teased.

			“In this cowboy’s way of thinking, there’s only two kinds of snakes in the world—cobras and rattlesnakes. And there ain’t no wrong way to kill either one. A .22 rifle or pistol works fine. A garden hoe will do, and if you ain’t got either one of those, then a big rock will take care of the job,” he said.

			“I keep a .38 pistol in my nightstand and a sawed-off shotgun under the cabinet in the kitchen, so I’ll protect you from snakes if you will protect me from mice or rats. I hate those wicked, evil critters,” she said.

			“You do know that sawed-off shotguns are not legal, don’t you?” Flint asked.

			“Only if the barrel is sawed off to be shorter than eighteen inches. Mine is one half an inch over that length, so it’s legal. Now, about those rats?” She raised an eyebrow.

			He stretched out his hand. “Deal, but if I see a really big rat can I use the shotgun?”

			She put her small hand in his. “Honey, you can use anything you can find.”

			The sparks that jumped around when their hands touched lit up the room like the Fourth of July.

			He dropped her hand, but the heat was still there. Reruns of Law & Order were on television; the episode playing was about a man who’d had his wife murdered for cheating.

			“I can kind of relate to that guy,” Flint muttered, “but I’d never go that far.”

			Jasmine nodded. “Me too.” 

			“I sort of lied to you about relationships,” he admitted. “I was in a very serious one for a couple of years, and then the woman cheated on me with one of my cousins.”

			Jasmine hit the mute button and jerked her head around to face Flint. “The same cousin that was one of those that sold the ranch out from under you?”

			“Yep,” Flint said. “It all happened about four years ago. They’re married now and have a little boy.”

			“No wonder you want to get as far away from that area as possible,” she said. “That’s what put me in Ringgold. My boyfriend was cheating on me, and I wanted to get away from Sherman.”

			“Have you gotten over it?” he asked.

			“Yeah.” She nodded. “But that guy didn’t steal my inheritance.”

			“How’d you get closure, as they call it?” he asked.

			“Closure is just something that therapists promise. It’s not a real thing.” She smiled. “You just put it away in the past. Kind of like putting a box in a storage unit and never going back there to open it again. Pretty soon you forget what’s in the box, and you don’t even care if the mice or rats have destroyed it.”

			Flint didn’t even realize he was holding his breath until it came out in a whoosh. “She laughed in my face when the whole group of cousins and their spouses heard my proposal. I wouldn’t mind sinking that box in a river full of gators.”

			“Then do it, and then move on,” Jasmine told him. “Until you do, that woman and all those cousins have power over you.”

			“How’d you get to be so smart?” he asked.

			“By deciding that no one—not my mama or sister or my ex-boyfriend or anyone else—was going to have power over me. Every now and then, something has to remind me to take my control back, but for the most part, I’m a fairly peaceful woman,” she told him.

			Flint had talked to his grandfather about his ex and to Sam about his frustrations with the ranch, but both older men had told him that life wasn’t perfect, so just move on. Basically, that’s what Jasmine had said, but the way she had put it made more sense to him.

			“Pearl’s aunt told us that when one door closes, another one opens, and usually what’s behind door number two is a helluva lot better anyway.” She pushed a button on the remote and found that the credits were rolling. “Let’s do a movie. Got a preference—action, chick lit, humor?”

			“Something funny,” he said.

			“Home Alone it is, even if Christmas is over.” She got up, found the movie and put it in the player, then sat back down. “I always watch this one when I need a good laugh.”

			“I don’t think I’ve ever seen it before. Grandpa liked his old westerns, so that’s what I grew up on.” Flint couldn’t believe that he had been so open with Jasmine or even with Amos and Elvis. Maybe this café had special healing powers and Sam was right about that yellow dog being dropped down from the pearly gates.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The café started out busier on Tuesday than it had been on Monday. Half a dozen ranchers were waiting on the porch when Jasmine opened the door. Clark was the first one into the café and chose the table where he’d sat with Amos and Elvis the day before.

			“You given any thought to lookin’ at the ranch I told you about yesterday?” he asked as he pulled out a chair and sat down.

			“Yes, sir, and now that I’ve slept on the idea, I reckon I would like to look at it,” Flint answered. “What can I get you to drink?”

			“A cup of coffee and a big glass of cold milk, and tell Jasmine I want the big country breakfast with a chicken-fried steak, eggs over easy, and biscuits and gravy,” he said.

			“I’ll just have coffee.” Amos chuckled, taking a seat at the same table. “My mama weaned me years ago.”

			“Mine did, too, but my doctor says that old men need calcium,” Clark argued.

			“While they’re fussin’ about this like it was something political, I’ll have a glass of orange juice, a cup of coffee, and what Clark ordered,” Elvis said, making himself comfortable in a third chair, “It’s cold out there this mornin’, and I used up a lot of my energy getting the chores done. Same for Amos. Put it all on one ticket. I’m buying today.”

			“Yes, sir.” Flint ripped the ticket from his pad and laid it on the shelf. “Looks like we’re going to be hoppin’ this morning.”

			“Sounds like it, and I hear tires on the gravel driveway out front, so there’s more on the way.” Jasmine grabbed the ticket and picked up three cubed steaks, dropped them in an egg-and-milk mixture, and then dipped them in flour.

			Six tickets were on the shelf when Jasmine yelled “Order up” for Clark, Amos, and Elvis’s breakfasts. Flint gathered up three platters, served them to the guys, then made sure their glasses and coffee mugs were refilled.

			“So, you want to go see the ranch today?” Clark asked. “We’ve got bad weather coming in tomorrow morning. Rain for sure, and maybe even some ice, if the weatherman is right, but then he’s been wrong before.”

			Flint had never done anything on impulse in his life, and yet he could almost feel his grandpa and Sam both behind him, pushing at his shoulders. “Sure,” he said. “If everyone gets out of here by three, I could go right after that.”

			“Sounds good,” Clark said. “I’ll be waiting out front for you.”

			“Mind if I bring Jasmine with me?” he asked.

			“Not a bit,” Clark answered. “Sometimes a woman sees things us guys miss.”

			Flint nodded in agreement and hurried off to wait on another table where two couples had just sat down. When he got their order, he laid it on the shelf, and rounded the end of the wall. “Hey, do you reckon we could go look at this land that Clark and the guys are pestering me about and then do cleanup afterward? If we do it first, it’ll be dark before we can get out there.”

			“What’s this ‘we’ business? You got a mouse in your pocket?” Jasmine asked.

			“I’m asking you if you’ll go with me,” Flint said. “Have you ever been out to that ranch?”

			“Nope, but I knew those old folks that lived there. They used to come back this way to visit Amos and Hetty, and they always came in for a meal while they were here.” Jasmine set a platter of food on the shelf and yelled, “Order up.”

			Flint picked it up and raised an eyebrow.

			“Yes, I’ll go with you, and we can clean up after we get back.” She grabbed another order ticket and went to work.

			“Thanks.” Flint grinned.

			* * *

			By closing time, Jasmine’s feet hurt worse than usual. Her shoulders ached, and for the second day in a row, the café had made more money than she often did in a whole week. She should tell Diana to either bring a good-lookin’ cowboy with her, or rustle one up when she arrived next week. That shouldn’t be too difficult. Diana could kick any mesquite bush between Ringgold and Sherman and at least a dozen cowboys would come out looking to two-step with her. She already had two friends moving to Ringgold with her to help out with the café, but Jasmine had proven that a cowboy could sure bring in the business.

			“You ready?” Flint asked.

			“Yep.” She removed her apron and hung it on a hook. “Give me a minute to make a trip through the ladies’ room, and I’ll be right out.”

			She made sure the front door was locked and the sign turned over, then picked up her purse and left by the back door. Cold wind hit her in the face and almost took her breath away, and she dashed back inside. She ran up the stairs, got a heavy coat from her closet, and then hurried back outside. She had her foot on the bottom step of the back porch when she remembered that she had not locked the kitchen door.

			“I’m so sorry,” she yelled.

			“No problem.” Flint held the door of his truck open for her. “It’s not dark yet, and I’m not expecting this to take more than fifteen minutes. I’m just doing this to make the guys happy.”

			She climbed into the passenger seat of his truck, fastened her seat belt, and watched him round the front of the truck. His swagger said he was used to walking in boots and was comfortable in his skin. That foolish woman who’d let him slip through her fingers must have had rocks for brains.

			“Do you really have no intentions of even considering this ranch?” Jasmine asked when Flint had settled behind the steering wheel.

			“Never say never.” He grinned. “I shouldn’t, for sure. I had no intentions of stopping here in Ringgold. I had my heart set on a barbecue sandwich at that casino just over the Red River. Chicken-fried steak is my favorite food ever, but barbecue comes in a close second. If it hadn’t been for that dog, I wouldn’t have even noticed your café. Did you ever consider advertising out on the road?” He started the engine and pulled around to the front of the café where Clark was waiting.

			“Yep, and then I realized how much it would cost, and that ended that idea,” she answered.

			“Expensive, is it?” he asked as he followed Clark out onto the road and turned right.

			“Too rich for my blood, and word of mouth is working just fine for me,” Jasmine answered.

			Five minutes down Highway 81, Clark turned off the road to the west, crossed under a ranch sign that was dangling in the wind by a couple of rusty chains that looked like they would break if someone sneezed on them, and drove down the long lane to a little white frame house.

			He parked outside a yard fence that was made of two-inch pipe and had been white at one time but now was rusted and in bad need of paint. Flint pulled in beside him and climbed out of his truck.

			Clark rolled down the window and handed Flint a key ring. “One is to the house. One to the barn, and one to lock up the front gate. You don’t need me to check things out. I’ll pick up the keys tomorrow at Chicken Fried.”

			“Thanks,” Flint said. “I’m glad you aren’t going to pressure me.”

			“Either you love it or hate it. There’s not much I can do to sway a real rancher like you. I’ve got a meeting down in Bowie in half an hour. I’ll see you kids tomorrow.” Clark rolled up the window and backed around so he could drive back down the lane.

			“I don’t know jack squat about ranches,” Jasmine said as she got out of the truck, “so I probably won’t be much help.”

			“You’ll be more than you think.” Flint opened the yard gate for her and stood to one side. “Take this key and we’ll go into the house. We’ll walk through it, but don’t say anything until we’re finished.”

			“Why?” Jasmine asked.

			“I want to know how it makes you feel, not whether you like the looks,” he explained.

			Jasmine had done that very thing when she checked out the café, so she understood what he was looking for. She opened the door and walked into the empty living room. Oak hardwood had been used for the trim and the flooring. A few scuff marks here and there said the house had been lived in. When she walked across the room, there weren’t any squeaks or soft spots, and there were no watermarks on the ceiling. A nice little nook that had built-in cabinets was set off to one side of the huge country kitchen with more cabinets and a walk-in pantry. A nice two-car garage opened off the side door, and the hall led into two guest rooms, a bathroom, and a sweet master bedroom with a private bath.

			A pretty nice little ranch house, but then she was supposed to be getting a “feel” for the place, according to Flint.

			Flint was right behind her. When they’d checked out all the empty closets, and discovered a sunroom off the utility room, he sat down on a porch swing and patted the space beside him. “Now, tell me what you think.”

			“Peace,” she answered. “I feel that this is a peaceful house, but a ranch isn’t just a house. It’s land and fences and barns and hard work. What do you feel?”

			“Peace,” he echoed. “I can make a ranch produce, and I know how to repair fences that are down and build new ones. I can work cattle and run a ranch, but when I come home in the evenings, I want to feel what I did at home. I want to be comfortable and feel contentment.”

			“Do you feel like that here?” she asked.

			“Yes, I do, and I came out here with the thought that I would hate this place,” he answered.

			Jasmine’s pulse jacked up a notch, and her heart threw in an extra beat. Flint probably wouldn’t work for her after the week was up, but she had really enjoyed the past couple of days working with him and also the time they’d spent the night before talking about the past.

			He stood up and offered her his hand. “Let’s go look at the barn.”

			She put her hand in his, and the exact same sparks danced around the sunporch that she’d felt when they shook hands the night before. Jasmine had thought Pearl was just lovesick when she had told her she’d had that kind of reaction to Wil Marshall back when she had first met him.

			And that was during bad weather too, she remembered. Was history about to repeat itself?

			Are you stark raving insane? Her sister’s voice was in her head again. You’ve known this guy two days and you’re hearing wedding bells?

			Jasmine stiffened her back and set her mouth in a firm line. I’ve run my own life for more than ten years with no help or support from you. If I want to marry Flint tomorrow, it’s my business, but rest assured I’m not thinking that far ahead.

			“What happened there?” Flint dropped her hand and headed out to a barn. It had been red at one time and had a big Texas star painted on the side, but the star was dirty, and the paint had faded to somewhere between pink and red.

			“What do you mean?” Jasmine asked.

			“I could see that you were enjoying sitting there with me, even if it was cold, but then your expression changed. Tell me the truth. Did something come to mind that changed your feelings about this place?” Flint asked.

			“I was doing some mental battling with my sister,” she answered. “It had nothing to do with this ranch. It was about her always trying to boss me around.”

			Flint chuckled and slowed his stride to match hers. “Kind of like my cousins.”

			“Probably, but let’s give all that to the rats and alligators.” She smiled. “All it does is ruin our evening. What do you look for in a barn, anyway?”

			“The roof, the size,” he answered as he bent down and picked up a handful of dirt and let it sift through his hands. “This feels like a good mixture to grow alfalfa and make a cash crop of soybeans.”

			“Why do you think the bank here would finance a ranch when the one over in Louisiana wouldn’t?” Jasmine asked as they went into the barn.

			“I was asking for a loan to buy a place ten or fifteen times this size. I have enough from the sale of Grandpa’s place and what I’ve saved over the years to put half down on a place like this and still have some working capital to get me through until the ranch begins to support itself.” He looked up at the ceiling. “No leaks. Good metal roof. It would keep hay nice and dry, and there’s four stalls over there”—he pointed—“that I can use if I need to help a young heifer birth a calf. I wonder if that old tractor and the work truck are part of the deal.”

			Flint wandered on back to the tack room and opened the door. They were met with a musty, unused odor that said no one had been in the place in several years. Tools were arranged neatly on a wall covered with pegboard. Power tools sat on shelves, and Jasmine could see a half bath beyond a door on the other side of the room. Four chairs were pushed up to a table with a box of dominoes on its top. She could imagine the previous ranch owner and his buddies playing games and talking about cows, hay, and fences on cold days.

			“We’ve got a little while before dark. You mind if we drive around the fence line?” he asked.

			“You are really interested in this place, aren’t you?” she asked.

			“I’d liked to have something bigger, but this is a perfect size for a one-man operation through the winter. I might be able to hire some teenagers in the summer for part-time help, and by next fall, I’ll be ready to put some cows on the place,” he answered. “But I’m not an impulsive guy, so I’ll have to sleep on it. If I do decide to buy, do you reckon I could work for you another few days until I can get the paperwork all done and the utilities turned on?”

			“You’ve got a job at my café as long as you want it. Diana will be here on Sunday night and will start to work Monday morning. We’ve already signed everything, and she says I can stick around until I find a place to live,” Jasmine answered. “I promised her a week. She’s already hired a couple of waitresses and a dishwasher, so after Saturday, we shouldn’t be as rushed as we have been.”

			“If you don’t need me to work, I’ll be glad to pay room and board until I can get moved in—that’s saying that the bank okays a loan and I can get everything I need to move out here,” he said.

			She smiled up at him. “Flint Walker, I expect that we’ll find something for you to do while you wait on the ranch to be yours, if you decide to make a bid on it.”

			Jasmine had been telling the truth when she said she knew nothing about ranching, but suddenly, she had the overwhelming desire to learn.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Flint slept poorly that night. He kept thinking about the sign hanging above the cattle guard on the way to the ranch: Promised Land Ranch. The name seemed to be an omen. Maybe he had found his own personal promised land over west of the Louisiana–Texas border. If he bought the place, he would want it in writing that he was buying the brand as well as the land.

			Clark was the first one in the café the next morning. “What did you think of the place?” he asked as he hung up his coat and hat.

			Flint carried a cup of coffee to Clark’s regular table. “I’d like to think about it one more day. Mind if I keep the key and go out there again tonight?”

			“Not a bit,” Clark answered. “You got any questions?”

			“Do the tractor, work truck, and the tools in the tack room stay with the ranch?” Flint asked.

			“I can find out, but I reckon they would. The folks that left the ranch are in a nursing home now, and their oldest son is selling the place. I don’t think he’d have a bit of use for what’s in that barn or anywhere else on the place,” Clark said. “The asking price is”—he quoted a price—“but I think you could offer fifty thousand less and they’d jump on the chance to sell.”

			Flint couldn’t believe his ears. “Are you serious?”

			“It’s been on the market for a long time. Not many people want to settle here, and since it’s right between Amos and Elvis’s land, it doesn’t have a lot of room for expansion,” Clark explained.

			Flint’s radar shot up. “Why didn’t one of them pick up the land? Seems like a really good deal.”

			“They’re both up in years, just like me, and we haven’t got a single kid interested in ranching. Why buy something that they’ll just sell off?” Clark asked.

			“Will the owners let me keep the ranch name and brand?” Flint took out his order pad about the same time that Amos and Elvis pushed through the door.

			Clark waved his friends over to the table. “I don’t think keeping the name or the brand will be a problem, and it’s my turn to buy breakfast. Tell Jasmine to put it on my tab.”

			“Colder’n a witch’s tit out there,” Amos said and then laughed at his own joke. “I want a big bowl of oatmeal with raisins and brown sugar, biscuits and gravy, and a side order of pancakes.”

			“I’ll have the same.” Elvis shivered as he sank down into a chair. “It’s started to drizzle, and the temperature is down around freezing. The weatherman is callin’ for slick roads. Folks will be stickin’ close to home.”

			“Make that three orders of the same,” Clark said.

			Flint took the order back to the kitchen instead of laying it on the shelf. “I have enough money to buy that ranch without going to the bank for a loan and still have working capital for a year,” he told Jasmine. “I never thought I could just buy one outright. I figured I’d have to put part of it on a mortgage.”

			She looked at the order and went right to work. “Does that make up your mind about buying it?”

			“Maybe,” he said. “There’s no one else in the dining room. I’ll make the pancakes.”

			“Tell me the pros,” she said.

			“I like the place. I like the name, and I can probably keep the brand. If what’s in the barn goes with the property, it will save me a bunch of money. I might have to work on the tractor and the truck, but I’ll have the tools to do that. It’s not far from the best chicken-fried steaks in the state, and I already have a friend here,” he said.

			“Now tell me the cons.” She dipped up three bowls of oatmeal, added a fistful of raisins and a couple of spoonfuls of brown sugar on the top.

			“It’s not as far north as I’d hoped,” he said as he poured six pancakes onto the grill. “It needs work…” He paused. “I can’t think of any more. Is this too good to be true, Jasmine? Is there something wrong with that place?”

			“Not that I know of,” she answered, “and I’m glad you consider me a friend.”

			“I asked if we could go back and look at it one more time tonight,” he said. “Will you go with me?”

			“Be glad to,” she said as she put food on a tray. “And if your working capital runs low, you can always pick up extra money right here in the café.”

			“That’s good to know.” Flint couldn’t have wiped the grin off his face if he sucked on a lemon.

			Friend, my ass! He could hear Sam chuckling as if the old guy was right there the room with him.

			Flint never blushed, but he could feel heat traveling from his neck to his face. He picked up the tray and hurried out of the kitchen so Jasmine didn’t notice his red cheeks. He’d only known her for three days, and he damn sure didn’t believe in love at first sight. He’d known his ex for a year before he asked her to marry him, and look what that got him—a broken heart.

			He set the food on the table, and Clark motioned to the fourth chair. “Ain’t nobody else in here, so you might as well sit down and visit with us.”

			“Hey, Jasmine, bring yourself a cup of coffee and join us,” Amos called out.

			“Give me two minutes,” she said from the kitchen, “to get this second pan of biscuits out of the oven.”

			“Clark was telling us that you like the Promised Land.” Amos stirred milk into his oatmeal. “And that you’re going to keep the name and brand if you buy it.”

			“I’m going back to look at it again before I make up my mind,” Flint said.

			“We wouldn’t mind havin’ you for a neighbor,” Elvis told him, “and if you need anything we got, we don’t mind sharing.”

			“There’s an old tractor and work truck in the barn. Do they run, or were they parked there for parts?” Flint asked.

			“Last time Delman fired them up, they were running,” Amos answered, “but that’s been a few years. They might need an oil change or radiator checked. He probably drained the water out of both of them when he put them away. He and Ginger left at the beginning of winter.”

			Jasmine brought out a fresh basket of hot biscuits and set them on the table. “What are you boys up to this morning?”

			“We was talkin’ about the Promised Land,” Amos said. “I never did understand why Delman and Ginger named the place that.”

			“Ginger told me that it was the land of milk and honey, just like in the Bible,” Clark said. “She said that one section of ground had been good for her and Delman for the better part of their married life, but when he got Alzheimer’s, she couldn’t run it by herself.”

			“If it was all that good, then why hasn’t it been snatched up?” Flint asked.

			“Not big enough for some folks. Too big for others,” Amos said. “Did you drive around?”

			“We checked out the fence lines, but it had started getting dark, so we didn’t see much else,” Flint answered.

			“Tonight, you follow them ruts from the barn to right smack in the middle of the property. You’ll find a nice spring-fed pond that never goes dry and a little cabin sitting up on a slight rise not far from it. That’s where Delman’s only permanent hired help lived. Thomas died the year before Ginger made the decision to move, but it wouldn’t be a bad place if you was to hire someone to help out,” Amos said.

			Flint immediately thought of Sam and the fact that he was bored with nothing to do. “Why is the cabin even there?”

			“That’s where Ginger and Delman lived until they got the house built. The old recluse who lived there before them put that cabin up with wood he cut off the ranch when he was clearing land,” Elvis answered.

			“Anything else y’all know about the place? Has it got a curse on it or some bad mojo?” Flint asked.

			“Not even a witch would dare put anything like that on a place called Promised Land.” Clark chuckled. “I’ll be by for lunch tomorrow. You can either give me the key or keep it at that time. I’m willin’ to go to the bank with you if you decide to buy the place.”

			“I won’t need to go to the bank,” Flint said, “but thanks for the offer.”

			“Won’t take but a week to close the deal if we’re working in cash,” Clark said. “Taxes and insurance is up to date, but you’ll have to do some transfer work on the brand and then take care of a little paperwork on insurance.”

			Flint heard what he was saying, but it was hard to keep it all straight when Jasmine was sitting so close to him that her knee was pressed against his. He found himself stealing glances at her full lips and wondering what it would be like to kiss her.

			Thank God the door opened, and several customers came into the café. “We’ll talk more tomorrow. If I was to buy it, how soon could I plan on moving in?”

			“Anytime that you want to,” Clark said. “I’ve been left in charge of things. You could put up ten percent in an escrow account and move in tomorrow if you wanted to.”

			“You might want to get the utilities turned on first,” Elvis advised. “It’s about to get cold.”

			“The cabin has a fireplace, though,” Amos reminded him.

			* * *

			Jasmine went back to the kitchen when Flint went to wait on the new customers. Her mind was all awhirl with an idea of asking him if she could rent the cabin, but until Flint made up his mind about buying the place, she couldn’t say a word.

			She had promised herself a whole month of rest before she even looked for another job after she turned the café over to Diana. If Flint would rent the little cabin to her, she could have some time to finish the two cookbooks she’d been working on for a couple of years.

			“First things first,” she told herself as she picked up a biscuit from the pan and stuffed it full of crispy bacon. “Mercy! Life can sure turn around on a dime sometimes.”

			“What was that?” Flint asked.

			“I said that life sure has its twists and turns,” she answered.

			“Oh, yeah,” he said. “The ladies just want pancakes, sausage, and coffee. I thought I’d help you get them ready. Sure has been slow today compared to yesterday.”

			Depends on whether you’re talkin’ business or the way my pulse jacks up every time you walk into a room, she thought. Pearl has teased me for years about finding a cowboy like she did her husband, Wil. The way you affect me, I’m wondering if I just might be on the right path, but holy smokin’ hell, I’ve only known you two days.

			“I like a slow and steady day every now and then.” Her voice sounded a bit breathless in her own ears. She flipped several sausage links onto the grill and turned them slowly so they would brown evenly.

			Flint was close enough to her that she could feel his warm breath on her neck. She hadn’t had shivers chasing up and down her spine in ages—had actually forgotten what it was like to be that attracted to a man.

			“I’m going to talk to Sam after we see the cabin tonight,” he said.

			“Who’s Sam?” Jasmine asked.

			“He was our foreman and stayed on after Grandpa died to help me until everything was settled, and he’s stood beside me through all this business of getting the ranch stuff sorted out,” Flint answered. “He’s like an uncle to me, and he tells me he’s bored already with retirement and it’s only been a few days. If I buy the place, I’m going to offer to let him live in the cabin and help me out on the ranch.”

			“Well, dammit!” she said, and then wondered if she’d really put those words out in the air.

			“What?” Flint flipped the pancakes over.

			Jasmine shrugged. “I’ve been working on a couple of cookbooks for a long time. I promised myself a few weeks of rest where I could work on them once I leave this place. I was thinking I might rent that cabin from you.”

			“There’s three bedrooms in the house. You can have one of those rent-free and use the other one for your office if you’ll cook for me and Sam.” He grinned. “Me and Sam will be busy most of the time, so you’ll have all the peace and quiet that you want to work on your cookbooks.”

			“You’d do that for me?” she asked.

			“Hey, pretty lady, you did something similar for me,” he reminded her with a nudge on her shoulder. “We might both find our promised land.”

			I’d be happy to just find a cowboy, she thought, but was very careful not to say it out loud.

			* * *

			Jasmine bit back a groan that evening when they followed the path to the cabin, and then another one when she saw the view from the porch. The place was really too small for her to lay out all her book plans, but it was so cute that she would have made room somehow. The whole place was just one room, with a fireplace on one side and a kitchen area on the other. There would be room for a sofa or a recliner and a bed in between the two.

			“It’s perfect for Sam.” Flint took several pictures of the inside and then stepped out onto the porch and took one of the sunset beyond the pond and sent them to Sam.

			Within two minutes his phone rang, and to Jasmine’s surprise he put it on speaker and motioned for her to sit beside him on the porch step.

			“What is this? You going to buy that ranch you told me about and live there?” Sam asked.

			“Don’t know just yet,” Flint said. “I wanted to talk to you about it. I’ve got you on speaker with me and Jasmine. We came out here to look at the place one more time before I make up my mind. I can buy it with no bank loan, and still have some working capital to last about a year. What do you think?”

			“I think that’s about the prettiest little cabin I’ve ever seen. Is it big enough for two?” Sam’s voice sounded downright wistful.

			“Nope, but it would be big enough for a ranch foreman. The house is big enough for two guys to live in, but…” Flint let the sentence hang.

			“Are you asking me to leave Louisiana and move to Texas? If so, how soon do you need me to get there? I can pack up and be ready to roll tomorrow if I can bring Gater with me.” It didn’t take a psychoanalyst to hear the excitement in his voice.

			“We won’t have cattle for a few months, but I guess he could chase rabbits and tree some squirrels.” Flint sounded every bit as excited as Sam. “But what about that ten acres you’ve got rented?”

			“It’s just by the month, and to get to put my boots back on a ranch, I’ll lose the rest of this month’s rent. When will you make up your mind, son? Don’t you know it’s not nice to tease an old cowboy?” Sam said. “What can you do to convince him, young lady?”

			“That’s something he’ll have to decide for himself, but I…” Jasmine inhaled deeply and locked eyes with Flint. “I would love for him to buy it. He’s offered to let me stay in the house and have the extra bedroom to work on some cookbooks I’ve been writing if I’ll cook for you two.”

			“Well, hot damn!” Sam laughed out loud. “We get a ranch and a cook all in one fell swoop. And I have a cabin all to myself with a porch for Gater to sun his old bones on while he waits for the cattle to get there. This sounds like we’ve done gone to the promised land.”

			Flint laughed with him. “Jasmine, would you tell him what the name of the ranch and the brand is.”

			“It’s called Promised Land Ranch. I don’t know what the brand looks like,” Jasmine said. “Do you think it’s crazy for us to make plans like this when we’ve only known each other three days?”

			“Oh, hell no!” Sam said. “I think Fate has worked in both y’all’s favor.”

			“Then start packing, Sam,” Flint said. “I’m going to tell the Realtor that I’ll take the ranch tomorrow. And by the way, we’ve got some mighty fine neighbors on both sides of us. You’re going to like them.”

			“Son, I feel like I’m floatin’ on clouds right now. Want me to get a mover to bring the stuff from the storage unit out there, or is it too soon? I can throw a sleeping bag on the floor and be happy,” Sam said.

			“Go ahead and get a mover lined up. With any luck we can get things out here by the first of the week and get to work on the ranch,” Flint told him.

			“But, Sam, I’ve got an extra bedroom you can use if your stuff isn’t here for a couple of days,” Jasmine offered.

			“Thank you, Miz Jasmine,” Sam said. “Now, take me off speaker, Flint. I’ve got a couple of things to say just to you.”

			* * *

			Flint hit the button and put the phone to his ear. “What do you need to say?”

			“That you best not let some other cowboy come in and steal that woman out from under you. I ain’t even met her and I already like her, so put the past away—cousins, old girlfriend, and all of it—and look forward to a future with that girl. She’s a keeper. I can hear it in her voice,” Sam said.

			“Three days,” Flint reminded him.

			“Three days. Three months. Three years. Fate has took you to the promised land, but you got to do a little for yourself. Put on your flirtin’ britches and get busy. Now I’m off to start packin’,” Sam said and ended the call.

			Flint put the phone back in his pocket. “I guess I’ve made up my mind. I just hope Sam isn’t disappointed when he sees this place.”

			“It sure looks beautiful from right here,” Jasmine said. “I guess I’d better be doing some furniture shopping for my two rooms.”

			Flint shrugged. “No need to do that unless you just want to. I inherited everything in the house, even if I did lose the ranch, so there’s lots of stuff coming this way. We’ll probably have to store part of it out in the barn anyway.”

			“I’m surprised your cousins didn’t fight you for the household goods,” she said.

			“It was all too countrified for their tastes,” Flint said. “They’re all city folks with different tastes than Grandpa had.”

			“All right, then.” Jasmine stood up. “Do you think we might go through the house one more time? I’d like to see the two rooms I’ll have again.”

			“You can use more than two rooms,” Flint said. “If you need to spread out your book work on the kitchen table or the living room floor, then just do it.”

			“Really?” Jasmine asked.

			“Honey, as pretty as you are, me and Sam just might sit on the sofa and watch you work.” He grinned.

			“Is that a pickup line, Flint Walker?” She smiled back at him.

			“It could be,” he answered. “It’s the best I’ve got today. Think it might work?”

			“Not as a pickup line, but I do like a little flattery,” she answered.

			He glanced down at his jeans. Are these good enough to be called flirtin’ britches?

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Stars danced around a quarter moon hanging in a black velvet sky that evening. Jasmine could see the whole show out the side window of Flint’s truck. She wondered if she had just committed to something she would regret later. Flint had mentioned that he didn’t do things on impulse. Jasmine couldn’t really say that. She had quit her job in Sherman and bought a café on impulse. She had hired a total stranger to help her at Chicken Fried and then offered him free room and board. And now she had made up her mind to move into the same house with that stranger.

			When they got back to Ringgold, Flint slowed as they got near the café parking lot. “I thought maybe we’d go up to that casino and have a barbecue sandwich, or whatever else you might want, to celebrate my decision to buy the ranch.”

			“Are you asking me on a date?” Jasmine asked.

			“I guess I am. It can be anything you want it to be—a dinner between friends where we’ll talk about your cookbooks and what we’ll do at the ranch, or it can be a date,” he answered. “You call the shots.”

			Jasmine was hardly dressed for a first date, but then, the past three days had taught her that this man behind the wheel was no ordinary cowboy. At least the jeans and shirt she’d worn all day didn’t have stains on them. “A barbecue sandwich does sound good, but I usually clean up a little better than this for a date.”

			“You look great.” He passed by the café and headed on north.

			Cowboys, truck drivers, and folks just passing through stopped by the café all the time since it was right off Highway 81. Pretty often, guys flirted with her, but none of them ever sent her hormones into overdrive like Flint did by simply saying that she looked great.

			“From what the sign said, it’s only five miles from here to the casino. Terral must be pretty big to have a casino,” he said.

			“The town might have four hundred people, but it’s doubtful,” she told him. “You’ll find lots of casinos in Oklahoma wherever there’s a bridge across the Red River.”

			“Do you ever play the slots or the poker tables?” Flint asked.

			“Not me.” Jasmine shook her head. “I’m way too tight with my money to give it away like that. I don’t buy lottery tickets either. I’m one of those ‘Bird in the hand is worth more than two in the bush’ people. Sometimes, it is kind of nice to sneak off over the bridge and grab one of their sandwiches, though. They really are good.”

			“Well said,” Flint nodded in agreement. “I’m not a gambler, either, and yet here I am, taking a chance on a small ranch with neighbors I only met three days ago.”

			“Some things are gambles, others are just a matter of using common sense. There might be a fine line between them, but you’re smart enough to know the difference,” she said.

			He crossed the Red River bridge, and only a few hundred yards ahead was the casino. He found a parking spot and nosed into it. “It’s not as big as I thought it would be.”

			“It doesn’t take a big building to take your money.” Jasmine unfastened her seat belt.

			Before she could sling the door open, Flint was there to open it for her. He held out his hand to help her.

			Yep, this is a date, she thought. I wonder if he’ll want a good-night kiss.

			She stole a quick look at his lips and wished that she didn’t have a rule about kissing on first dates. Kissing was a second-date thing, and sex was out there about the fifth or sixth date. The ex in her past that had broken her heart had been one of those smooth-talking guys and had gotten lucky on their second date. She’d buried her head in the sand for the next several years before she finally woke up and realized that she was his safety blanket. They were living together, and he was telling his other women that if he left her, she might do something insane. Finally, she had taken her life back, kicked him out, left her job, and bought a café.

			I guess he was right, Jasmine thought. By his standards, I did act irrationally.

			Trouble was that she had never trusted guys again. She had gone out with a few over the years. Some got to the kiss-goodnight stage, a couple to the sex stage, but none of them lasted long because she simply couldn’t—or wouldn’t let herself—trust them.

			“You’re awfully quiet,” Flint said as he opened the door into the casino for her.

			“Letting ghosts from the past rise up when I shouldn’t.” She walked into a warm place with a hint of cigarette smoke blended with barbecue permeating the air.

			“I do that sometimes, but tonight, we need to tell them to get lost. We’re celebrating a change in our lives. I never dreamed when I said goodbye to the Walker Ranch that in this short of a time I’d find a home.” He ushered her into the restaurant with his hand on the small of her back.

			More of those little shivers ran up and down her spine at his touch. She wondered if this was what Pearl was talking about when she told her about Wil all those years ago.

			The restaurant wasn’t very busy, and they were taken to a booth right away. The young lady told them that their waiter would be with them in a few minutes and disappeared. Almost immediately an older lady came across the floor, gave them a menu, and asked what they’d like to drink.

			“Do you have champagne?” Flint asked.

			“I’d rather have a beer,” Jasmine piped up before the waitress could answer. “I’m a cheap date. Never did like champagne, but if you want it, that’s fine.”

			Flint chuckled. “Then we’ll have two beers. What’s your favorite?”

			“Longneck Coors,” Jasmine answered.

			“Same here,” Flint told her.

			The waitress nodded. “I’ll give you time to look over the menu and be back in a minute with your beers.”

			“I still want a barbecue sandwich with fries,” Jasmine said and laid the menu on the edge of the table.

			Flint closed his menu and laid it on top of Jasmine’s. “Me too. We really should be in a fancy place, having a steak and at least a drink with an umbrella in it to celebrate.”

			“Like I said, I’m a cheap date”—she smiled across the table at him—“and I can cook a good steak and make a drink with an umbrella at home. I don’t do so hot on barbecue. Just never have found the right recipe for sauce to suit me.”

			“Hey, I’m good at that job,” Flint said. “When the movers get here with my stuff, they’ll be bringing in a smoker, and I make a fine barbecue sauce. Looks like between the two of us, we’ll have the food end of living on the ranch pretty well covered.”

			Jasmine inhaled deeply and let it out slowly. “Is all this moving too fast?”

			“Yes, it is, but then that’s where trust comes in. I’ve had trouble trusting anyone since my ex broke up with me for my cousin. Seems like she didn’t like ranching life and just didn’t want to tell me. I hope that you will tell me exactly what you like and don’t like,” Flint said.

			Jasmine nodded. “You can depend on that. I have trust issues too. My ex cheated on me more than once.”

			“You don’t seem like the kind of woman to put up with that,” Flint said.

			“You don’t see what you don’t want to see. I had my head buried so deep in the sand that my ears were full of it. That’s why I couldn’t hear my best friends telling me what he was doing,” Jasmine told him. “Did anyone warn you?”

			“No,” he answered, “but looking back, I should have seen the signs. Enough about our exes, though. This is a date, remember, so let’s talk about these cookbooks you’re writing, or I could just sit here and tell you how pretty you are, or maybe how the temperature rose ten degrees when you walked into the casino.”

			The waitress brought their beers, took their orders, and rushed off to wait on more folks coming into the restaurant.

			Jasmine took a long drink of her beer and then said, “I’ve heard about every pickup line in the world.”

			“Do you go out to bars for a night of dancing on Saturday nights?” Flint turned up his bottle and took a drink.

			“Not just no, but hell no! I’m tired enough by Saturday night that the only dancing I do is across the floor and up the stairs so I can prop up my feet.” Jasmine might not have to worry about a good-night kiss on the second date. When Flint realized how boring she was, there might only be one date and this was it. Tonight would the first and last.

			“Is the café open on Sunday?” Flint asked.

			“Nope, and on my one day off, I catch up on laundry and housecleaning,” she told him. “I live such an exciting life that coming up here for a sandwich and fries is a big deal.”

			“That’s kind of like ranch life,” Flint said. “Work all week. Get off at noon on Saturday unless you own the ranch, then you work until dark that day too. Sunday is church and playing catch-up with the household duties. Grandpa said that if you love what you work at, be it digging ditches, fixing fences, or working cattle, or even sitting in the Oval Office up there in the White House, then you are a success. I guess we’re both a success.”

			“I’ll drink to that.” She held her bottle up.

			“Me too.” He clinked his bottle against hers.

			* * *

			Jasmine wished she could hang onto the feeling she had when she and Flint were visiting over supper at the casino. But it all faded quickly when she unlocked the back door of the café and realized that now they had to clean up the place for the next morning.

			“I’ll grab the broom and mop and come help you as soon as I get the dining room put to rights.” Flint opened the door to the utility room. “Looks like we’ve got a full basket of café laundry in here too. I’ll just pitch it in the washer.”

			“And so ends a perfect date,” Jasmine muttered as she slipped a bibbed apron over her head, tied it in the front, and went to work.

			But give thanks that you had a lovely evening to think about while you clean up this place, the pesky voice in her head said.

			Jasmine nodded in agreement and got busy. At least I’ve got good help. I hope Diana’s new hired hands are willing to work as hard as Flint.

			In an hour they had the whole place ready for the next morning and started up the stairs.

			“I want to call Sam and talk to him some more.” Flint followed behind her.

			“I’m going straight for a shower and then to bed.” Jasmine didn’t even slow down at the top of the steps but headed straight to the bathroom at the end of the hall. She had just passed Flint’s bedroom door when she caught something out of the corner of her eye that she thought was a mouse. She tried to get both feet off the floor at the same time, but only succeeded in falling backwards and landing in Flint’s arms.

			“Mouse!” She could barely speak.

			“No, just a big old wolf spider that jumped onto my boot and is now dead.” Flint held her close to his chest. “No need to get the sawed-off shotgun. The varmint is dead. Open your eyes and see his poor old squashed body.”

			“You’re sure it’s not a mouse?” She shivered.

			“Positive. Just a spider the size of a baby mouse,” he assured her. “Good thing neither of us are afraid of eight-legged critters.”

			Jasmine slid one eye open enough to see the remains of the spider on the hardwood floor and started to take a step back, but Flint held her tighter. She shifted her focus from the floor to his face just as his thick eyelashes slowly came to rest on his high cheekbones. She barely had time to moisten her lips and tiptoe before his mouth found hers in a kiss that made her forget that there was a world around them.

			Jasmine felt as if she and Flint were wrapped in an oversized cocoon made of plush velvet. Then suddenly, it was entirely too warm, and heat filled her body. When the kiss ended, he kissed her again, this time on her forehead, and even that was scorching hot.

			“Oh! My!” she gasped.

			“I know.” Flint’s drawl was lower and huskier than usual.

			She took a step back even though she wanted to stay in his arms all night. “That was…” She searched for the right words.

			“Amazing. Awesome. Hot as hell.” He filled in the words for her.

			“The latter is more what I was thinking. I need a cool shower,” she whispered.

			* * *

			“Me too”—Flint nodded—“but you go first. I’ll clean up the spider mess.” That sounded stupid, he realized, after a kiss that nearly knocked his cowboy boots off. He was almost forty years old, and he had never had trouble sweet-talking the ladies. Where had his game gone?

			“Thank you,” Jasmine whispered. “Now I feel all awkward, like that was my first kiss, and I don’t know what to do.”

			“I know exactly what you mean.” He finally smiled. “That was our first kiss, and maybe…” He drew her back into his arms and tipped up her chin with his knuckles. The second kiss was even fierier than the first, and when it ended, he said, “Nope, it’s not beginner’s luck or heat or whatever. That one was just as hot as the first one.”

			“We’d have to call the fire department if we chanced a third one.” She stepped out of his reach and headed toward the bathroom. At the door, she turned and smiled at Flint. “Thank you for a wonderful first date, but I usually don’t kiss until the second date.”

			“I’ll consider myself special, then.” He blew a kiss her way and went into the sitting room where he sank down on the sofa and fanned himself with a catalog that he picked up from the end table.

			Just as he pulled his phone from his shirt pocket, it rang. He chuckled when Sam’s name popped up on the screen. “Great minds really do think alike,” he answered. “I was just about to call you.”

			“Please, tell me you haven’t changed your mind.” Sam’s voice was full of concern. “I’ve already told Gater that we were back in the ranching business.”

			“If anything, I’m even more sure that this is what I want to do.” Flint touched his lips to see if they were as hot as they felt. “The guy who’s handling this sale says that when I decide, I can begin to move in. So, when you get here, the cabin is yours—empty but ready for you.”

			“I called a moving company that I know, and they can pack up the storage unit by tomorrow night. I’ll follow the truck to the ranch Friday. This is divine intervention, son. I feel it in my old bones.” Sam sighed. “God himself is looking out for you and me.”

			Flint heard a deep growl in the background.

			“And Gater.” Sam laughed. “He says that he’s bored with this place and needs a little more room and some fences to patrol. Now, about Jasmine. Is she really considering moving to the ranch and cooking for us? Are you sweet-talkin’ her yet?”

			“Yes, and yes,” Flint answered. “There’s something about her, Sam. I feel like I’ve known her forever, and that I can trust her.”

			“Well, that’s an amazing start, especially after what you’ve been through,” Sam said.

			“Yep, it sure is,” Flint agreed. “I’m talking to Clark in the morning. I’m even hoping to get the paperwork all started tomorrow. He says since it’s a cash deal, it doesn’t take as long to put the deed in my hands as it would if we had to go through the bank.”

			“As long as we’ve got free rein on the ranch, the paperwork is just a formality,” Sam said. “Me and Gater have some more packing to do. Just think! By Monday morning me and you can be working on fences, or…” He paused. “Monday is Valentine’s Day. Have you asked Jasmine out to dinner yet? And remember to get her flowers and candy, or both.”

			“Yes, sir.” Flint made a mental note to do something really nice for Jasmine on that day.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			As soon as the café closed up on Thursday, Flint and Jasmine headed for Nocona and Clark’s office. He must have seen Flint parking out at the curb because he met them at the door.

			“Come right on in. I’ve talked to the Promised Land sellers, and they’ve agreed to the bid you offered, plus they’re glad to leave whatever is in the barn so that they don’t have to come back and deal with it. Have a seat”—he motioned to two wingback chairs on the other side of his desk—“and grab a pen from the cup right there. I’ll need an escrow check to proceed, and there’s several places you need to sign. If we get done in the next half hour, you can go on over to the electric company and get the power turned on out there. I checked the propane tank a few days ago. It’s about half-full, and you have well water, so that’s taken care of.”

			Jasmine watched as Flint signed his name on several papers, and then tried not to look as he wrote out a check.

			“I don’t think I’ve ever written a check for a quarter of a million dollars before,” Flint said as he handed it over to Clark. “But I sure feel good about what I’m buying with it.”

			“It was meant to be.” Clark tucked the check inside an envelope and put all the papers in a safe under his desk. “Delman and Ginger’s oldest son is flying into Dallas tomorrow morning and will drive up here to finish the deal. Do you think you could come back around four? He’d like to catch the seven o’clock flight back to Amarillo. Here’s your copies of what you signed today.”

			“No problem with being here at four.” Flint nodded and took the papers that Clark passed across the desk to him.

			“I got to tell you.” Clark stood up and reached across the desk to shake hands with Flint. “It’s been a long time since I’ve sold anything on a cash deal. Usually, we have to get banks and lawyers involved.”

			“My grandpa always taught me the best way to do business is to leave banks and lawyers out of it.” Flint shook hands with him, and then turned toward Jasmine. “We’d better get a hustle on if we’re going to make it to the electric company before they close.” Then he smiled at Clark. “Thank you for making all this happen so quick. My foreman and my moving van will be here tomorrow.”

			“Almost forgot something.” Clark tossed a key ring toward him. “There’s two more sets of keys. And if you need help getting that name and brand transferred over into your name, just holler. I can take care of that for you too. It takes a little while, but I’ve got all the paperwork here in the office.”

			“Will do, and thanks again.” Flint tucked his checkbook into his shirt pocket and draped an arm around Jasmine’s shoulders.

			“How do you feel right now?” she asked as they walked out of the warm office and into the cold wind.

			When they reached his truck, he caged her against the passenger door with a hand on each side of her. Then he kissed her right there in public. “I feel like I just won the lottery,” he whispered as he stepped back and opened the door for her. “How do you feel?”

			“Kind of hot right now in spite of the cold wind,” she answered.

			“Let’s go have ice cream to celebrate the first step,” he suggested. “How about a peanut buster parfait from the Dairy Queen down the street?”

			“How about some of their tacos before ice cream? But first we better see about getting some electricity at the Promised Land,” she reminded him. “Sam might like to have something other than just an oil lamp and the fireplace to see by.”

			“We’re going to make a good team.” Flint closed the door and whistled all the way around the back of the truck.

			He slid under the wheel and started the engine, then just sat there for a few moments. “Sam told me last night that this was divine intervention, and I kind of believe that he’s right.”

			“I’d say more like Max intervention,” Jasmine told him.

			“Whatever it was, I’m grateful,” Flint said. “I’ve said it before, but I never thought for one minute I’d have enough money to buy a place and not have to get a loan. If I’m dreaming, don’t pinch me. I don’t want to wake up.”

			“Honey, you’re not dreaming.” Jasmine fastened her seat belt. “Those kisses we’ve shared are too hot to come from a dream.”

			“What are we going to do about this chemistry between us?” Flint asked.

			“We’re going to take it slow and be sure that it’s not a flash in the pan. We’ll be living in the same house, so we’ll see if we endure disagreements and spending lots of time together in the same place,” she answered.

			He backed the truck out and headed down the street a couple of blocks to the electric company. “Sounds fair to me.”

			Jasmine waited in the truck while he ran in and gave them the information that they needed to get power turned on out at the ranch. Her phone rang and startled her so badly that she jumped, then fumbled with it when she tried to get it out of her purse. By the time she had it in her hands, she had missed a call from Diana. She hit the right button, and her cousin answered on the first ring.

			“Surprise!” Diana said. “I’m loaded and headed that way from Sherman. I got things taken care of here earlier than I planned. Aunt Wynona told me that you’ve got a good-lookin’ cowboy workin’ for you.”

			“That’s right, but he’s buying a ranch a few miles south of Ringgold, so he’s probably only going to be around until you get here,” Jasmine said.

			“Oh, really!” Diana’s voice perked right up. “Tell me more.”

			“I can only talk but a few minutes. You’ll never believe what has happened since Monday.” Jasmine ended with “I’ll give you the short version, and as soon as you’re comfortable I’m going to leave the café with you.”

			“My two friends who’ll be helping me will be in Sunday evening. They’re going to live in the upstairs with me, so if you’re ready to let go of the café, Saturday can be your last day. If not, my friends said they’ll share a room until you’re ready to leave. I know how much that place means to you,” Diana said. “And honey, our grandma Thurman used to tell us to answer when opportunity knocks, that it’s easier to invite it in for a glass of sweet tea than it is to chase it when it’s a mile down the road. So if you don’t want to have a footrace with that cowboy, then invite him in.”

			Flint came out of the office with another bunch of papers in his hand and waved at her.

			“I’m going to have ice cream with Flint to celebrate, but we should be back at the café when you get there, and Diana, I think I’ll be just fine to move out on Sunday,” Jasmine said.

			“No rush, now,” Diana told her. “This is all happening so quick that your head probably feels like it’s spinning out of control.”

			“Yep, but it feels right and good,” Jasmine said. “See you in a couple of hours.”

			Flint ducked so that he wouldn’t knock his hat off when he got in behind the wheel. “There will be electricity by noon tomorrow. Everything is falling into place so well that it’s kind of scary. It feels like any minute now the other shoe is going to drop.”

			Jasmine was slightly superstitious and had been thinking the exact same thing. “I just got a call from my cousin who’s buying the café. There’s more good news.” She told him what Diana had said. “Let me ask one more time…” She paused and then went on. “Are you sure you want to let me have those two other rooms? I sold Chicken Fried as is, with the upstairs intact. I had planned on renting something furnished and just working on my cookbooks.”

			“I’m very sure.” Flint leaned across the console and kissed her on the cheek. “And honey, you will have two furnished rooms. We’ll just have to decide what we want in the house and what to donate to a charity or put in storage when it gets here. Grandpa had a really big house.”

			“How big?” Jasmine asked.

			“Maybe three times as big as the house the café is in,” Flint answered. “Let’s go have tacos and then ice cream to celebrate what all we’ve gotten done today.”

			She shot a smile over toward him. “If we celebrate everything that happens, I might have to jog around the fence line every day to keep from gaining fifty pounds.”

			“If you cook for me and Sam like you do at the café, I’ll be right there beside you when you run around the fences,” he said.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Jasmine had just crawled beneath the covers that night when she heard a faint knock on her door. Lord, what will I do if that’s Flint? she wondered as she threw back the sheet and quilt and padded barefoot across the floor. She eased the door open a crack and heaved a sigh of relief when she saw Diana standing there.

			“Can I come in for a minute? I’m too excited to sleep,” Diana said.

			Jasmine opened the door wide. “Of course. I’m having trouble settling down too.”

			Diana crawled up in the middle of Jasmine’s bed. “I can feel the vibes between you and Flint. I knew within a week of the day I met Roger that he was the one, and we were married three months later. Your mama and mine almost had heart failure. They took me on a weekend trip to Vegas and tried to talk me out of getting married so soon. I liked the place so well that I invited Roger to fly out, and we went to one of those chapels right there.”

			“Why are you telling me this?” Jasmine climbed onto the bed and propped pillows against the headboard to lean on.

			Diana raked her hand through her spiky gray hair. “Because I didn’t listen to everyone, and Roger and I had thirty wonderful years together before he died. We had two great daughters who have done well in life. Now that I’m retired from the post office, I’m embarking on another journey, something that I’ve wanted to do for years. I can feel Roger’s blessing on my decision to do this, and my two dear friends will have a job too.”

			She stopped and wiped a tear from her eye. “I’m telling you this because I almost let our mothers talk me out of marrying Roger, and I’ve felt guilty about it ever since. My mother will tell you that since she’s twenty years old than Aunt Wynona, she’s so much wiser. Aunt Wynona will say that even if she’s the youngest daughter in the family, she’s lived long enough to learn a few things. Don’t let either of them tell you what to do with your life. Follow your heart, and you’ll never go wrong.”

			Jasmine had always had a close connection with Diana, even though she was the same age as her cousin’s youngest daughter. “Thank you for that, but…”

			Diana put a finger over Jasmine’s lips. “Don’t ever have any buts in your life. Do what your heart tells you to do and be damned to the rest of the world. Now that I’ve spoken my piece, I think I can sleep. Good night, sweetie.” She slid off the bed and left the room.

			“Wow!” Jasmine muttered. “That was quite a pep talk.”

			What do you intend to do with it? Granny Thurman’s husky voice popped into her head.

			“Have no buts.” Jasmine turned out the bedside light and snuggled down beneath the covers again. She closed her eyes and dreamed that she and Flint were sitting in the sunroom at the ranch. In her dream, Flint had a little silver in his dark hair, and he was telling her all about a heifer that had just had her first calf. It would be perfect for their son to show at the county fair the next spring, he said.

			When she awoke the next morning, she sat straight up in bed and looked in the mirror to be sure she hadn’t aged at least ten years. “It was just a dream,” she muttered. “But…” She stopped and slid out of bed. “No! No buts, only ands for the rest of my life.”

			* * *

			Marcus and Clark were already signing papers when Flint made it to the office on Friday afternoon. Marcus stood up and stretched out a hand. “I’m Delman and Ginger’s son, and I want to thank you for buying this ranch. Dad doesn’t know much anymore, but sometimes he frets about the tractor or the fences. Now we can tell him that it’s all being taken care of.”

			“Thank you for accepting my offer.” Flint shook hands with Marcus and then sat down in the empty chair. “My foreman and movers are about fifty miles east of here at the moment, so it will be good to get everything taken care of before we actually move into the house.”

			“Is your foreman going to live in the cabin?” Marcus had a wicked gleam in his eyes.

			“That’s what we plan, but from your expression, I’d guess you have some memories there,” Flint said.

			“Our foreman used to go visit his kids for a couple of weeks at Christmas, but I’ll plead the Fifth on saying anything more than that,” Marcus said.

			Flint could have liked this guy, even if he wasn’t a rancher, had he lived closer to Ringgold. “I understand.” He nodded as he picked up a pen and began to sign all the places that had little yellow tags beside the lines. When he got to the page concerning mineral rights, he glanced over at Marcus. “You’re selling the mineral rights with the land?”

			“That’s what Mama wants,” Marcus said. “They had a company come out and check most of the land when I was a little kid and they said there was no oil on the place, and she doesn’t want to deal with it if there is.”

			“Thank you.” Flint continued signing. “I’m not sure that I’d ever want a pumper on my land anyway, but it’s good to know that I own what’s under the dirt as well as what’s above it.”

			“You are welcome,” Marcus said.

			They finished their business in an hour, and Flint went straight out to the ranch. He opened the door to the house with one of his keys and walked through the place. He decided that Jasmine should have the master suite. It wasn’t any bigger than the other two bedrooms but it did have a private bathroom, and that would give Jasmine a little more privacy. He would take one of the other two bedrooms and use the bathroom off the hallway. The third bedroom could be set up with a desk and a file cabinet for her to work on her cookbooks.

			“Anybody home?” Jasmine knocked on the door and came in without waiting.

			Flint hurried down the hallway, picked her up, and swung her around until they were both dizzy and laughing like children. “I have a ranch,” he said. “It’s all mine now. Signed, sealed, and delivered. I can’t believe it.”

			“I hope it’s okay, but I brought a few things since I was coming this way.” Jasmine was completely out of breath when he set her down.

			“That’s great!” he said and planted one of those steamy kisses on her lips. “I’ll help you get it into the house. I’m so glad you’re here to help organize things when the movers get here.”

			He tucked her hand into his, and together they walked out to her van. Just that much contact made him want to rush things, but she was right. They should see how they did in all situations before they took their relationship to the next level.

			Relationship? His grandfather chuckled so loudly that Flint looked over his shoulder to see if he was standing on the porch. I’m glad to see you even know how use that word.

			“Me too,” he whispered.

			“You too what?” Jasmine asked.

			“Do you ever hear someone that has passed on talking to you in your mind?” Flint asked as he picked up two boxes and headed toward the house.

			“Oh, yeah,” Jasmine answered. “Were you agreeing with someone?”

			“Yep, with my grandpa,” Flint replied, “and do you hear what I hear? That’s the sound of trucks coming down the lane.”

			“Looks like your movers are here.” She grabbed the last box from her van and hurried inside the house. “Where do I put this stuff?”

			“The bedroom with the bathroom is yours. We’ll put all this in the closet.” Flint led the way.

			“This should be your room,” Jasmine protested.

			“Maybe it will be someday, but right now it belongs to you. The room right across the hall is your office.” He rushed out to the porch and across the yard. When he opened Sam’s truck door, Gater bailed out, hiked his leg on a dormant rosebush, and then stretched out on the porch.

			Sam got out and wrapped Flint up in a bear hug. “Looks like we’ve got some mesquite to clear off this place.”

			Flint patted Sam on the back. “Welcome to the Promised Land.”

			“I’m glad to be here.” Sam took a step back. “Please tell me that van sitting over there belongs to Jasmine. I can’t wait to meet her.”

			“Did I hear my name?” Jasmine stepped out on the porch.

			“Yes, you did, and that picture Flint sent me didn’t do you justice.” Sam took the steps two at a time and stuck out his hand. “I’m right pleased to meet you, and even more pleased that you’ll be staying here on the ranch. Me and Flint can both put together a meal, but that ain’t sayin’ it tastes good.” He winked.

			“Those two trucks comin’ up the lane right now are going to back in here, and you kids will need to tell them what to do with things. When they get done fillin’ up this house, then we’ll take the rest to the barn, and me and Flint can use our pickups to take my things to the cabin.” Sam talked as he walked through the house. “And just so you know, Miz Jasmine, I’m a man of few words unless I’m all excited like I am right now, and then you can’t turn me off.”

			“What do you think?” Flint followed along behind him.

			“I think it’s a fine place with plenty of room to build on either way if you ever want to,” Sam said. “It’ll be plenty big to raise a couple of boys in, but if you was to have a big family, you might need a little more space. The trucks are here. Let’s get busy. We’ve got work to do while there’s still a sliver of daylight left.”

			Flint found Jasmine standing in the middle of the kitchen floor and drew her close to his side. “Think we’ll ever have to build on to this house?”

			“I read a quote this morning in one of my books. It said: ‘The past is your lesson. The present is your gift. The future is your motivation.’ I can sure agree with that. I’ve learned a lot from my past.” She raised on her tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek. “Let’s enjoy the gift that we have right now.”

			“And be motivated to have a great future,” he said.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Saturday was a bittersweet day for Jasmine. For more than ten years her life had revolved around Chicken Fried. Her regular customers had become her friends, and now she was leaving them behind. Sure, Diana would take good care of them. Her cooking was every bit as good as Jasmine’s, and her two sweet friends would make everyone who stopped by the café feel welcome and loved.

			“How can everything change so drastically in only a week?” she asked Diana as they worked side by side on breakfast orders.

			“Seems strange to me too,” Diana said. “My dream is happening.”

			“What if I can’t live in the same house with Flint, or what if in a few weeks I find out that Sam drives me crazy?” Jasmine whispered.

			“Then move out,” Diana answered. “There’s no anchor on your butt, girl. If you ain’t happy after a week or a month or even six months, pack it up and leave. You’re still young, and there’s places to live all over the world. But honey, I see the way that Flint looks at you with those love-at-first-sight eyes. I think y’all are goin’ to get along just fine.”

			Jasmine sucked in a lungful of air, but Diana shook an egg turner at her. “Don’t argue with me. I know the look because my sweet husband looked at me the same way. It’s a miracle that doesn’t come along very often.”

			“Trust isn’t easy for me after…” Jasmine hesitated.

			“I understand. We all remember what you went through with that sumbitch.” Diana gritted her teeth on the last word. “But it’s way past time for you to move on.”

			Pearl poked her head in the back door. “Hey, hey!” 

			Jasmine stopped stirring a slow cooker full of oatmeal and met her friend halfway across the kitchen. They wrapped their arms around each other for a long hug, and then Pearl stepped back and smiled.

			“You are glowing almost as much as you did on your first day here at the café,” Pearl said.

			“I’m so glad you came today,” Jasmine said.

			Pearl poured herself a cup of coffee and set it on the worktable. Then she removed her coat, hung it on the back of a chair, and tucked an errant strand of curly red hair behind her ear. “It’s good to see you, Diana. You never age. What’s your secret?”

			“A good life,” Diana answered. “Must be ten years since I’ve seen you, girl, and you haven’t changed a bit.”

			Pearl sat down at the worktable and took a sip of her coffee. “Thank you, but two kids and ranchin’ work has taken its toll on me. I wanted to stop by today since I was here on the day Jasmine took over way back when. I wanted to be here when she passed her apron over to you.”

			“That’s so sweet.” Diana finished an order, set it on the shelf and yelled “Order up!”

			“That’s my cue today,” Jasmine said. “I’m doing double duty. Diana’s two friends will arrive either late this evening or tomorrow, but today, I’m her waitress. Don’t go away, Pearl. I’ll be right back.”

			“I’m not going anywhere for a little while.” Pearl waved her away with a flick of her wrist.

			Jasmine carried a tray of food to Amos and Elvis and set the two Saturday morning specials on the table. “You guys have been such amazing customers that this morning’s breakfast is on the house.”

			“Thank you, but we’re goin’ to miss you.” Amos sighed.

			Jasmine patted him on the back. “I’m not leaving the state or even the county. We’re going to be neighbors.”

			“That don’t mean I can come over to your house every day for breakfast,” Elvis said. “But I might make a few deals with Flint. I can loan him a hay baler for a free meal once a week.”

			Jasmine just smiled and gave Elvis a quick pat on the shoulder. No way was she going to start that kind of thing or pretty soon she would be running another café out of the ranch house. “Y’all enjoy the Saturday special. You’ll find that Diana and I cook just alike.”

			The bell above the door rang, and she whipped around to see Sam and Flint coming in. He caught her eye across the room and flashed a brilliant smile. Her pulse jacked up a few notches and her breath caught in her chest.

			“Hey, Flint!” Amos yelled. “Come on over and sit with us. We missed you being the waiter today.”

			“Thanks for the invitation.” Flint and Sam hung up their coats and hats. “I wanted y’all to meet Sam, anyway.”

			Pearl was fanning herself with one of the menus when Jasmine made it back to the kitchen. “Oh. My. Sweet. Jesus!” she gasped.

			“What?” Jasmine asked.

			“He’s even taller and sexier in the flesh than he was in the picture you sent,” Pearl whispered. “Before I leave, you’ll have to introduce us. How in the world are you going to keep from tiptoeing over to his bedroom and crawling into bed with him?”

			Jasmine lowered her chin and looked up at Pearl. “Who says I’ll tiptoe?”

			Pearl giggled. “In all seriousness, now, I’m happy for you, but if things don’t work out, remember that Wil and I have an empty bunkhouse you are welcome to use for as long as you like.”

			Jasmine stopped long enough to give her a hug. “Thanks for that. Now I’ve got to get back out there and wait on Flint and Sam.”

			She poured two cups of coffee, carried them to the table, and whipped out her order pad. “What can I get you guys this morning?”

			“Whatever they’re having looks mighty fine,” Sam answered.

			“Looks good to me too,” Flint nodded. “Need some help while I’m here?”

			“Thanks, but we’re managing. How are things at the ranch?” she asked.

			“That place is sure named right,” Sam answered. “Me and old Gater feel like we’ve done got to the promised land. The cabin is just perfect, and Gater has already had him a swim in the pond. Came back to the cabin and shook enough water off hisself that it looked like it was rainin’. You got the last of your stuff packed up and ready to move this evenin’?”

			“Yes, I do,” Jasmine answered.

			“I’ll be here about four to load it up for you.” Flint reached out and gently squeezed her free hand.

			She thought of what Pearl had said about tiptoeing across the hallway and bit back a giggle. Along with the sparks dancing across the table, she got a vision of herself cuddling up next to Flint after a night of steamy, hot sex.

			“You okay?” Elvis asked.

			Jasmine was jerked back to reality in a split second. “I’m fine,” she answered. “I was just trying to think if there was anything I’d forgotten to pack. And now I’m going to go put your order in for Diana to get ready.”

			“Hello,” Pearl said right behind her. “I’m Pearl. Jasmine and I’ve been best friends since we were toddlers.”

			Both Sam and Flint pushed back their chairs and stood up. Flint stretched out his hand. “Pleasure to meet you. Jasmine has talked about you and your husband, Wil. Come see us at the Promised Land.”

			Pearl shook with him and then with Sam. “We’d love to, and you all have an open invitation to drive over to Henrietta to see us. We’ll be seeing each other before then, but we have a big Fourth of July ranch party. We’d love to have you come spend the day with us.”

			“Whoa, now, girlie,” Amos said. “I have a party on my ranch that day too and…”

			“Pretty nice to have folks fightin’ over us,” Sam chuckled.

			“We’ll see who wins.” Pearl shot a broad wink at Jasmine. “We’d better get on back in the kitchen before these two handsome cowboys starve plumb to death.”

			“Awww, shucks.” Sam grinned. “Been years since I been called handsome. I really have made it to the promised land.”

			Jasmine shot a smile his way and followed Pearl back to the kitchen.

			“You’re goin’ to have trouble,” Pearl whispered.

			“Why do you say that?” Jasmine asked.

			“Flint’s deep Southern drawl is as sexy as he is,” Pearl answered.

			“Why’s that trouble?” Diana asked.

			“With that voice, he could sweet-talk a holy woman’s underpants right off her body,” Pearl teased.

			“Thank God I’m not a holy woman, then.” Jasmine broke six eggs into a bowl and whipped them up. “You want a stack of pancakes?”

			“Thought you’d never ask,” Pearl answered. “I got the kids off to school and Wil out to work on fences, but I didn’t have time for anything but a piece of leftover toast this morning. What can I do to help?”

			“Just sit tight and I’ll have it ready in a second. I can do that while the bacon fries up for this order,” Diana said.

			“Thank you,” Pearl said and then turned to Jasmine. “Now, back to Flint. Are you going to be able to focus on your cookbooks with him around?”

			“I hope so,” Jasmine said, but down deep in her heart, she had wondered the exact same thing.

			* * *

			Flint and Sam drove around the fence line, checked out the ponds and the barn that morning, and then they went into the barn. The truck started on the first try but had a rattle that Sam said he could fix in a couple of days. The tractor was more stubborn, and after checking it out, Flint decided the first thing it needed was a new starter.

			“So, you think we need to start out by getting the equipment in order?” Flint asked.

			“Yep, and then we need to clear out the little mesquite trees popping up in the pastures. We should be able to do some plowing this spring and get some alfalfa in the ground for hay. That way when we start to bring the cattle onto the ranch, we’ll have a barn full of good hay.” Sam talked as he checked out the tack room and stalls. “This is a fine start, and it’ll hold a lot of small bales. Amos said he’s got a baler for sale. We might take a look at it toward the end of the week.”

			“Do you think the folks in the Bible who finally made it to the promised land ever felt like the other shoe was about to drop?” Flint asked.

			Sam shook his head. “Nope. They had reached the land of milk and honey, but they had to fight to keep it. We’ll have to fight mesquite and fight the heat and weather and everything that can get thrown at us if we want to keep this ranch. The name is pretty, but the work is going to make us both cuss and sweat.”

			“Bring it on.” Flint grinned.

			“Are you ready to work that hard to get and keep Jasmine?” Sam asked.

			“I think I am,” Flint answered. “I don’t think I’ve ever felt this strong for any woman.”

			“Well, son.” Sam rubbed his chin. “If you need some help along those lines, me and Gater are here to help you out. It’s the least we can do after you letting us come live here.”

			“I appreciate that,” Flint said, “but I reckon I can fight that battle myself. And Sam, I don’t want you to overdo it. You are supposed to be retired and taking it easy.”

			“I can take it easy for a long time when I’m dead. I was so bored this past week I thought they’d have to call you to come make the arrangements for my funeral.” Sam backed up and sat down in an old lawn chair.

			“Don’t talk like that,” Flint said. “You’re going to live to be a hundred.”

			“Or die tryin’.” Sam chuckled. “With this new lease on life, I just might make it. You ready to drive to wherever we need to go for some tractor and truck parts? We’ve got a few hours until you bring your woman to the ranch.”

			“She’s not my woman yet, Sam,” Flint answered. “But I can always hope for someday.”

			“Hope is a powerful thing, son.” Sam popped up from the chair.

			“And sometimes it brings something to you a helluva lot faster than you think it will.” Flint led the way out of the barn and down the path toward the house. “Who’d have ever thought that I’d brake to keep from hitting a dog and wind up with all this in a week’s time.”

			“Fate, boy!” Sam said seriously. “It’s all Fate.”

			* * *

			Jasmine had never been a hoarder, but she didn’t realize she had so much stuff until she and Flint began to load her van and his truck.

			“Good Lord!” Diana said. “If you had one more shoebox, you would have to come back for it.”

			“Ten years’ accumulation.” Jasmine sighed. “I’m glad there’s a spare room at the ranch for me to unload all this.”

			“And the better part of a barn. We put everything we didn’t need for the house in the two stalls,” Flint reminded her. “Ready to go, or do you need a minute or two alone?”

			Jasmine shook her head. “I’ve made my peace with leaving, and I’m ready to start a new chapter.” She gave Diana a hug on the front porch. “Call me if you need anything, or just call me because. We’ll be in for dinner sometime next week.”

			“I will, and I’ll be lookin’ for you.” Diana wiped away a tear. “Now, get on out of here before I start crying in earnest. My friends will be here in another hour, and I don’t want them to see me all weepy.”

			“Holy hell!” Jasmine muttered as she drove east out of Ringgold. “This has to be the craziest thing I’ve ever done. I’m about to move in with a man I’ve known one week.”

			Oh, hush! The voice in her head said. Flint has lived in the same house as you all week. You’ve spent twenty-four hours a day with him, and he’s been nothing but a gentleman.

			“But the kisses are so hot,” she groaned.

			She turned into the driveway, looked up at the sign swinging from two huge posts, and suddenly peace filled her heart. She was doing the right thing, and no amount of second-guessing herself was going to change that.

			She backed her SUV as close to the porch as she could get it and popped the back hatch. She had picked up a box when Flint parked beside her and rushed over to help.

			“I can bring all this inside,” he said. “You can tell me which room to put it in.”

			“Thanks,” she said.

			She was blown away when she walked into the house and found it fully put together. When she’d left two nights ago, there was barely room to walk between boxes and furniture. A well-worn but comfortable-looking leather sofa faced the fireplace in the living room. Recliners flanked the ends, and a massive wood coffee table that looked like it had seen lots of boots propped on it sat in front of the sofa.

			“I’m bring in hangers of clothes first,” Flint said. “I’ll just put them all in the closet and you can arrange them later, if that’s all right.”

			“Perfectly fine.” She carried her one little box that was marked COOKBOOKS on the side into the third bedroom and gasped when she saw an antique oak desk against one wall, with a leather office chair behind it and a tall four-drawer filing cabinet in the corner.

			She set the box down and went across the hallway to find a four-poster bed all made up and ready for her to crawl into that night. The matching dresser had a huge mirror above it, and a rocking chair had been placed under the window.

			“I feel like I’m moving into a five-star hotel,” she said.

			Flint beamed. “If there’s anything you want moved or rearranged, just let me know and I’ll fix it for you.”

			“It’s all perfect,” she whispered, “more than I ever dreamed about.”

			Flint drew her close to his chest, then kissed her long and passionately. “Welcome home, Jasmine Thurman. I hope you’re as happy as I am here on the Promised Land.”

			“My heart tells me that I will be,” she said.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			One year later

			“What did Flint give you this year for Valentine’s?” Pearl asked.

			“It was tough to outdo last year’s present, when he gave me a set of keys to the house, the barn, and all the vehicles, and a bouquet of wildflowers,” Jasmine said as she looked into the makeup mirror on the worktable in the tack room. “This year’s gift is going to be his wedding vows. I’m giving him the same thing.”

			Pearl removed the rollers from Jasmine’s hair while she put on her makeup. “I can’t believe y’all waited a whole year to tie the knot.”

			“I wanted to be sure, not just for myself but for Flint.” Jasmine finished the last touch and twisted her hair up into a bunch of curls. “Now you can put the ringlet of baby roses on for me and pin it down.”

			“We’ve only got about thirty minutes until…” Pearl said.

			Jasmine’s sister, Kathleen, came into the tack room with a disgusted look on her face. “I can’t believe you’re getting married in a barn, of all things, and getting ready in a nasty room like this.”

			“I’ll have you know”—Jasmine shook her finger at Kathleen—“Flint scrubbed this room until there’s not a speck of dirt or dust anywhere, and why wouldn’t a rancher get married in a barn?”

			“But you have arrived.” Kathleen set her mouth in a firm line. “Your first cookbook hit the market in a big way, and you’ve been on television talk shows. I hated that title but it’s growing on me. Chicken Fried just didn’t seem like a decent thing to name your first book, but who am I to argue with success,” she sighed, “even if you are too stubborn to go on a book tour.”

			“The second one will be out by Easter, and it’s called The Promised Land Ranch Cookbook,” Pearl told Kathleen.

			“Well, it’s your life, but you could be a lot bigger than you are if you’d do a little more with your life than live on this godforsaken…”

			Jasmine took a couple of steps back, put her hand over her heart, and rolled her eyes toward the rafters. “Be careful. There’s not a dark cloud in the sky today, but honey, I don’t want to be standing beside you right here on the Promised Land when you say it’s godforsaken. If lightning comes through that ceiling, I might even run out there to the barn and hurry up and marry Flint in this robe before the place burns down.”

			“Hmphhh!” Kathleen huffed. “You always were a smartass. Get your dress on.”

			“Have you talked to Flint?” Jasmine asked.

			“He’s nervous, and good grief, Jasmine, where are your shoes?” Kathleen pointed to the dress hanging on the door leading into the small bathroom and the cowboy boots sitting on the floor.

			“I’m wearing boots.” Jasmine dropped her robe and slipped into the straight champagne-colored dress that was covered with lace.

			Pearl zipped it up the back and then dropped to her knees to help Jasmine put on the boots. “You look amazing, girlfriend.”

			“Thank you.” Jasmine smiled and shot a look over at her sister.

			“If you like the flower-child look, I suppose you do look all right.” Kathleen sighed. “I had eight bridesmaids and a designer dress that had a twelve-foot train. Mama still shows off the pictures every chance she gets.”

			“Sister, you wanted a wedding.” Jasmine crossed the room and gave her an air kiss on the cheek. “I want a marriage, and”—she lowered her voice—“I’m sure that when the baby gets here, Mama will have plenty of pictures to show off.”

			“You’re pregnant?” Kathleen’s eyes got so wide that Jasmine thought for a minute they would pop out and roll around on the floor. “I’m the oldest. I should have the first grandchild.”

			“Too bad, honey,” Jasmine said. “This little rancher is due the first of September. He or she will be just the right size for cute Christmas pictures. Don’t be upset. You are going to be an aunt.”

			“Does Mama know?” Kathleen asked.

			“Not yet, but she will right after the wedding. I’ll tell her at the reception, and if you say a word before I get to tell her, I won’t ever speak to you again,” Jasmine said.

			Pearl put Jasmine’s bouquet in her hand just as the music started playing. “It’s time for me and Kathleen to lead the way for you. Be as happy as I am, and FYI, I’m going to be an aunt too.”

			“Thank you.” Jasmine took the bouquet.

			Sam poked his head in the door. “I hear there’s a beautiful bride waiting for this homely old cowboy to walk her down the aisle.”

			“No, sir, she’s waiting on a handsome cowboy who will never be old in her eyes to escort her down the aisle.” Jasmine looped her arm in his. “Thank you for doing this for me, Sam. I hope my dad is looking down through the holes in the floors of heaven and can see how happy I am.”

			“I’m sure he is, darlin’ girl,” Sam said, “and I’m downright honored to get to do this.”

			* * *

			Flint had been so nervous he could hardly stand still, right up until the time he could see Jasmine coming down the aisle. Then, a peace settled over him, and everyone in the room seemed to disappear. Like it had been for the last year, if he was with her, everything was fine.

			“Who gives this woman to be married to this man?” the preacher asked.

			“I do, with honor and pride,” Sam answered as he took Flint’s hand and put Jasmine’s in it. “Love each other. Trust each other. Lean on each other. Just like you’ve done this past year.”

			“Yes, sir,” Jasmine and Flint said in unison.

			Flint didn’t wait for the preacher to go on, but drew Jasmine a little closer, looked deep into her eyes, and said, “I didn’t believe in fate or love at first sight until a year ago, but I do now. I think I fell in love with you when you stepped out of your café when I came close to plowing right into the porch. I’m convinced that fate caused that dog to make me stop in Ringgold, and I’m so glad it did. Jasmine, without you my life would be empty and my heart nothing but a shell. I love you with my whole being and will forever.”

			Jasmine handed her bouquet off to Pearl, slipped her free hand into Flint’s so that she was holding both of his hands, and said, “Flint, if someone would have told me a series of events was about to happen that day that would turn my life and my heart around, I would have thought they’d been sippin’ too much moonshine,” she said.

			Everyone in the barn chuckled.

			“But I’m so glad it did, because I’m just reaffirming that you have my whole heart today and forever. You’ve had it since the morning you said you’d stay and work for me until the new owner of my café arrived. I love you and this life we are building right here on the Promised Land Ranch.”

			“Well, I don’t know if there’s much more I need to say,” the preacher said, “but I would like to read a verse from Romans: ‘Be devoted to one another in love. Honor one another above yourselves.’” He went on with the traditional giving and taking of the rings and the rest of the ceremony and ended with “Flint, you may kiss your bride.”

			Flint bent her backwards in a true Hollywood kiss and whispered, “I love you, Mrs. Walker.” He straightened her up and pulled her close with his arm around her waist.

			“I’d like to introduce to all of you for the first time ever Mr. and Mrs. Flint Walker,” the preacher said.

			Amid the applause, they walked together down the aisle and to the other side of the barn where the reception was set up.

			“Happy Valentine’s Day.” Flint kissed her again. “And darlin’, you are the most beautiful bride in the whole world. I love the dress, the boots, your hair, and everything about you.”

			“You look pretty sexy yourself, all fancied up in your black suit and your shiny boots”—she leaned in to whisper—“but I’d rather be naked with you in our big bed than be all dolled up in our fancy wedding clothes.”

			Flint laughed out loud. “Darlin’, you read my mind.”
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