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			Chapter 1

			My sister, Ashley, was eighteen the summer that our mother took us to the beach in Pensacola, Florida. The trip was Ashley’s high school graduation present and birthday present rolled into one. I can still close my eyes and smell the salty air, and if I wiggle my toes, I can imagine that I’m playing in the warm sand.

			And we got to stay for a whole week. We swam, collected shells, fed the gulls, and every night we watched the sun set over the water. I was eight that year, and to me the whole time was dusted with miraculous fairy dust.

			We had a picnic on the beach on Ashley’s birthday. Just the three of us—Mama, Ashley, and me—but there was pizza and a chocolate cake with candles. That was the second day of our weeklong trip. By then, I had fallen in love with the beach and made myself a promise that I would come back as often as I could.

			Ashley and I found the old bottle washed up on the beach the night of her birthday. It was most likely a tequila bottle, but I was convinced that it was magic and that if we rubbed it hard, a genie would come out the top in a puff of smoke and grant us each three wishes. I shut my eyes and rubbed the bottle.

			“Oh. My. Goodness!” Mama squealed.

			My eyes popped wide open, but all I saw was a sunset reflected in the water. “What is it, Mama?”

			“I saw the genie. He smiled at me and waved as he headed for the snow-cone shop down the strip.”

			I glanced over at Ashley. She was my idol, and more than once I wished that I was like her and Mama—petite, gorgeous brunette, graceful—but I was tall, blond, brown-eyed and clumsy.

			“I saw him, too.” She nodded. “And we each get three wishes.”

			Ashley wished for college to be easy, for no rain the rest of our vacation, and for a handsome prince to come into her life and sweep her away to live happily ever after. It took a few years but her wishes all came true.

			Mama asked that her daughters, Ashley and Jessica—that would be me—would find happiness; that she would live long enough to see her grandchildren, and for the three of us to always respect and love each other. Her wishes also came true. Ashley and I were both happy. Mama got to see two grandchildren and watch them grow up to be fine young men, and we really did all three love each other.

			I rubbed the bottle a few extra times because I wanted to really see the genie pop back in the bottle so I could take him home with me, but he wouldn’t show himself a second time. So, I made my choices: the first was that I would find a big, huge conch shell the next day. And the second wish was that I could see my father. The third was that someday I’d fall in love and live happily ever after like the princess in the Cinderella movie. I did find a conch shell the next day. It wasn’t big but it still sits on a shelf, along with the bottle, in my living room to remind me of the good times we had that summer.

			That was twenty years ago, and my second and third wishes still hadn’t come true. Then on a Thursday afternoon, a deputy sheriff came to our real estate agency with the news that our mother had been killed in a car wreck south of Jefferson, Texas, where we live. A semi driver had lost control and slammed into her little smart car that she whipped around town in. She and the driver were both gone before the ambulance arrived on the scene.

			The consensus in Jefferson, Texas, has always been that everyone knows everyone, knows what they are doing, and who they are doing it with, and they read the weekly paper to see who got caught. We knew Thomas, the deputy, and the way that tears ran down his eyes, I wondered if maybe he was my father. But even in my immediate and overwhelming grief, I knew that couldn’t be true. The whole town would have known, and that bit of gossip was too juicy not to spread like a Texas wildfire.

			Of all the things other kids had when I was a little girl, the thing I envied the most was that they had a father. Some of them even had two—a real daddy and a stepfather. It didn’t seem fair to me that they got two, and I didn’t have even one. Eventually, I realized that having a mother like I did made up for no father. Maybe that’s why I was in denial so long after she was killed. I had lost both mother and father that evening when Thomas brought the news to us. Six weeks later, I was still in denial and refusing to take the next step—as Ashley called it—in the grieving process.

			“Tomorrow morning, we are going through Mama’s things and putting the house on the market,” Ashley said.

			“No!” I wailed and tears began to roll down my cheeks. “We can’t touch a thing in our childhood home. That holds all our memories.”

			“Our memories are in our hearts.” Ashley hugged me until I got the weeping under control. “And Mama wouldn’t want a shrine. She would want us to move on and live our lives. All this sadness robs us of happiness.”

			“I can’t do it,” I declared. “You’ll have to take care of it, Sister. I can’t get rid of her things, and I can’t move on.”

			“Yes! You! Can!” Ashley took me by the shoulders and looked right into my eyes. “And. You. Will.”

			“Can we just wait another month?” I begged.

			“No, we are doing it tomorrow.” She didn’t leave any room for argument, so the next morning at eight o’clock, we met at Mama’s house. My shoes felt like they were filled with concrete, making my feet so heavy as I walked from the car to the porch. We had lived in this house my whole life, and most of Ashley’s. How could we just treat it like any other place on the listing at our real estate office?

			“Here’s what I’ve got in mind,” Ashley said. “We are going to go through her personal things and take what we want. If there’s anything, furniture-wise, that either of us wants to keep, we will mark it, and when the women’s shelter people come to take it all away, they will leave those pieces.”

			“Women’s shelter?” I frowned.

			“I made the decision to give what we don’t want to the shelter in Tyler. Mama was all for empowering women, so I think she would like that idea.” Ashley handed me a roll of masking tape. “Put a strip on anything you want and sign your name. Be sure it’s visible.”

			“I want to keep it all,” I told her. “Can’t we just rent a storage unit and…”

			She didn’t give me time to finish but butted in. “And let it all get gnawed by rats and ruined by heat and cold? Mama would want it to go to a good cause. We’ll start in her bedroom. I’ll go through the dresser drawers, and you can clean out the closet. Do you want to keep her bed?”

			She took me by the hand as if I were still eight years old and led me down the short hallway to the bedroom. I couldn’t remember how many nights I’d gotten in bed with Mama when I was a little girl. I was terrified of storms, and never—not once—had Mama scolded me.

			Let me go in peace, Mama’s voice was so clear in my head that I turned around to see if she was in the room with me. I love you, Jess, but you’ve got to let me go.

			“I don’t want the bed,” I muttered.

			“Okay, then,” Ashley swiped away a tear. “Anything that you can’t bear to part with out of the closet, just throw on the bed. I’m sure the women’s shelter will be glad to take any of her clothing or shoes that we don’t want to keep. I want the dress she wore to my wedding, so put it to one side.”

			By midmorning the closet was empty. I had kept the tears at bay until I found the T-shirt she had worn when we made the trip to Florida almost twenty years ago. I would decide later what to do with it, but I had to keep it.

			I started on the shelves of shoes next. Mama had even smaller feet than Ashley, and I wear a size nine, so neither of us sisters wanted to keep any of those. I set them all on the other side of the bed for the women’s shelter. I was taking them down three boxes at a time, and on the last trip, the top one tumbled off, and letters spilled out on the floor. Some of them were tied up with a faded red ribbon. The return address said they were from some guy named Edward Rollin. I’d never heard her mention the man, and I was intrigued.

			“You leave those alone,” Ashley said. “If that’s who I think it is, she wouldn’t want us to read them.”

			“Who do you think it is?” I turned them over several times in my hands. “And why would he write letters to Mama? I realize it was almost thirty years ago, according to the postmarks, but they did have phones.”

			“She went out with a guy when I was a little girl,” Ashley said. “His name was Eddie, and she cried when they broke up. Those are private, and we need to burn them. If she’d wanted us to read them, she would have said so in her will. And girl, we had a phone, but we didn’t have email, Snapchat, FaceTime, or smartphones like we have today. People still wrote letters back then.”

			“I’m reading them.” I untied the ribbon and laid it aside.

			Ashley stormed off to clean out more dresser drawers. I figured that she was getting into things even more personal than I was. I took the letters to the living room, sat down in the middle of the floor, sorted them according to the dates on the outside, and began to read.

			Three hours later, with big drops of tears still dripping from my cheekbones, I had read every one of them at least once and the last one that had never been mailed three times. My head hurt from sobbing and my eyes were bloodred. My father was Edward Rollin and he’d written half the letters I’d read; the other half Mama had sent to him. They wrote about very personal things, leaving no doubt that they’d had a hot and heavy romance for a few months.

			Ashley had long since forsaken me and gone home so I sat there alone in Mama’s bedroom and felt the pain she must’ve felt when she’d gotten the last letter from him. I found it in the box along with all the ones that she had written to him. He had sent all her letters back to her, but she must have loved him too much to give his back.

			No wonder she’d always evaded my questions about my father. He’d thrown her away for another woman, and there was a possibility I had a half sister or brother somewhere in the panhandle of Florida. I could understand why she refused to tell me anything. I would have begged her to take me to meet my sister or brother. I would have cried to see my father. It was easier to say nothing than it would have been to deal with my whining.

			It was late that Friday night when I dried my eyes and made my decision. I was leaving on Monday morning to go see Edward Rollin. I might not ever speak to him, but I was going to lay eyes on the man who broke my mama’s heart and who fathered me.

			Two days later, on the third Monday morning in August, I was packed to go to Panama City Beach, Florida, with all those letters tucked into the pocket of one of my suitcases. Ashley, in her usual bossy mode, was standing between me and the front door of my small house. Her arms were crossed over her chest. Her blue eyes flashed anger, and her delicate little mouth was set in a firm line.

			“You are batshit crazy,” she said through clenched teeth. “It’s been more than twenty-eight years. He may have moved. He may be dead. Maybe he just told Mama that about another woman and child to break up with her. I can tell you right now he won’t greet you with open arms and a big, happy welcome. Think, Sister! For God’s sake, use that big, beautiful brain that you got from Mama and think about what you are doing. Mama had to have been thinking about the effect meeting him would have on you when she protected you from ever knowing him.”

			“I’m not stupid.” I tossed two bikinis into the suitcase, planning to spend lots of hours on the beach even if I didn’t get to meet or see my father. “I don’t expect anything, so I won’t be disappointed. Don’t worry about me and my big, beautiful brain. I can take care of myself and my brain as well. Do you know what I always envied in other children? Everyone had a father but me—even you. Granted your daddy was dead, but at least you had one. I never even knew my father’s name or what he did or where he lived. I didn’t know if he was a bum or a millionaire.”

			“What makes you think seeing this man will bring you closure?” Ashley asked. “You’re not a little kid who doesn’t have a daddy at the father-daughter Valentine’s dance at school. I didn’t have one either and I survived.”

			“Nothing you can say will keep me from going, and when I get back, I promise it’ll be finished.” I zipped the suitcase and crossed the room with my usual long strides to bend down and hug my sister. I tower over my short sister and usually tease her about it being a sacrifice to bend so far to hug her, but not that day. There was nothing funny about our argument or the hug.

			If our birth certificates didn’t say that we had the same mother, even we wouldn’t believe that we are sisters. She’s a short, dark-haired, blue-eyed brunette just like Mama was. I’m a tall blonde with brown eyes. She’s the bossy one. I’m the nosy one. The only thing that we really had in common was our mother, Linda. Well, that and the real estate agency that our family had run for more than forty years.

			“Why don’t you take a few days and go out to the farm? Think about it instead of going off in a tizzy like this. The farmhouse is so peaceful, and you like it there,” Ashley pleaded.

			“You can’t talk me out of this,” I told her. “Take care of my cat. Don’t forget to water the ferns and give Callie a lot of attention while I’m gone, but don’t give her the cat treats but once a day.” I needed to see for myself the man who fathered me, not just read about how much my mama loved him. Sure, he was probably married. The last letter he sent along with all the other ones that she’d mailed to him said that his girlfriend of seven years was pregnant, and he was going to do the right thing and marry her.

			“Promise me you won’t come dragging a broken heart back here.” Ashley wasn’t going to give up easily.

			“I promise.” I hugged her one more time. “I’ll call when I check into the motel. I want to be so close to the water that I can smell the salt in the air. Remember when we would take deep breaths just to inhale the smell of salt water? See you in a couple of weeks. And keep the special cat treats out of sight, or Callie will meow until you want to wring her pretty calico neck.”

			The sun was a sliver in the east when I left Jefferson that morning. I listened to the old country songs that Mama loved the whole time it took me to reach the Sugar Sands hotel just east of Panama City Beach. I checked in, unloaded my stuff into my room, and stepped out onto the deck that led straight to the beach. In a couple of hours, it would be dark, and I wanted to see the sunset. Already, a brilliant array of colors reflected from the water as the sun got lower in the sky. To me, it seemed like an omen that I had seen a Texas sunrise and would shortly see a Florida sunset on the same day. Could it possibly be that one of the wishes I’d made on the washed-up bottle twenty years ago right there on a beach just down the coast from where we had been would come true?

			Lazy waves lapped up on the sand and then retreated. Birds pecked through the sand and then rushed away from the water as it returned. The salty smell and the sound took me back to the last time I’d been in Florida. Even if I didn’t find my father or my prince, maybe I’d find another bottle and make three more wishes.

			What would you wish for? My mother’s voice was back in my head.

			“That I could go back in time and not even take the listing that you went out to show that day you were killed,” I whispered. “That you would have told me about Edward, and that Ashley could realize how much it means to me just to see him in person if he’s still alive.”

			I was leaning on the railing when the ringtone on my phone said that James, my best friend since kindergarten, was calling. I hit the button to answer but before I could say a word, he started on a world-class rant.

			“Where are you? I’ve been worried all day. Why weren’t you answering your phone calls? Ashley told me about this fool stunt. Why didn’t you tell me? I’ll tell you why. You didn’t want me to talk you out of it,” he rattled on.

			I tried to get a word in edgewise, but about the time I opened my mouth, he had gotten a second wind.

			“This is the craziest thing you’ve ever pulled. If your father wanted to see you, he’d have found you. You’re giving up your whole vacation to chase an elusive dream. You don’t act like this, Jessie. You’ve always had a good head on your shoulders, and you’re too young to be going through a midlife crisis. You just flat out aren’t the kind of woman who goes off chasing butterflies.” He finally ran out of air.

			I latched onto the chance to talk and said, “I’m here and it’s just like I remembered only better, and the sun is setting, and you’d love it. You should catch a plane and fly down for two weeks. I didn’t answer your calls because I didn’t want to listen to you have a hissy like you just did,” I told him, expecting another tirade about how foolish I was.

			“I’m too mad to talk to you, so I’m hanging up before we both say things that we’ll be sorry for.” He was gone without so much as a goodbye.

			I stomped into the room, picked up a pillow, and threw it at the wall. I wanted to scream loud enough that he could hear me all the way to Texas, but that wouldn’t do a bit of good. So, I bit back tears of anger and frustration and changed into a bikini. Muttering about how that I’d prove him wrong, I threw a T-shirt over the top and tucked the room key card into my tote bag.

			It was too late for suntanning, but I could at least feel the sand on my toes. I spread out my tie-dyed beach towel on the sand and lay back to enjoy the sound of the waves splashing up on the shore. I kept an eye out for another bottle that might wash up, but I guess the ocean was all out of empty tequila bottles that day.

			At first, I had my knees pulled up under my chin, but then I wanted to feel the surf on my toes. Just as I stretched out my long legs, a jogger tripped over them and went flying out into the edge of the water face-first. He came up sputtering with fire in his blue eyes and his black hair dripping water onto his muscular body.

			“Why did you trip me? Are you crazy? My MP3 player is ruined.” His chest was broad, and muscles rippled under his tight, white tank top. My first thought was that he could probably win a wet T-shirt contest for men, and that the women would make him rich throwing dollar bills at him. My second was that his blue eyes could cut steel. My heart did a little quiver, like maybe it was telling me to be careful, but I ignored it. I never did like a smart-ass attitude, and I wasn’t in the mood to play nice.

			“Why don’t you open your eyes and take those things out of your ears. Enjoy the sound of the ocean instead of listening to loud music. Maybe then you wouldn’t nearly break a woman’s leg with your big feet.” I shot back.

			Tomorrow, I’d have a bruise on my shin bone where his big foot slammed against it. Thank goodness he was barefoot, or he could have cracked the bone.

			He glared at me for a moment, his jaw working like he was about to spit out a whole string of blistering-hot cuss words, but finally he set his mouth in a firm line and took off in a semi-jog, his wet clothing sticking to him and his bare feet slapping against the hard sand. He didn’t look back once, and I watched him until he was nothing but a tiny moving dot against the setting sun. Then I got up and walked back toward to my room. It had everything I needed for a two-week visit—queen-size bed, small stove, refrigerator, big-screen television, sofa, table and four chairs, free Wi-Fi, and my own personal space on the deck.

			The cool air hit me like a blast from the North Pole when I opened the door, and goose bumps popped up on my body. I turned down the air, went to the bathroom, and adjusted the water in the shower. That’s when I remembered I was supposed to call Ashley.

			I knew that she’d yell at me, so I set the phone on the table, pulled up a chair, and pushed the speaker button. She answered just like James had done earlier—with a tirade. “James called and said you were already there, and I tried ten times to call you and you didn’t pick up. I was about to send out the troops. It’s a cryin’ shame when your friend gets to talk to you before I do, and I was beginning to worry really bad. Honest to God, you have no business doin’ this and…” She stopped for a breath.

			I had to jump in there and start talking fast before she got her second wind. “I left my phone in the room and enjoyed the beach until some jogger tripped over my leg and fell into the water. He was pretty angry, but he should have been watching where he was going.”

			“I’m still mad, and that’s no excuse. Keep your phone with you all the time. What if he’d been a serial killer and you couldn’t even dial 911? What if he’d broken your leg and you couldn’t get help and had to lie there in the sand until the tide washed you out in the ocean?”

			“You’re just jealous because I’m here and remembering all the good times we had that summer. You know what I did while I was on the beach? I looked for a bottle at the edge of the water, but I couldn’t find one. I can take care of myself, but I’d sure like to spend time with you on this beach again before we’re both too old to even enjoy it.”

			“You really think this agency can run itself for two whole weeks? Get real,” she fussed. “We have to take separate vacations, or we won’t have jobs to come back to.”

			I carried my toiletry kit into the bathroom and set it on the vanity. “You or Momma either one couldn’t close the business for more than a day at a time, and as far as I’m concerned, folks could wait one week to close on a deal or look at a house.”

			“My sister and co-owner of the business is full of crap to think like that.” Ashley’s tone turned chilly. “Have you been to see him yet?”

			“No, I’m waiting until morning. I wanted a little thinking time first. After that long drive, I’m pretty exhausted. I’m in Room 101, and there’s a chair and a bench right outside my door on the deck. Tomorrow morning I’m going to drive downtown and look at the building where his mortgage company is located. According to the yellow pages, it’s Rollin, Smith, and Rycroft. Sounds like three stuffy, old men who smoke cigars and sit in a big conference room deciding who gets a fancy loan and who doesn’t. Is my cat missing me?”

			“That rotten Callie doesn’t even know you’re gone. She got out of the carrier and claimed the piano stool in front of the bay window as her property. Trey feeds her a morsel at a time out of the palm of his hands,” Ashley said.

			“Trey’s a good kid. Always trust a fellow who knows how to treat a cat,” I told her. “I’ll call tomorrow evening and let you know how it went.”

			“Don’t hang up,” Ashley said hurriedly. “I saw James at Dairy Queen. He was grabbing a salad for lunch. He’s still pretty mad at you. Said he was going to dinner tonight with one of the secretaries at the courthouse. What is her name? She’s the one with short, dark hair and wears glasses.”

			“Colleen?” I hugged myself. For the past few months James had this crazy notion that he and I might be more than friends—an idea that I didn’t share. So, I was glad to hear that, even in a fit of anger, he was trying to get past the idea of us settling into a comfortable permanent relationship. When and if I ever did take the plunge, it would be with all the bells and whistles and fireworks. I didn’t see any of that happening if I got serious with James. He was laid-back, predictable, and I’d feel like I was dating my brother if I went out with him.

			“Colleen? That’s her name. Are you jealous?” Ashley asked.

			“Not in the least. Maybe he’ll fall so much in love with her in two weeks that he’ll be lookin’ at engagement rings when I get home. Give my love to Danny and the boys and kiss Callie for me.”

			“I don’t kiss cats. I’ll tell Trey to do it. Good night, Jessie.”

			“Good night,” I said, and ended the call.

			I had been ten years old when Ashley married Danny and was so proud to be a bridesmaid in her wedding. When they had their sons, barely two years apart, I had babysat for them. Now Graham was fourteen and would be in high school in three weeks and Trey was in the seventh grade. Ashley, her husband, Danny, and their sons, Graham and Trey—that was my family, all of it since Mama was gone. I loved every single one of them, but there was an unsatisfied ache in my soul that needed to see my father, even if he didn’t know I existed.

			Ashley hadn’t known her father either, but Mama talked about him, and there were pictures taken on their wedding day. He’d worn his army uniform, and she’d worn a lace dress with bell sleeves and a white rose circlet in her hair.

			When I’d asked about my father and wanted to see pictures of him, Mama had said that he was a guy she’d known for a short while who didn’t stick around.

			I heard the water running in the shower and remembered what I’d been doing when the phone rang. I dropped my clothing on the floor and stepped inside, letting the warmth beat some of the kinks from my back and neck. Then I flipped a fluffy, white towel around my long hair and one around my body. My hair was still damp when I pulled it up into a ponytail and slipped into my favorite faded nightshirt. That’s when the jitters hit.

			I headed straight for the goodie bag—as I called it—and opened a package of chocolate chip cookies. When I’m nervous, angry, or happy, I turn to food. Right then I was all three because I was going to see my father the next day.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The next morning, I nervously made my way through the huge, crowded lobby to the information desk of the firm where supposedly my father was a partner. I had prepared a dozen speeches, but they’d all flown out of my mind like a butterfly flitting away to a flower a mile away.

			The receptionist looked up at me. “May I help you?”

			“I’m here to see…” I stammered. Did I call him Eddie like he signed his letters? I started all over. “I’m here to see Mr. Edward Rollin,” I said with more bravado than I felt.

			She motioned toward the elevator doors to the right of her desk. “It’s about time. You’re at least five minutes late. The mortgage firm is on the third floor, first door on the right. He’s already called down here three times, so don’t waste time.”

			“What?” I asked, wondering if my sister had called him that morning and told him I was arriving.

			“Just get on up there before he makes everyone in the building walk on eggshells all day. Don’t stand there gawking at me, girl,” the receptionist said.

			I stepped into the crowded elevator and pushed the right button. Third floor and he was in the first door on the right. When the elevator stopped at the first floor, a flurry of folks departed but there were none to get inside. I just stood there, frozen, until the doors closed, and the elevator began to squeak its way to the third floor.

			When it stopped that time, I forced myself to get off. Then there was his door right there in front of me. It had a fancy brass plate engraved with his name. I stared at it so long that it became a blur and I had to blink. Finally, I put my hand on the knob, opened the door a crack, and peeked inside. The office was empty. Was that a sign that I should forget this whole thing and go home?

			Before I could turn around and leave, a door on the other side of the room flew open and a tall man with blond hair streaked with gray hurried toward the biggest desk I’d ever seen. “What are you waiting for? Come on in here.” He raised his voice. “You should have been here five minutes ago. Grab that laptop and let’s get going. You’re not the same girl they usually send. She sick or something?”

			“I’m not sure what you mean, sir,” I answered.

			“Just get the laptop. We’ve got to be there on time.” He carried a heavy briefcase. “Hurry up. What’s your name, anyway?”

			“Jessica.”

			Stunned, I picked up the laptop computer. I was already carrying my bright-red tote bag, and it contained copies of all the letters I’d found in my mother’s memory box.

			“We’re closing on a big corporate loan today,” he said as he rushed down the hallway. “I’ll need you to set up my laptop for me, get coffee or whatever else the clients want, and do whatever I say. Is that understood?”

			“Yes, sir.” I nodded.

			“My regular legal secretary had an emergency appendectomy last night. She’s out of commission for a couple of weeks. You’ve done this kind of thing before, haven’t you?” He opened the door into the conference room and stood to one side. At least he was a gentleman.

			“Couple of times, sir.” I’d grown up in real estate, so I understood loans.

			When we reached a conference room on the same floor, he motioned for me to put the laptop in front of the chair at the head of the table. When I finished that, I checked out the beverage bar where someone had already set up doughnuts and finger foods. There was a crystal pitcher on a tray marked Sweet tea, an identical one marked Unsweetened tea and a pot full of coffee. On a separate tray there were stacks of white plates and matching cups.

			My chest was tight with anxiety. His hair, plus his height and face shape, left no doubt what DNA pool I’d taken a bath in before I was even born. All he had to do was look at me and then look at himself in the mirror to know that I was his child.

			A group of six men and two women filed into the room, stopped by the refreshment table to load up saucers, and then proceeded on to the table. I played glorified waitress, going from one to the next, taking their orders for something to drink. I was glad that at least I hadn’t worn jeans and that I’d put on a pair of shoes instead of flip-flops.

			Edward pulled a sheaf of papers from his briefcase and tightened his mouth into a firm line. I’d done that same thing many times when James was bossing me around, so evidently some things were inherited by DNA and not by environment. My poor mama—every time she looked at me, she would have remembered him.

			It was close to noon before they’d covered every single fine point in the contract. The buying firm’s lawyers asked all kinds of things before they finally declared everything ready to sign. The figures were more than I’d ever dealt with, but the process was pretty much the same—make sure everything is up to code and passes inspections and then sign right here to close the deal. Not that I had anything to do with any of the actual business that morning. I was just there to fetch coffee and smile.

			“You were pretty good in there,” Edward said when we were back in his office.

			“I’ve worked in real estate,” I said. “It wasn’t my first rodeo.”

			“Well, I hope the agency sends you every day,” he smiled. “You can take a long lunch. I’ve got a date with my wife and daughter, so I’ll be out an extra half hour. I’ll meet you in the office at one thirty.”

			I meant to tell him there had been a mix-up and I wouldn’t be back, but I said, “I’ll see you then.”

			When he’d said he was having lunch with his daughter, my pulse jacked up and my heart threw in an extra beat. I’d been so intent on seeing him that I hadn’t thought of the child he’d had with the other woman. I had another sister—well, half sister, but still blood kin.

			I had lunch right around the block from the building, just a bag of chips and a diet root beer because I was far too nervous to eat much of anything. That alone was crazy, because I’d been known to eat three chili dogs for lunch and then finish it off with a double chocolate sundae when I was antsy. Sitting alone at a table outside the tiny bistro, I kept a close watch on the clock on the outside of the bank across the street. In my normal world there was never enough time to get things done, but that morning, it took forever for the second hand to move forward a minute.

			That old saying about a watched pot never boiling came to mind, so I stood up and walked around the area until I found a small park between the law firm and the bank next to it. As I sat on a bench and listened to the sounds of the ocean in the background, memories flashed through my mind of the other time we’d been in Florida—Mama, Ashley, and me. Had Mama chosen a beach an hour away because she didn’t want to take even a remote chance of running into Edward?

			The jogger from the night before walked past me, and I was jerked back into the present with no answers. Today he was dressed in dress slacks, a pale-blue shirt, and a red-and-blue paisley tie. He didn’t even glance my way or notice that I’d tucked my feet under the bench to keep from tripping him again.

			It was after one when I went back to the office, and I still wasn’t sure if I should come clean or keep showing up for work every day. On one hand, I really wanted to stick around. On the other, Mama’s voice in my head kept telling me to be honest.

			“Hey,” the receptionist at the front desk called out when I started for the elevator. “The agency got mixed up and sent another girl over this morning. Guess they forgot they told you to do the job. I sent her back. Sometimes they get so busy they don’t know who they send where. You staying for a few days, or do I need to call them?”

			“I don’t know,” I answered.

			“Well, make up your mind,” the receptionist nodded. “Good morning, Mr. Rycroft.” She looked beyond my left shoulder.

			“Hello, Juanita. You look lovely today.” He flashed a brilliant smile her way.

			His deep drawl sounded familiar, but I didn’t want to whip around and stare. The elevator doors opened, and I stepped inside with him right behind me.

			“Two or three?” he asked.

			“Three.” I answered and then realized that Mr. Sexy Voice was the man who’d ruined his MP3 player on the beach the night before. His broad shoulders slimmed to a narrow waist, and he was taller than me—six feet, four inches at the least—because I had to look up at him.

			“New here?” he asked.

			“Just temp help.” I rolled my eyes up at the fancy tiles on the elevator ceiling to keep from looking at him.

			His dark brows drew down into a frown. “You look familiar.”

			I shrugged. “I get that often. You work in this building?”

			“Yes, I do. Are you sure we haven’t met?” His dark brows drew down as he stared at me.

			I caught his frown in the mirrored walls just as the elevator doors opened. If that was his best pickup line, he’d better get out the Flirting for Dummies book.

			“I heard that Edward had to call the temp agency. Whoa! You are the woman on the beach who tripped me.”

			Bravo! You don’t need the dummy book after all.

			“That’s right.” I stepped out of the elevator and opened the door into Edward’s suite. I needed to decide what I was going to do, and I only had maybe half a minute to do that. I didn’t have time to argue with Mr. Rycroft. I had a half sister who I’d love to meet, but that might not happen if I was honest with Edward and didn’t stick around.

			“So, where are you from?” Rycroft followed me into the office and hiked a hip on the desk. “You have a different accent than we do around here.”

			“I’m from Jefferson, Texas,” I answered honestly.

			“Long way from home.” He toyed with a pencil on the desk. “How’d you get to Florida and working for the temp agency?”

			“I don’t work for the temp agency.” I said honestly. “I came in here to talk to Edward Rollin this morning, and he just assumed I was from that place. He demanded I pick up the laptop and follow him, so I did.”

			His blue eyes assessed me like I was something he’d buy at a flea market. “Why would you do that? Why didn’t you just tell him that he made a mistake?”

			“I thought I could talk to him on the way to the conference, but it didn’t work out that way. I’m here to talk to him now.” I made up my mind in that split second to do the right thing.

			“Are you from the IRS?” he asked. “Or did he forget to tip you down at the greasy spoon where he likes to eat? Is that why you played a joke on him and pretended to be from the agency?”

			He was even nosier than I was, and that was saying a lot. Evidently, the only way to get rid of him was to tell him the honest-to-God truth. “I came down here to meet my father for the first time.”

			“Honey.” He spit out the endearment like a dirty word. “Edward closes more deals in the corporate field than any other man in the Florida Panhandle, but he’s not a lawyer or a private investigator. You need one of those to find a lost father, not a lawyer like Edward.”

			“Well, sweet…heart.” I deliberately dragged out the words in true East Texas brogue. “He’ll sure be interested in this one—believe me.”

			“You better just pick up your things and get on out of here.” He opened the door and held it. “I’m going to tell Juanita not to let you past the front desk again.”

			I pulled the chair out from behind the desk and sat down. “I’m sitting right here until Edward returns, and that’s a fact, Mr. Rycroft.”

			“Lady, you better gather up your stuff and get out of here before I call the police.” He folded his arms over his chest and shot daggers at me.

			“Go ahead. Call them, and I’ll just tell them I was sitting here waiting for my father to return when you went ballistic and ordered me out,” I said in my best saccharine-sweet tone.

			“You’re not Edward’s daughter.” He glared at me, his eyes starting at my hair and traveling down as far as he could go with me sitting behind the desk.

			I raised an eyebrow in defiance. “Whether you believe me or not, you have to admit the story would make for some really interesting headlines if you call the cops. Edward Rollin’s long-lost illegitimate daughter is carried out of his office screaming and yelling, causing a public scandal.”

			“So, what proof you got?” He growled.

			“Enough, but it’s not any of your business, Mr. Rycroft.” I pinched my nose, trying to get rid of the raging headache that he’d caused with all his questions.

			“Prove it,” he demanded.

			I pushed back the chair, rounded the end of the desk, and didn’t stop until my nose was just inches from his. “I don’t have to prove jack squat to you. Go away. I want to talk to Edward in private.”

			“I’m not going anywhere. You’re some kind of con artist, and I won’t leave you in an office full of important documents and files.” He didn’t back down. “And you better have some good, hard facts or Edward won’t bat an eye at sending your cute little ass to jail.”

			He could stand there, squared off with me if he wanted to do so, but I wasn’t getting out the letters for anyone but Edward Rollin. Suddenly, I wished I’d listened to Ashley and stayed home. Who would have ever thought I’d run into a brick wall like this, just trying to talk to the man who’d fathered me?

			Rycroft came back to the front of the desk and pointed at the door. “It’s your last chance.”

			I went back to the desk and sat down, took a fingernail file from my purse, and began to work on my nails. It was a calming gesture and it always worked. Ashley and I both learned it from our mother. When any one of us got out a fingernail file, it meant that all discussions were finished and that they wouldn’t be open again until the file was put away.

			“I mean it, Miss…miss…miss…” he started.

			“Miss Jessica Susanne Graham,” I said softly, but even I could hear the ice in my voice. “My friends call me Jessie. You may call me Miss Graham.”

			“Edward is my dear friend. I won’t have you destroy his life with your false accusations,” he said.

			“I don’t give a damn what you will or will not have. So why don’t you go take care of what is your business and leave me alone?” I could hear every heartbeat making a whooshing noise in my ears. Could a woman my age die of high blood pressure?

			“I told you, I’m not leaving,” Mr. Smart-Ass Rycroft folded his arms over his chest. “This is an important business that we run here.”

			“And what do you think I am? A homeless beach bum?” I accentuated every word with a jab of my fingernail file right at his nose.

			He leaned backward to get away from the pointed end and was about to say something else when Edward opened the door.

			“What’s goin’ on in here?” he asked.

			Neither of us answered so he raised his voice.

			“Rocky, why are you arguing with the temp help?”

			“This crazy fool isn’t from the agency, and she’s got a lot of nasty accusations.” Rocky Rycroft—now wasn’t that just a sexy, cute name—nodded toward me with a look meant to fry me into nothing but a greasy spot on the carpet.

			“She is just a secretary from the agency.” Edward chuckled. “Jessica, this is my junior partner, Rockwell Rycroft. We call him Rocky, and I think maybe you’ve both gotten off on the wrong foot.”

			“I would like to talk to you in private.” I picked up my tote bag and set it on the desk. “Please,” I added as an afterthought.

			“Rocky can stay,” Edward said.

			“Have it your way,” I told him.

			Edward sat down in one of the two burgundy leather chairs facing the desk that would have been mine if I’d really been from the temp agency.

			“She says she’s…” Rocky started to blurt it out.

			“You be quiet.” I shook my file at him again. I must’ve looked pretty mean because he clamped his mouth shut like he was afraid I’d cast a spell on him and turn him into a slimy, green tree frog.

			Then I asked Edward, “Do you remember Linda Graham from Jefferson, Texas?”

			“Yes, I do,” he nodded. “She handled a real estate deal for me a long, long time ago.”

			“She was my mother and she handled more than that, Mr. Rollin, and we both know it.” I sure didn’t want to have this discussion in front of Rocky Rycroft, but there didn’t seem to be any way around it or any way to put it gently, so I spit it out. “I’m her daughter.”

			Edward smiled brightly. “I thought I remembered your name as Ashley. Who would have ever thought you would be tall and blond? You were just a little, bitty dark-haired girl when I knew Linda. I figured you’d turn out to be a petite brunette. Whatever are you doing down in this part of the country. And how is your mother?”

			“Ashley did turn out to be a petite brunette. But I’m not her. I’m Jessica, Linda’s younger daughter.” I waited for the realization to hit, but it didn’t.

			“Oh, so Linda remarried. Well, what can I do for you, Jessica?” Edward said. “And why are you here in Florida?”

			“No, Mother never remarried.” Were all men this stupid? He didn’t even feel an emotional pull when his own flesh and blood was standing in front of him?

			“Mr. Rollin.” The pent-up air that I didn’t even realize I was holding in my lungs came out all at once in a long sigh. “My mother died in a car wreck a few weeks ago. When Ashley and I were going through her things a couple of days ago, we found a shoebox in her closet full of letters tied up with a faded red ribbon—from you. I have copies of the letters she wrote that you returned, as well as the ones you wrote to her, including one she never mailed.”

			“Is this blackmail?” he asked bluntly and leaned his head back to pinch the bridge of his nose. “Because if it is, young lady, I’ll have no part of it.”

			Was I going to have to spell it out for him? I overcame the nagging desire to pinch the bridge of my own nose. “Blackmail has never entered my mind. I just came down here to see you. To actually look at you.”

			“Why?” he asked.

			“Because you are my father.”

			Edward’s eyes squinted down to small slits as he looked at me. “Just who told you that?”

			“Mama did, even though she was already buried. Read this last letter that she wrote you, the one she never mailed.” I dug around in my tote bag and brought out the stack of letters. I handed him the right one. “Evidently, she had that one written and was ready to mail it when your box arrived with all the letters and cards she’d mailed to you through those three or four months you were seeing each other. It had a stamp on it, and it was sealed. I opened it.”

			When he finished reading it, he folded it and handed it back to me. “I had no idea. What is it that you want or expect of me?”

			I put the letter with back with the others and slipped the whole stack back into my bag. “You “haven’t got a thing I want or need. I got what I came after. To see the man who fathered me. Ashley begged me not to come down here. I probably should have listened to her, but I had to satisfy the curiosity. Goodbye, Mr. Rollin. I won’t bother you again.” I picked up my things and left without looking back.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Stress brings on hunger and the bag of chips I’d had an hour before had failed me, so I stopped by a sandwich shop and opted for a loaded foot-long sub, two bags of chips, and half a dozen macadamia-nut cookies. Every emotion in the universe raced through me—sadness, anger, depression, just to name the first on the list.

			I wanted to throw myself down on the floor and pitch a two-year-old tantrum when I got back to my room, but the tears wouldn’t come. So, I stripped out of my cute little sundress and put on my bathing suit. Tossing the room key into the paper bag with my food, I grabbed a beach towel on the way out the door. The sand was hot as I made my way through sunbathers to the less populated far end of the beach.

			I flopped down, opened my beach bag, and took out the foot-long submarine sandwich, a liter of root beer, and a bag of chips. I was determined not to even think about the firm of Rollin, Smith, and Rycroft. Two bites later, the tears started flowing down my cheeks, and I couldn’t swallow past the lump in my throat. Finally, I gave up and rolled the sandwich back up in the paper, stuffed it into the bag, and stretched out on my back. The only time I’d ever been too upset to eat was earlier that day, but I was determined to get over the total numbness.

			“What do I do now, Mama?” I asked.

			You’ve had your way and met your father. The ball is in his court now, but don’t expect miracles, my child. I was glad that she still talked to me even though I knew it was just her voice in my head saying what I knew she would tell me if she was right there beside me.

			I just needed a plan. It could be altered, if necessary, but having one would help me get through this terrible day. “I will lie out on the beach every day and choose a different restaurant every night for supper,” I said out loud. “Tonight, it will be Jimmy Buffet’s Margaritaville.”

			But the planning didn’t stop the fresh tears. If I found another bottle, I would change my three wishes. My first new one would still be that Mama wouldn’t have gone out to show that house that day but the other two would be different. I would wish I’d never found those letters, and that I’d listened to Mama all those years when she told me that I was better off not knowing about my father.

			More tears spilled out over my cheeks when I thought about the last letter Edward had written to her. There she was pregnant with me and reading that his girlfriend of many years was pregnant, too, and knowing they would already be married when her letter arrived. He’d even mentioned that he was taking the coward’s way out since he couldn’t bear to hear the disappointment in her voice if he called or came to Jefferson to tell her in person, or even if he called her on the telephone. But she’d taken the high road and tucked the letter she’d written to him in with the stash that he’d returned.

			“You’re going to burn,” a soft voice said.

			I wiped my cheeks and sat up and looked into the worried eyes of a very pregnant young woman. “I wasn’t asleep.”

			“You’re Jessica, aren’t you?” She was far enough along that she looked like she might have the baby right there on the sandbar in the next five minutes.

			“Yes, I am. How’d you know that?”

			“I’m Tamara,” the woman said. “Tamara Rollin Rycroft.”

			“Oh, you’re married to—Rocky?” So, he was married and expecting a child.

			“No, ma’am, I’m married to Stephen, Rocky’s brother.” She sat down beside me. “Daddy said Rocky was there when you told him you were his daughter.”

			“What are you doing here?” This woman was my half sister. I looked at her even closer. We shared a father and DNA but not a single emotional surge of kinship chased through me. I didn’t want to hug her, but then I didn’t want to slap her, either.

			“I’m not sure.” She shrugged. “Daddy came home ago a while ago and called a family conference. Me, mother, Stephen, and him. Quite an upsetting and emotional experience for him. Mother knew that he’d been seeing another woman during the time they were dating. I guess they’d had an argument and were kind of split up when he and your mother were together. But Daddy promised Mother that it was over before they got married. Neither of them expected a daughter from that little fling to come walking into our lives after all these years later.” She laid a hand on her bulging baby bump.

			Fling! Maybe I did want to slap her after all. My mother had loved Edward. What they’d had was not a fling! My breath came out in short gasps, and I gritted my teeth.

			“I didn’t come here to make a problem for anyone,” I said. “I never gave monetary things a thought or blackmail either for that matter. I just wanted to see my father. When I was a little girl, I used to think that someday I would come home from school and there would be a car in the driveway, and it would be my father.” I sat up and picked up a handful of warm sand, let it sift through my hands, and then went on. “He would have a grand story about why he wasn’t there when I was a baby, and Momma would be smiling, and we’d all live happily ever after.

			“Then I got into high school and convinced myself he’d died a hero’s death doing some fantastic deed. Ashley—that’s my older sister—her father died when he was in the army. So, in my dreams, my father died while trying to save an orphanage full of children from burning or something heroic like that. Then Mama died and I found the letters. All I wanted to do was see him. And I wouldn’t have ever gone to your mother and made a scene. It’s not what I came down here for.”

			This woman sitting next to me was a stranger. She was tall but not as much of a giant as me. We shared the same face shape, the same brown eyes and long legs, but I felt more of a kinship to Ashley, who looked nothing like me.

			“I think I understand,” Tamara said after an awkward silence. “I called your sister. Daddy told us your mother owned the Graham Real Estate Agency. So, I just called there and told her who I was and what had happened today. I asked her if she knew where you were staying, and I came down here to scream and yell at you. I was going to tell you to go straight to hell and never come around and upset my family again.”

			“Why didn’t you?” My voice was flat and emotionless, but then I felt drained.

			“I sat down beside you. Figured it was you, because Daddy said you were a tall blonde and you’re the only woman with blond hair right now on this stretch of beach. I tried to think about how your mother must have felt. I’m pregnant. How would I feel if Stephen didn’t even know? If I’d loved him with my whole heart and he wrote me a letter saying it was over, and then there was a baby. God, I don’t know what changed my mind. I guess I’m sentimental because of this baby.”

			“Natural red hair, huh?” I asked.

			“Yep, just like my mother’s,” Tamara said. “Baby hasn’t got a chance. Stephen is a redhead, too. You do realize that we’re sisters?”

			“Yes, I do, and yet we are complete strangers.” I got up and made my way back to the portion of the deck that was mine.

			Tamara waddled along behind me. “Daddy tells me that you met Rocky?”

			“Three times.” I wanted the woman to go away, not carry on a conversation with her.

			She cocked her head to one side—just like I did when I was puzzled.

			“He fell over my legs last night when he was jogging on the beach. I saw him at the park at noon today, but he didn’t recognize me. Then this afternoon at your father’s office. If I never see him again, it will be too soon. I’m going inside now. Do you need anything else?” I had a hand on the door into my room.

			“I don’t know,” she said. “My curiosity isn’t satisfied just yet. When is your birthday?”

			“November one, and I was twenty-eight on my last birthday,” I answered, wondering why she’d want to know that bit of information.

			“Mine is December fifteenth of the same year, and I’ll be twenty-eight.” Tamara said. “Kind of blows my mind to know I’ve practically had a twin all these years.”

			“Anything else?” I opened the door. “We’re too old and this situation is too complicated for us to be sisters, Tamara. Goodbye and good luck with the baby. I have two nephews and I love them dearly.”

			Tamara smiled. “Well, this is a girl, so I guess you’ll have a niece now. But you’re right. With the situation like it is, she’ll never know an aunt Jessica.”

			“Don’t worry. If the world shrinks and our paths should happen to cross, I won’t mention it to her. Like I said before, I didn’t come down here to create problems in your family.”

			“Well, goodbye, Jessica,” she said as she turned and disappeared around the end of the building.

			My phone rang the moment I was inside. I sighed when Ashley’s picture popped up on the screen. The choice was mine—either take the call or have her sending the police to knock down my door.

			“Did that woman who said she was Edward’s daughter call you yet? I told you to leave this alone. We knew from the letter that he had a child, but I never thought of her being your age.” Ashley’s voice always went all high and squeaky when she was nervous. Right then, it sounded like Minnie Mouse was on the other end of the phone. “I remember when he was dating mother. I was just a little girl, and he was very nice to me.”

			“And you didn’t tell me?” My voice went all high and squeaky.

			“I didn’t know that he was your father, honest,” Ashley protested. “He wasn’t in the picture very long, and she didn’t mention him after he was gone. When I was having pancakes with a client down at the café this morning, I remembered eating there with him and Mama. He was tall, blond-haired, and brown-eyed. So did she find you or not?”

			“Yes, she did. I thought she might tell me to go to hell. Ended up having a fairly decent talk and then we said goodbye,” I answered.

			“Probably the best thing. You’ve seen him and your half sister. It’s over so you can come on home. James is going to slip right through your fingers, girl.” Ashley changed the subject abruptly.

			“I hope he does.” I didn’t want to think about James or relationships with anyone right then. I just wanted to curl up on my bed and eat my way through the depression.

			“Will you be back to work the day after tomorrow?”

			I shook my head. “I’m staying gone the full two weeks. Don’t worry about me, Ashley. I’m fine. Like a smart man said centuries ago—I came. I saw. I conquered. I came down here, saw him, and conquered all those crazy mixed-up biological emotions. I’m fine, really.”

			“You are not fine,” Ashley argued. “I can hear not fine in your voice. If you are really going to stay two weeks, promise me you will lie out on the beach, and you won’t see him again. We both made it just fine without a father. Mama did a fine job of serving as both parents to us.”

			“Yes, she did, and I promise on both counts and I love you, Sister.” I hung up and went back out on the deck and saw Rocky Rycroft jogging down the beach. There was no mistaking him with that body and those long strides but today he didn’t have little skinny wires running from his ears to a player tucked away in his pocket. When he saw me looking at him, he veered toward the deck.

			“What are you still doing here?” His looks would have terrified a less angry woman. “Haven’t you stirred up enough trouble? Go on back to that Podunk town you’re from and get out of my part of Florida.”

			“Do you, Mr. Rycroft, own the whole panhandle and this stretch of the gulf as well?” I asked with sarcasm dripping from every word. “No one told me that. And there isn’t a sign on the outskirts of town that says I can’t stay here, so get out of my world, Mr. Rycroft. Don’t threaten me. If you don’t like to see me around, then run somewhere else the next few days.”

			“I’ll run anywhere that I please, and if you’re planning on another visit to the office, you better think again,” he said.

			I leaned forward on the railing. “Don’t threaten me. I told you and Mr. Rollin that I wouldn’t bother any of you again. I keep my word.” I turned around and went into the room.

			I turned on the television and watched Steel Magnolias. I cried at the end when the heroine died, but she reminded me of my mother—strong-willed and determined to do anything for her son. Not everything ended with a happily ever after like in the books. But it would have been nice if I’d gotten one—just this one time—even if it was only on a corny movie from years ago. I picked up the newest mystery book by my favorite author, but it couldn’t keep my attention, so I laid it aside and watched a rerun of Justified.

			An hour later, my growling stomach told me that I hadn’t eaten much at all that day, so I took a quick shower and dressed in a light-yellow sundress and matching sandals. Tonight, I was dining at Margaritaville—alone—but Mama preached that a woman should always look nice when she went out to dinner.

			“This evening is for me and you, Mama. I’m going to pretend you are at the table with me, and I’m going to think about all the fun times we’d had together,” I said as I picked up my purse and walked out the door.

			***

			The crowd was young, the waiters lively, and the music loud. I requested a seat in the back corner so I could watch the people and ordered a margarita to sip on while I looked over the menu. Right in front of me was a big screen featuring Jimmy Buffett. Overhead was an airplane hanging from the ceiling, and a clown on stilts was going around from table to table, tying balloons into animal shapes for the children.

			“Be right out.” The waiter was a cute kid who barely came to my shoulder and looked even shorter beside the stilted clown. “Maybe some appetizers? The crab cakes are to die for.”

			“Yes, that would be great.” I nodded.

			He hurried across the room to another table, and I studied the menu until I figured out what I wanted and then laid it to the side. I glanced around at the people—and locked gazes with Rocky Rycroft.

			Couldn’t fate give me one little, tiny break? If I was going to run into him every time I went anywhere, I might as well go on home and schedule some time off later in the fall. Finally, he blinked and looked away, and I turned my attention to the clown on stilts.

			Wishing you were eight years old again and could get a balloon shaped like a giraffe? Mama’s voice was there again.

			“Yep, I do,” I muttered and stole a sideways glance back at Rocky’s table.

			A small dark-haired lady, Edward Rollin, and a tall, red-haired woman were around the table with him. The redhead had to be Tamara’s mother, but who was the other woman?

			I wasn’t sure if the feelings I had were created by anger, attraction, or maybe a mixture of both, but I determined that Rocky was not about to intimidate me. Whether he liked it or not, this happened to be a public place, and I was having the seafood platter with all the trimmings.

			“Your drink and order of crab cakes.” The waiter set both on my table.

			“Thank you. I’ll have the lobster dinner with a loaded baked potato and the salad with your house dressing.” I handed him the menu.

			He laid a paper coaster in front of me. “Gentleman over there asked that I give you this.”

			I don’t know what game you’re playing, but it’s over. You lost. Get out of here before there’s a problem too big for you to take care of. RR

			“Do you need to return something?” the waiter asked.

			I picked up a coaster from the other side of the table. “Take him a Texas iced tea with extra liquor in it and this note.”

			I wrote: Have a Texas drink on me, and then go straight to hell.

			Rocky turned scarlet when the man set down the coaster and a drink. I held up my margarita and winked, then ignored him as I turned my attention to Jimmy Buffett, singing “It’s Five O’Clock Somewhere” on the big screen in the corner.

			Movement in their area caught my eye and I glanced that way. Edward said something and they all laughed, then pushed back their chairs, tossed their napkins on the table, and filed out. Well, that was that. He was gone and I didn’t have to deal with him again. At least that’s what I thought until Rocky returned and picked up his wallet from the table where they’d been sitting.

			As he left, he put a hand on the back of my chair and leaned down to whisper, “Stop stalking me.”

			“Don’t kid yourself. You would be the last man in the universe that I would stalk.” I looked up into his eyes and flashed a fake, sugary-sweet smile. “But thanks for the joke. I needed a good giggle today.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Two days later, I was back in Jefferson—so much for fourteen days on the beach. I wanted to be home in familiar surroundings away from any café or beach where I might run into Rocky again. The moment I saw the city limits sign, I braked and pulled over to the side of the road. I thought about getting out and kissing the ground but figured someone would see me and it would be in the newspaper the next week. I didn’t even go by my house but drove straight to the office and jogged from the car, across the parking lot, and inside the building.

			“Well, look what the cats have drug up and the dogs wouldn’t have.” Ashley crossed the floor to give me a big hug.

			“That’s not a very nice welcome home.” I hugged her back tightly. “God, I missed Texas. I may never leave the state again. What’s happening in town? What did I miss?”

			“James didn’t get married so you’re still in the running,” Ashley teased.

			“Oh, hush.” I stepped back and air slapped her on the arm. “It’s close enough to five o’clock that we can call it quittin’ time. Let’s go get a banana split. I really missed you, Sister, and you were right. I shouldn’t have gone.”

			“Since you admitted it, I won’t tell you ‘I told you so.’ Danny is grilling steaks, and Graham is bringing his girlfriend. Want to join us? Remember the preacher’s daughter, Roseanna? She and Graham are getting thick as thieves. They’ll both start high school in a few weeks. I still can’t believe I’ll have a child in the ninth grade, or that he has a girlfriend.” Ashley turned off her computer and picked up her purse.

			“Sounds great but I need to get unpacked. Would you ask Danny to bring Callie over to my place after supper?” I yawned. “It was a long drive and I’m worn out—please.”

			“Since you said ‘please.’” Ashley grinned. “Callie told me last night she was going to live at my house since Trey pets her more than you do. I might let her stay if she would catch that pesky mouse that’s been raiding my bread box.”

			“Oh, no! You can’t steal my cat. She’s my therapist. I tell her my deepest, darkest secrets.”

			“It’s a good thing you didn’t stay two weeks or else she would have refused to go home with you,” Ashley teased.

			***

			The next morning, I was sitting behind my desk sipping my first cup of coffee when James breezed into the room with a box of doughnuts in his hands. “I heard that the prodigal returned home.”

			I rounded the desk and wrapped my arms around him. He barely came to my shoulder and had begun to lose his thin, brown hair this past year. “You missed me, and you know it. Are these maple long johns? You are a sweetheart!” I opened the box and stacked three on a paper napkin. “Well, don’t just stand there pouting, tell me what you’re doing today. Got any murder cases in Choctaw County? Any divorces, adoptions? Did you get married or laid while I was gone? We’ve got a lot of catching up to do even though it’s only been a few days.”

			He sat down in a chair in front of my desk. “I’m not pouting.”

			“Yes, you are, and you were right. I shouldn’t have gone down there, but I did, and it can’t be undone. But it’s over. Enough about me. Ashley said you didn’t get married. Are you pouting because I didn’t stay gone long enough for you to find your soul mate? I know I get in the way of your love life, but it’s only because I love you.” I bit into the first pastry. Nothing in Florida had tasted as good as that did.

			“You were gone less than a week, for God’s sake!” James removed his glasses and cleaned them on a tissue he pulled from the box on my desk.

			“You got laid. I can see it in your eyes. ’Fess up.” I grinned so big that my face hurt.

			He picked a blueberry doughnut from the box. “That is private and confidential between me and Colleen. Besides, you went running off and didn’t even tell me you were going. You don’t deserve to know anything that’s been going on.”

			“Stop bellyachin’ about that. I told you that you were right. Don’t rub it in,” I warned him and changed the subject. “No one makes doughnuts like our local bakery.”

			“Stop trying to talk about something else.” He put his glasses on and tipped up his chin a notch. “Men do not bellyache or pout. You’re the one who has PMS, a bad temper, and depressions, remember? I thought all women were like you, but I’m finding out that one particular woman can be warm and friendly and caring.”

			“Well, marry her. I’ll go with you to pick out the engagement ring. Do I still get to be best woman at your wedding? You won’t make me wear a tux, will you?” I licked a little maple sugar icing from my lip.

			I’ve always loved bantering with James. He’s been my best friend since kindergarten, where he was the shortest child in class and I was the tallest. We went to college together where I majored in business and real estate and he majored in prelaw. I came home to Jefferson after four years, and he went on to law school. I missed him and was ecstatic when he decided to take a job with a firm right there in our hometown. Through the years, he’s listened to my tales of pushy boyfriends, and I’ve listened to him moan about all women being turned off by short men.

			“I’m not ready to marry her but if I do propose, I’m not even going to tell you. I may not even let you be my best woman,” he said testily.

			I laid my hand over my heart. “You are going to make me cry but, darlin’, if I can’t be your best man, then I won’t let you be my man of honor.”

			“Oh?” He raised an eyebrow. “Are you tellin’ me that you met someone down there?”

			“I am not,” I declared. “We were talkin’ about your love life, not mine, and why would you ask such a stupid question?”

			“Because there’s something off about you. You’re acting weird,” he said.

			“Am not.” A vision of Rocky Rycroft running on the beach shot through my mind.

			“Are too,” James said. “I’m your best friend, remember. Since we were five years old. And even when you lied to your mother, you couldn’t lie to me. So ’fess up, Jessie. What went on in Florida?”

			“Nothing.” I crossed my fingers behind my back. “I found Edward Rollin. Biologically, my name is Rollin, but it doesn’t fit, does it? Jessica Rollin. Nope, I’m just plain old Jessica Graham. He’s got a wife and a daughter who is giving him a granddaughter any day now. And he sure doesn’t want a reminder of a big mistake he made all those years ago coming back into his life right now.”

			“I’m not surprised.” James propped his expensive shoes on the desk. He dusted the crumbs from the front of a western-cut, dark-brown suit tailored to fit his body. “It was a long time ago. He didn’t even know about you. Must be a heck of a shock. Would be if I’d been in his shoes.”

			“I guess so.” I checked for crumbs on my pale-yellow silk blouse and matching floral skirt. “He thought I was there to blackmail him.”

			“Probably would have been my first idea, too,” James said. “I’d better get going. I’m due in court at ten o’clock. But this conversation is not over.”

			I picked up another doughnut. “If you don’t show me yours, then you don’t get to see mine. And how do you know it’s not just being home that makes me so happy?”

			“Because we are best friends.”

			I didn’t even try to get in the last word because he was right.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			In the middle of the morning, Fred, a family friend, popped by the office. He wiped sweat from his forehead with a blue bandanna as he eased down into a chair. “I see you didn’t stay in Florida for the whole two weeks. Talk around town said you went down there to meet your father. That right?”

			“I did and I met him and now I’m home. What are you doing in town when the sun’s out and you could be fishing?” I changed the subject.

			“Coming to see the two prettiest women in the great state of Texas.” Fred chuckled. Tall and lanky and always wearing bibbed overalls, he loved to fish almost as much as I did. “Thought I might sell the farm.”

			Ashley stepped out of her office into mine. “I’ve been trying to buy that land for ten years, you old codger. Don’t come in here teasing me about selling it.”

			“Truth is…” He lowered his voice. “I come in here to tell you there’s a young whippersnapper staying out in the motel down south of town. Tall drink of water with dark hair and blue eyes. He’s running a brand-new Ford Ranger truck with a Florida license plate. Got the numbers right here.” He pulled a matchbook from the bib of his overalls and handed it to me. “Came down to the reservoir and dropped your mother’s name. He thought he was bein’ real slick. I drove through town and checked all the motels, since he said he didn’t have any relations around here, and there was his truck at the hotel south of town.”

			“Who is he, and why would he ask about Mama?” Ashley asked.

			“Said his name was Rocky, and he knows his stuff about lures and bait. But I thought maybe you’d better know there was a stranger in town bringing up Linda’s name.”

			“Rocky?” Ashley frowned.

			“I met him when I was in Florida. He works with Edward Rollin.” I was surprised that I could utter a word, much less a sentence. My pulse raced and my chest tightened until it was hard to breathe. I’d left his little world and he had no business in mine, so what was he doing here?

			“Who is Edward Rollin? That your father?” Fred asked. “And what has one got to do with the other?”

			“Rocky works for Edward. I have no idea what he’s doin’ in town,” I answered.

			“Well, he seemed harmless. Does James know about him?” Fred eyed me closely.

			I patted Fred on the shoulder. “James and I don’t tell each other everything.”

			“Rocky said that he was goin’ back to the river this evenin’. Right up under the bridge.” Fred picked up a doughnut from the box on my desk and stood up. “Be seein’ y’all.”

			“Thanks for the heads-up.” Ashley waited until he was completely out of the office before she popped her hands on her hips and gave me the same look that Mama always did right before she threw a hissy fit. I threw up both palms and stood up.

			“Who is this Rocky?” Ashley asked.

			“He’s kind of like a junior partner with Edward. I can’t imagine why he’d come to Jefferson, but I’ll find out. I’ll get my fishin’ pole and head down to the bayou and I’ll call you tonight soon as I get home to tell you whatever I find out.” That seemed to take some of the steam out of her attitude.

			“Promise?” she asked in a low whisper.

			I crossed my heart with my finger. “Yes, I promise.”

			I left thirty minutes early, drove straight home, changed into faded jeans and an old T-shirt, found my lucky hat, and headed out. It’s only a five-minute drive from my house to the Big Cypress Bayou, but several scenarios played out in my head on the way. All of them were overly dramatic and filled with smart-ass remarks, so it was anticlimactic when I simply sat down beside him and threw my line out into the water.

			“What are you doing here?” he asked.

			“This is my home and my bayou and I’m fishin’. I might ask you the same question, Mr. Rycroft.”

			“The same as you.” Rocky smiled. “And it’s Rocky, not Mr. Rycroft. That makes me think my uncle Jasper is close by. He’s Mr. Rycroft. I’m just Rocky. Got any good fishing tips?”

			How dare he act like we were old friends or even acquaintances!

			“If you are going for catfish, you might let it set there instead of reelin’ it in. Catfish lay on the bottom. They don’t get in a hurry about nothing. They lay there and watch that worm, and just when you think they’re taking a nap, they grab the worm, hook, line, and sinker. Now if you’re just working for striper, you might be doing it right. They like the chase, but you won’t get stripers at this time of year. What are you really doin’ here? Are you stalkin’ me?”

			“No, ma’am. I’m here because…” He hesitated.

			“Might as well spit it out. Did Edward send you?”

			“Kind of, but not really. Okay, here’s the deal.” He tossed his line out into the bayou and drew in a lungful of air. “Yesterday morning, Edward called a meeting of the partners. He invited me because I was there when… Well, you know.”

			My bobber took a couple of dives but didn’t go under. Everything about him said that he didn’t want to be there. No, that wasn’t right. He held the rod and reel like he knew about fishing and liked it. What he didn’t want was to be there with me.

			“Go on,” I said.

			“Tamara had the baby that night after she talked to you. It was a girl, and they named her Hannah. She came home the next day, but she’s got a case of that depression that some women get and a guilt complex all tied up with it. All she does is cry, and nothing Edward or Eva—that’s his wife, if you didn’t know—can do will help. Tamara says that she’s been spoiled rotten all her life, and you probably didn’t have anything. She’s got this big picture of a little orphan girl with a dirty face and barely enough to eat. Eva said that someone had to come up here to Texas to get a real picture of how things are, and Tamara said that she would believe whatever I tell her because I’m kinfolks.”

			“Edward should have told her that my mama was a businesswoman and that Ashley and I both had a good life. Why didn’t he?” I felt like Pandora did when she opened that box.

			“He did! But she wants more proof—as in pictures and my daily reports. If Tamara wanted the Hope Diamond, Eva would start liquidating assets so she could put it in her hands. I’ll spend a few days here and call Tamara every night. I’m glad that you decided to go fishin’ tonight, so I can tell her that I talked to you.” His voice wasn’t as flat as I expected but held a hint of excitement.

			The idea of someone snooping into my life and telling someone about it didn’t set well with me. “What are you going to tell her?”

			“That you like to fish,” he answered. “Tamara will get over all this depression before long, according to her doctor. It could happen tomorrow, or it might take a week. But I’m here until she’s happy.”

			Not one catty, hateful thing came to my mind. Deep down inside my heart, I hoped that it took several days, maybe even a couple of weeks until Tamara was happy again. I needed some time to figure out what it was about him that made me so angry and yet sent sparks flying around us every time we were together. I’d never felt that kind of thing before, and the mixture of emotions was both scary and exhilarating.

			He finally broke the silence. “Have you lived here your whole life?”

			I could tell him my life history right there and he’d report back to Tamara and possibly be gone the next day, but I held my tongue and simply nodded.

			“Your mother? Was this her home, too?”

			There didn’t seem to be any harm in telling him Mama’s history. “Mama was born down near Jeanerette, Louisiana, but her father moved the family here when she was a little girl.”

			“Your grandparents still live here then?” he asked.

			“They’re both gone now. Died when I was in high school. How about Edward’s parents? Are they still living?” I turned the tables and asked him questions.

			He shook his head. “Edward’s father died a couple of years ago with a heart attack. His mother went when I was in middle school. She had a heart attack, too.”

			Maybe my doctor had been right when he told me that I should begin to eat a heart-healthy diet instead of living on junk food and doughnuts, if my fraternal grandparents both died with heart attacks. “Does Edward have heart problems?”

			“He has high blood pressure from the job stress, but so far, so good on the heart problems. For the most part, he’s conscious of his diet. Eva sees to that. She’s a good woman and a good mother.”

			“Evenin’.” Fred startled me when he appeared from the thick copse of trees behind us. “Are they bitin’?”

			“Had a few nibbles but nothing yet,” Rocky said. “Got any advice?”

			Fred sat down beside Rocky and tossed his line out into the bayou. “Don’t talk too loud. They’ll hear you and hide.”

			“Never heard that before,” Rocky said.

			“Shhh, your bobber is dancing.” Fred pointed.

			No one said a word until the bobber settled down.

			Fred shrugged. “Guess that catfish was just flirting with the worm.”

			Patience is the key to fishing. Mama loved the bayou and she loved to fish. Breathing in the night air, listening to the tree frogs, and letting all the cares of the world float down Big Cypress Creek usually calmed me right down. But that night it didn’t. I was on edge, wanting to know more about Rocky Rycroft and why fate, destiny, or God had put him in my life. Whichever one had done the deed, they could take him on back to Florida. I didn’t need or want him tearing up my life and my emotions.

			Be careful what you wish for. Mama was back in my head with the words I’d heard her say dozens of times. You might get it and then not know what to do with it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			I usually grab breakfast from the doughnut shop or a fast-food place on the way to work in the morning. But after finding out about the heart problems in my genetic background, I decided that I should make a trip to the grocery store Saturday morning to buy food that was good for me. Maybe it was time to drag my running shoes out of the back of the closet and get back into the routine of jogging at least a couple of miles a day.

			The apples looked good, but then so did the bananas and the kiwis. I was trying to decide how much fresh fruit I could eat before it went bad when Rocky turned the corner and bumped right into my cart.

			“Well, we meet again,” he said. “Are you sure you aren’t still stalking me?”

			“Surer than anything in my whole life,” I smarted off. “And you can tell Tamara that I’m buying fruit, but I will probably purchase a couple of candy bars when I check out. Would you like the sales slip for proof?” If sarcasm was a virtue, I’d have just guaranteed myself a front seat in heaven.

			“Not necessary,” he said.

			“Good,” I pushed past him. “I figured you’d be eating out, not buying groceries.”

			“The motel has a small refrigerator and a microwave. It serves up a fine breakfast that I can’t resist, but it’s so full of carbs and fat that I have to be careful at lunch and dinner,” he said. “I’m going to start jogging this evening. Want to join me and give me some tips on where to run?”

			“Sure.” How did that word get out of my mouth when what I meant to tell him was to dream on, that I was not interested in doing anything with him?

			“Meet you at your office at five, then?” He smiled.

			There were those sparks again. I was sure that I was the only one who could see or feel them since he didn’t seem to be affected at all.

			“I’ll meet you at the bayou bridge at five thirty.” No way was he coming to my office, not that day or ever.

			“Deal.” He pushed his cart around mine.

			“What’s the news on Tamara? Is she getting better?” I really wanted her to be well. After all, she was my half sister.

			“I sent her pictures of your office and the town and told her all about our fishing experience. She’s stopped crying so that’s progress,” he answered.

			Strange as it was, I didn’t feel like he was a stalker because he’d taken pictures. If it helped Tamara feel better, then it didn’t upset me. Besides, I figured she would delete the pictures as soon as she’d looked at them.

			“That’s good.” I started toward the checkout counter.

			“What’s good?” James turned the corner, and we had a three-cart pileup right there in Aisle 4.

			I didn’t want to deal with introductions but there wasn’t any way around them. “James, this is Rocky Rycroft, one of the employees at Edward Rollin’s business in Florida. Rocky, this is my best friend, James.”

			James stuck out his hand. “Right glad to meet you. What brings you to Jefferson?”

			Rocky shook with him. “Fishing and doing a little bit of work for the bosses.”

			James glanced at the cart half full of groceries. “Plannin’ on stayin’ a while?”

			“A week, maybe two,” Rocky said. “Do you fish?”

			“Sure I do. Jessie and I even cook on the banks of the bayou sometimes,” James answered.

			“Are you in the same business as Jessica?” Rocky asked.

			“No, I’m a lawyer. What do you do?”

			James started at Rocky’s shoes and almost tiptoed to see all six feet, four inches of the man. I bit back a giggle when James straightened his back so he would look taller. I’ve seen him do that in court and also when he meets someone new that he wants to impress.

			“I work at a mortgage company. We mainly do corporate loans and funding. I started out in prelaw, but it kicked my butt pretty fast, so I switched majors after the first year,” he answered.

			It was like two tomcats circling each other, trying to figure out the strengths and weaknesses of the other. I was proud of James for not letting a tall, hunky guy intimidate him. But then I was pleased that Rocky treated James with respect.

			“Law school requires a lot of discipline and hours. I’m not sure I’d want to go through that again.” James backed his cart up to let Rocky go on by. “My new girlfriend and I are having a cookout tonight. Jessie will be there. Come on over and join us. Jessie knows the way. You can follow her or ride with her, either one. I grill a mean steak and Colleen makes a chocolate cake that an angel would give up her place in heaven for.”

			“Love to and thanks for the invitation.” Rocky disappeared around the corner.

			“Now I know,” James whispered.

			“You rat! You could have asked me before you threw us together at one of your cookouts.” I glared at him. “I’d planned to jog a couple of miles this evening.”

			“Too bad. Now you are going to eat steak and be nice to that guy. I can see that he rattles your nerves more than anyone has ever done before.” He nudged my upper arm with his shoulder.

			“Don’t touch me.” I moved away. “I’m officially mad at you.”

			He patted my hand. “I know you as well as you know you. And darlin’, you can’t stay mad at me for more than an hour so I’m not worried.”

			“You’d better be. Paybacks are a bitch, and I’m going to visit with Colleen this evening.”

			“While you do that, I’ll be having beers with Rocky, and I’ll tell him all your good points and your bad ones. Just remember, what goes around, comes around.” He chuckled as he went on his merry way.

			Right then, I would have traded him for a hungry wolf as a best friend.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			That evening, I opened the closet door and slung one hanger after another from one end of the rod to the other, trying to find something to wear. When I’d called James to get out of going, he’d laughed and said to wear white to show off my new tan. When I called Ashley to report on the fishing trip the night before, her mother instincts had risen to the top. She remembered the depression she’d had after Trey was born and felt sorry for Tamara.

			“You are not trying to impress anyone, Jessie,” I said to my reflection in the mirror. The last time I’d been involved with a man was three years ago, and James had listened to me bawl and squall for days after the fool dropped me for another woman. Was it fair to judge Rocky by that man? Probably not, but life was not fair. And besides, who said Rocky even felt the same vibes that I did? What I was experiencing was probably withdrawals from not dating or having a man to hold me in over a year. I’d get back into the dating pool and forget all about Rocky Rycroft’s sexy eyes and body. A visual of him running on the beach materialized in my mind, and my heart started to race. Why had we thrown away all of those little pills Mama used for hot flashes when we cleaned out her house?

			James had never steered me wrong, so I wore a white sundress with red sandals and matching red clunky jewelry that evening. Callie hopped off her perch in the window and was waiting expectantly when the doorbell rang.

			“Right on time,” I said when I opened the door.

			“Hello. And hello to you, too, Callie.” He bent down and rubbed the calico cat behind the ears. “You look lovely tonight.”

			I picked up my purse from the foyer table. “Me or the cat? And how did you know her name?”

			“The cat is a beauty, but I was talking to you.”

			“Thank you. How did you know my cat’s name?”

			“It’s on your Facebook page,” he answered. “A person can learn a lot from social media. Which reminds me, Tamara asked if you would friend her.” He stood up and glanced around. “You have a nice place here.”

			“I do, and you can report that to Tamara. Tell her I’m not living in a cardboard box under the bayou bridge,” I told him as I put my key fob in my purse. “You are parked behind my car, so you’ll have to back out and then follow me over to James’s place.”

			“We can ride together. I’ll be glad to bring you home after the cookout is over,” Rocky said.

			“Sure, why not?” I shrugged.

			Like a gentleman, he escorted me to his truck with his hand on the small of my back and opened the truck door for me. Vibes and more vibes danced around us. I was sure there would be a red print of his hand on my back for hours, but he acted like he didn’t feel a thing.

			“I also saw a picture of you and your sister together on your page. It’s hard to believe that you are even related,” he said as he slid under the steering wheel and started the engine.

			I’d done one impulsive thing, and look where that had gotten me. I’d have to consider letting Tamara into my social-media world. That would mean seeing pictures of my new niece and not ever being able to know her.

			“Are you the same man who wrote that hateful message on a coaster and had it delivered to my table?” I asked.

			He backed out of the driveway. “Are you the same woman that sent a go-to-hell message back to me?”

			“Guess we both got off on the wrong foot, didn’t we? So now that Tamara is all better, when are you leaving?” I asked, not knowing now whether I wanted him to go or not.

			“Edward gave me two weeks, and I don’t even have to count it off as vacation. I kind of like it here. The fishin’ is good, and I didn’t know how much I needed some downtime. I slept like a baby the last couple of nights, so I’m going to take him up on the offer. Which way do I go?”

			“Turn left at the stop sign. Go six blocks and turn right. It’s the second house on the right, the one with the white railing around the wide porch.” I pointed ahead to the stop sign.

			When we arrived, James must’ve heard the truck door slam because he yelled over the fence, “We’re all back here. Y’all come on in.”

			Jessica led the way through the gate and James waved her over to where he was grilling. “Hey, everyone, this is Rocky Rycroft. He’s in town for a few days. Rocky, this is Jessie’s sister, Ashley, and her husband, Danny. These guys here are their sons, Trey and Graham. And this is my Colleen.” He slung an arm around a woman who looked up at him with adoring eyes.

			I’d seen her around the courthouse when I went there to see James. I had to admit to a little bit of jealousy when he said my Colleen. Had things really happened that fast between them, or was this one of James’s stunts to make me jealous?

			Danny motioned for Rocky to join him and the other guys at the grill, and I joined Ashley and Colleen at the picnic table.

			“So?” Ashley asked.

			“So what?”

			“What’s going on with him? Wasn’t he supposed to be sure you weren’t living on the streets and eating out of garbage cans, then get out of Jefferson?” Ashley asked.

			“Now he’s decided to stay the full two weeks that they offered him. He likes the fishin’,” I rolled my eyes toward the stars just beginning to pop out around a full moon.

			“The way he keeps stealin’ glances over here, it looks to me like he’s interested in more than fishin’.” Colleen smiled. “Not that I blame him. White looks really good on you. I’d love to be able to tan like that. I just burn and freckle. And to have your height… Oh, my goodness, I’d give a lot for that.”

			Ashley patted her shoulder possessively. “If you were any taller, you wouldn’t look so cute with James.”

			The aroma of grilled food drifting across the yard made my stomach set up a growl. “Sorry, I haven’t eaten much today.”

			“Hey, James,” Ashley called. “She’s gettin’ hungry. Either hurry up or put on another steak.”

			“Or send Rocky out to kill an extra bull,” James said, laughing.

			“That is enough.” I said without a hint of a smile.

			“Be warned, Rocky.” James ignored me and went on. “She can put away enough to feed Sherman’s march to the sea when she’s just snacking. When she’s really hungry, it’s Katy bar the door.”

			Colleen shook her head. “If I was you, I don’t know if I’d poison him on Monday and watch him die a slow and torturous death or kill him graveyard dead instantly. But please don’t do either one because my good black suit is too tight, and I don’t want to attend his funeral. Besides, I really like him, and it would be nice to keep him around a while longer.”

			“Sometimes his Harley-Davidson mouth gets ahead of his tricycle butt, but I can see he’s met his match.” I smiled across the table at her. The way she looked at him assured me that this was not a joke James and Ashley were playing on me, but very easily could be love at first sight. Just because I didn’t believe in such fantasies didn’t mean they couldn’t happen for other people.

			James and Danny pushed a second picnic table up to the end of the one where we were sitting, making plenty of room for the eight of us. Four on one side; four on the other. Even with a foot of space between us, I could feel the chemistry when Rocky sat down beside me. The temperature jacked up a few degrees every time his leg brushed against mine under the table. When his fingers grazed mine as he passed the bread basket or the salt and pepper, I got a jolt all the way to my toes. I wanted to shake my fist at the sky and tell God that this was not fair—that He should send someone else into my life.

			Rocky would go home soon and forget all about me, so I wanted the evening to be over. But at the same time, I loved the chemistry between us, and I wanted it to last forever.

			At the end of the evening, I didn’t expect him to walk me to the door but he did. Before I could get the key out of my purse, he caged me in with a hand on each side of my shoulders. I barely had time to moisten my lips before his eyes fluttered shut and his dark lashes lay on his high cheekbones like a fan. Then his mouth was on mine and the whole world stood still. We were the only two people in the state of Texas. Everyone else vanished—right along with my determination to never trust another man. When the kiss ended, he stepped back and traced my lips with his finger.

			“Thank you for a lovely evening. I like your friends and your family,” he said. “They are all good people. You are lucky to have them in your life.”

			“Want to come inside for a cup of coffee?” I hoped that he couldn’t hear the breathlessness in my voice.

			“Love to.” He nodded.

			He followed me into the kitchen and filled the coffeepot while I measured out the grounds. My living room, kitchen, and dining room are all one open area, so while we waited for the coffee to perk, he laced his fingers into mine and led me to the sofa where he pulled me down beside him.

			With my hand in his, I swear the temperature in the room jacked up another ten degrees—maybe fifteen. “I’ve been askin’ questions, meeting your family and friends and finding out things about you. It’s your turn.”

			My mind was flipping around like little kids on a jungle gym. My turn to do what? Lead him to the bedroom? Kiss him some more?

			Ask questions about him or Edward, that niggling voice in my head shouted.

			“Okay.” I said slowly, trying to get my thoughts together. “Does Tamara work in the mortgage agency?”

			“No, she has a degree in elementary education. She loves kids and teaching, but she’s taken time off to be a stay-at-home mother until Hannah is at least a year old. It could stretch until Hannah goes to preschool, though. I don’t expect her to go back to work anytime soon because she wants at least four kids. She says that having an only child is the worse decision parents can make.”

			“I know what she means. I felt like an only child when Ashley went off to college. So does Edward’s wife work in the agency?”

			“Nope, Eva’s a CPA, but she only worked until Tamara was born. Ever since Tamara and I were little kids, she’s stayed home. She does charities and clubs and jumps when Tamara whines. But Tamara’s got a pretty decent nature even with all the spoiling. Eva dotes on her. And the new baby, Hannah, is going to be so rotten the garbageman won’t even carry her away.” He laughed.

			“Whew.” I whistled through my teeth. “The lifestyles of the rich and famous. What about you? Are you so rich that they jump when you holler ‘froggy’?”

			“My folks are what you’d call comfortable, I guess. Mother is a nurse. Daddy is an engineer. Uncle Jasper was my idol, so that’s why I went into the business. My sister is doing her internship at the hospital right now. She’s going to be an emergency room doctor. She’s about Ashley’s size, which is kind of small to be taking on the druggies and Saturday-night gang fights, but she’s pretty spunky,” he answered.

			“Really, she’s short when you are what? Six four?” My eyes traveled from his toes to the top of his head.

			“She’s a small person like Mother. I’m tall like dad. Six five to be exact. You saw my sister that night at Margaritaville. She was the dark-haired lady who sat beside me.”

			So, it wasn’t a girlfriend but his sister. It wasn’t the first time I’d been wrong, but I did feel pretty danged foolish.

			“Tell me more about Edward,” I said.

			“What about him? He’s close to sixty now. He was about thirty when he and Eva married, and Tamara was born a few months later. They’d dated off and on for years. She had a temper, and she was very jealous. Still does and still is, but he loves her. They’re a good family, Jessica, and he’s a good man.”

			The coffeepot stopped gurgling. I started to pull my hand free, but he held on, stood up with me, and together we went back to the kitchen. I poured with my free hand, and then he led me back to the living room and we sat down on the sofa again.

			“Now let’s talk about us,” he said. “I understand why you went into real estate, but did you ever want to do anything else?”

			“I wanted to be a horse trainer when I was eight. Does that count?”

			He leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. “A woman after my own heart. I wanted to join the circus and ride bareback on horses when I was about that age.”

			We talked about crazy things, important stuff, ambitions, hopes, and goals until after midnight. He kissed me good night, and I closed the door, then slid down the backside. I wrapped my arms around my knees and wished that I’d met him in different circumstances.

			But maybe he was what I needed right then. He was the perfect candidate for a two-week fling. No muss, no fuss. Just a wild adventure to get him out of my mind and then he’d be gone, leaving me with nothing but some hot, steamy memories. It would be one of those consenting-adult affairs, but I wasn’t that kind of woman. Never had been and I couldn’t start now. Either a relationship meant something, or I didn’t fall into bed with a guy.

			***

			Callie was curled up next to me the next morning when I awoke and the sun coming through the window warmed my face. I could feel someone staring at me, and for a moment, I didn’t know if Rocky was propped up on an elbow right beside me or if I’d only been dreaming. Slowly, I slid an eye open.

			Ashley was sitting in a chair beside the bed. My eyes popped open so fast that a pain shot through my head. “What are you doin’? Tryin’ to give me a heart attack?”

			“You’ve got a strong heart.” Ashley laughed. “At least you used to. It might be weakened by now. I heard that Rocky didn’t leave until after midnight. I’d like details.”

			“Go away.” I rubbed my eyes. “I’m not talking to anyone until I’ve had two cups of coffee, a bagel, and maybe a piece of the cake I brought home last night.”

			“Always been an old bear early in the morning. Must have got that from Edward Rollin since me and Mama woke up happy every day.” She picked up Callie and the cat went limp in her arms.

			“Just go away and let me sleep until noon.”

			“You are going to get up and go to church with me and my family. Danny asked Rocky to join us and to come to Sunday dinner at our house. We’re having pot roast and hot yeast rolls, and I even made two pecan pies.”

			I pulled the covers over my head. Skipping church was not an option—not unless we were sick nigh unto death. Mama made sure of that even after we were grown, and now that she was gone, Ashley had taken on the responsibility.

			I moaned, “Send me back to Florida where nobody knows me.”

			Ashley yanked the quilt off me. “Get up and get dressed. We’ve got one hour until services start. You can tell me what happened last night while you dress. Coffee is already brewing. I’ll bring you a cup while you get your eyes open, and if you have time, you can have a bagel.”

			I sat up and yawned. “You probably already know everything that happened, so why did you wake me up? I can’t sneeze in this town without a dozen folks calling you to see if I’m sick.”

			Ashley sat down beside me. “I want to know if he makes your heart do double time or if he gave you a case of the vapors. You know, like James doesn’t do. I want to know if you’re going to fall in love with Rocky, and I want to know if I need to invest in tissue stock. Because if he breaks your little heart, then you’ll use up enough tissues blowing your nose that I could make a few dollars. Remember what happened when the last feller broke up with you for the tattoo queen?”

			“Don’t remind me.” I stood up and raked my hands through my tangled hair. “I hated Rocky at first. You know that. I told you what an egotistical, pompous ass he was. But maybe we got off on the wrong foot. He’s really a nice guy, but I’m not going to fall in love. I’ve only known him a week, and most of that we spent not even liking each other.”

			I did not want to go to church. I sure didn’t want to be crammed up in a pew with Rocky next to me if he showed up. I needed a few hours to digest everything that had happened, to think more about Tamara and Edward, and to analyze all the things that Rocky had told me.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Rocky did show up at church, and he sat so close to me that every time I took a breath, I got a whiff of his expensive cologne. He came to Sunday dinner and then drove me home. It didn’t seem awkward when he held my hand from his truck to my porch where he eased down on the swing and pulled me down beside him. “Dinner was amazing. I could get used to this lifestyle. I like your brother-in-law and your sister, and their boys are great.”

			“Oh really? Wouldn’t you miss jogging on the beach, the sound of the ocean, and wearing your fancy ties?” I asked with more sarcasm in my tone than I really meant.

			He shrugged. “Maybe, but I do like fishin’ in the bayou, and I don’t miss five o’clock traffic.”

			“You’d be bored in six months if you made a change. Home is home and always will be. I like the beach and the sound and smell of the ocean, but it only took a few days before I was homesick.”

			He stood up and stretched. “I’m going to my hotel and taking a long nap before we go jogging this evening. Meet you at the bridge, like we were going to do last night before James invited us to the party?”

			“I’ll be there.” I covered a yawn with the back of my hand. “Five thirty. Bring your fishing gear, and we’ll see if anything is biting after we go for a run. You’d best be careful, though. They say that once you eat catfish from the bayou in Jefferson, you’ll always want to come back here.”

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

			Callie rubbed around my legs when I went into the house and followed me to the bedroom where we both curled up on the bed for a Sunday afternoon nap. She went right to sleep, but even though I closed my eyes and counted to a hundred four times, I couldn’t fall asleep.

			My phone rang and I grabbed it from the nightstand. Man, was I glad to see James’s picture come up on the screen. I answered it on the second ring.

			“Hey, what’s going on?”

			“We’re havin’ supper on the bayou. I’ll bring the cauldron and oil. We’ll fry up whatever we catch right there on the banks. You bring the potatoes and Rocky,” he said. “Six thirty sounds good. Oh, and the mosquitoes are gettin’ worse. Bring some of those candles that keeps them away.”

			“We were plannin’ on going fishin’, so we’ll meet you in our usual spot. We’re goin’ for a run first.” With James around, it wouldn’t be so hard to trust myself not to drag Rocky back in the shadows, or maybe even go skinny-dippin’ with him in the bayou.

			***

			A hot breeze blew across my face that evening, and I tucked a long strand of hair back into my ponytail. The black cast-iron cauldron perched on a rack was filled with hot bubbling oil, ready for the first fish to be tossed in. One of my granny’s patchwork quilts was spread out on the ground with citronella candles on each corner.

			“I caught the first one,” James yelled a few feet down the bayou.

			“Is it big enough to fry?” I asked.

			“Oh, yeah. Six more like this and we’ll have supper,” James said.

			“Ever done this before?” I asked Rocky, who was sitting only a few feet away to my left.

			“Nope, done lots of fishing but I’ve never cooked them right by the water,” Rocky answered. “You all do it often?”

			“A couple of times a year.” My bobber disappeared under the water but then came back to the surface. “More often when we were teenagers. There’s not a lot to do in Jefferson, other than fish and steal watermelons.”

			“You stole watermelons?” His tone said that he didn’t believe me.

			“Hey, I was the best one of the whole group of us at figuring out which ones were ripe. We’d bring them down here under the cypress and willow trees and cool them in the water while we fished. They would be cold enough to be our dessert after we ate fried fish, hush puppies, and potatoes for supper. Didn’t you ever do anything illegal?”

			“I didn’t steal.” He frowned.

			“Well, pardon me.” I did one of those head wiggles that annoyed both Mama and Ashley. “Know where we stole most of our melons? Right out of Fred’s patch. He’d rant and rave and carry on like he was going to kill the next kid who even looked at his fields, but I overheard him telling Mama years later that he watched us lots of times and thought it was a hoot because I was right in the middle of all of it.”

			Another frown. “You stole from your family friend?”

			“Sure. Stole the worms out of his old hog lot, too. He even helped me dig them up, sometimes. This is not the big city.” I gave him another head wiggle.

			“Redneck paradise,” he growled.

			“You got it!” I smiled.

			He pulled in a nice-sized catfish and yelled, “I got a big one!”

			James’s voice floated back through the darkness. “Great. Just a few more and we’ll clean them up and throw them in the hot grease.”

			“Don’t knock my paradise until you’ve lived here and raised kids in this area,” I told him as I reeled in a bass about the size of his catfish.

			“I’m not knockin’ it, darlin’. You just surprise me more every day. I’m wondering just how many layers there are to Jessica Graham,” he said.

			“More than you’ve got time to figure out in two weeks.” The way he drawled darlin’ made my hands sweaty, and the fish almost got away from me when I took it off the hook.

			“Hey, we got enough with what y’all got.” Colleen carried a stringer and a big plastic bowl of cornmeal mixture to roll the fish in once they were cleaned and cut into steaks. “Let’s fry them, and if we’re still hungry, we’ll catch some more. You got the potatoes, Jessie?”

			I pulled a bag of frozen french fries from a tote bag and handed them to James. “There’s another one in there if we need them.”

			“Okay, here we go.” James dropped the first pieces into the bubbling oil.

			“How do you know when they’re ready?” Rocky asked.

			“They float.” I got out a roll of paper towels and plates. “Then we grab them out with tongs and let them drain for a minute on a paper towel and cool enough that they don’t burn us too bad. We use the cornmeal we roll the fillets in to make hush puppies.”

			“Jessie is not patient. She’s always burning her tongue.” James said. “She never could wait for anything to cool.”

			“Well, you aren’t known for your patience, either,” I countered, but my mind was really on the fact that the hottest fish in the world couldn’t compare to the heat on my lips the night before when Rocky kissed me.

			“No stories about me tonight, or I’ll start tellin’ what I know about you.” I threatened him and then wondered if Mama and Edward ever came down here to fish. Was he the only man other than Ashley’s father to make her heart flutter in that crazy way? Or had there been other men in her life?

			“What’s goin’ on with you, Jessie. You went quiet suddenly.” James reached for the tongs and pulled the first floating chunks of fish from the pot.

			“Just thinkin’ about Mama. But let’s test that fish and see if you’ve lost your touch.” I managed a smile, but my heart hurt for my mother and what she’d sacrificed all those years when she had to be both mother and father to me and Ashley.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			I was running about two minutes late on Monday morning. Carrying breakfast in one hand and a file I’d taken home with me over the weekend in the other, I backed into the office expecting Ashley to be standing there pointing at the clock. But Rocky came out of her office instead.

			“Good morning.” He hurried to take the file from my hands and lay it on my desk. Instead of his usual jeans and T-shirt, he wore dress slacks, a pale-blue shirt, and a tie.

			“What are you doing here?”

			“I’m your help until Friday.” He smiled brightly.

			“Who said?” Where was my sister and how did he get into the office? Did he have a key?

			“Ashley called me last night. Danny was able to get a week off on short notice, so they decided to take a road trip with the boys. She said to tell you that what goes around comes around and that she’d call you from the hotel tonight. They’re going to Great Wolf Lodge Resort over near Dallas. She says they’ll be home sometime Friday, but she won’t come back to work until Monday. She hired me to show up here every day and help you out with whatever you need,” he said.

			“I can’t believe this.” To see him in the evenings was one thing. To spend all day with him was another. Not falling for him was getting harder and harder by the hour as it was.

			“I’m not a Realtor but I do know a lot about the business since I am in financing, and to tell the truth, I was getting bored with nothing to do every day until you got off work,” he said.

			My sister had not had a vacation since they’d taken the boys to Disney World back when they were still little guys. And I did deserve this kind of treatment after I’d left her alone for almost a whole week. But that did not mean she wasn’t going to get a piece of my mind when she called that evening.

			“Okay, then.” I sighed. “We’ve got four houses to show this morning. Two down in Marshall, one here in Jefferson, and a farm up around Kildare. What’s your choice to start with?”

			“I’ll take the farm,” he said.

			“You sure about that? What do you know about farms?” I tilted my head to one side.

			“Tamara does that, and so does Edward.” He chuckled.

			“Does what? Ask you about farms?”

			“No, they tilt their head to one side like you just did when they question someone,” he answered. “And for your information, I probably know more than about houses since we buy a lot of that kind of land up north of Panama City for corporations to build business offices and apartment complexes,” he said. “I’ll take the prospective buyers for a look, buy them lunch on the way home, and wine and dine them a little.”

			“It sounds like you’d be pretty good at this business.”

			He tipped an imaginary hat. “Thank you, ma’am. Now give me a little background on the interested buyers so I know where they’d like to eat and what to talk about with them.”

			The phone rang before I could answer him. I picked it up and said, “Graham Real Estate.”

			“Are you spittin’ tacks?” Ashley asked.

			“Yes, and we will talk about this later.” No way was I discussing Rocky with her, not with him standing right there.

			“You deserve this after the way you left me alone when you went off on your Florida lark,” Ashley said.

			“I agree with you, Sister, but I’m busy right now. And you are in big trouble for this, so don’t think that I’m going to forgive you easily.”

			“Either admit that you do more than like him, or kick him back to Florida.”

			“What did you just say?” I asked.

			“Trust me, darlin’.” She chuckled. “Have a good week. I’ll call at least once a day.” The phone went dark, so I laid it back on my desk.

			“Ashley?” Rocky asked.

			I nodded, not sure if I wanted to kick him back to Florida or not. “The Nelsons will be here in fifteen minutes. They’re in their forties, and they sold a piece of property out on the West Coast. They must have gotten a fortune for it, and they want to reinvest their money in a farm. He was a banker. She was a nurse out there. Now they want to grow organic vegetables and raise chickens. Take them to Bubba’s Barbecue for dinner and bring me the receipts.”

			“Okay.” He sat down in the wingback chair on the other side of the desk, leaned forward, and propped his elbows on the edge of the desk. “I talked to my sister last night. Told her I had a heart problem.”

			My own heart dropped to my toes. Wasn’t that just a kick in the seat of the pants? I’d let myself start to fall for a man who was going to die.

			He smiled and went on. “I’m afraid I either have to get over you, or we have to work out some kind of deal. I’ve never felt like this about another woman. So what are we going to do?”

			“I have no idea.” I’d held my breath so long that my chest ached. “Does Edward know how you feel? We haven’t known each other long enough…” I let the sentence hang there between us.

			“Yes, he does, and funny as it may seem, he told me he understands completely.”

			“Really?” My voice was all high and squeaky.

			“That’s right. He’s the one that fell in love with your mother, and she was from here,” Rocky answered.

			Love?

			Sweet Jesus! I was thinking about more kisses and possibly a little fling. Not love, for God’s sake.

			I nervously straightened my desk. “He would never let you stay in the company if we had a relationship of any kind. His wife would string you up from the nearest oak tree.”

			“We’ll have to figure out which bridges we need to cross and which ones we need to burn this next week, I suppose. I’ve laid my cards on the table, and there’s not even one up my sleeve.” He dangled his shirtsleeve to show me. “So now it’s your turn. Do you feel the chemistry between us, Jessica?”

			“I’m not so sure that I can put into words how I feel about this attraction between us. I agree that we need to figure it out, but there are sure a lot of obstacles in our path. You sure you want to try to jump over them?” I looked right into the depths of his blue eyes.

			“I’ve got real long legs.” He rounded the desk and kissed me on the forehead.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			We didn’t notice the big black clouds floating quietly in from the southeast and didn’t see the moon disappear. We were sitting under the pavilion at the city park, and when the first loud clap of thunder rumbled above our heads, we jumped to our feet in a hurry and ran toward his truck. We didn’t make it before a downpour of huge raindrops drenched us.

			“Whew, talk about a fast storm.” Rocky put the truck in reverse and backed away from the park. “Where did that come from anyway?”

			“Who knows? Storms can come up fast and then leave us with nothing but more mosquitoes and high humidity in this part of the world.” The rain wasn’t cold, but the icy air from the truck’s air conditioner made my damp skin feel like I’d been rolled in ice cubes.

			“Cold?” he asked. “Would it be all right if we go to the motel first, so I can change out of these wet clothes? Or do you want me to drop you at the house, and I’ll change and come back. It’s too early to call it an evening. We could maybe watch a movie together.”

			“Motel first,” I answered.

			It wasn’t far to the place where he was staying. When he parked in front of his room and hopped out, I followed him.

			“I’m not sitting in the pickup with lightning flashing all around me,” I said.

			He nodded and ran through the raindrops to open the door. “I hate to be damp. Don’t mind being wet but hate to be damp. I bet you are chilled.” He shivered, grabbed a big white towel and wrapped it around my shoulders. Then he gathered up dry clothing and disappeared into the bathroom.

			Pulling the towel tighter around my shoulders, I scanned the room. The bed was made, his clothes neatly hanging on the rack. Shaving equipment was lined up on the vanity, and he’d even taken time to unload his suitcases into the dresser drawers. Would he be that kind of lover? The same routine every time?

			To get my mind off that visual of him tangled up in sheets, I picked up the remote and turned on the television. Somehow, even the reruns of The Golden Girls couldn’t take my mind off Rocky and wishing I was brave enough to march into the bathroom and share a shower with him.

			“Your turn.” He finally came out of the bathroom looking like a cover model for a romance book with water droplets on his dark hair and wearing lounging pants and a muscle shirt.

			“I don’t have dry clothes so…” I let the sentence hang.

			“You can wear my sweatpants and one of my T-shirts,” he offered.

			“Rocky, I can’t stay in this room much longer, or by morning there will be a whole bevy of shotgun-toting folks beating on your door. There will be a preacher amongst them carrying a marriage license, and you’d have to make an honest woman out of me,” I teased.

			“Still your turn.” He opened a drawer and handed me a pair of gray sweats and a Gator T-shirt. “There’s another towel right there.”

			If I called his bluff and came out of the bathroom with one of those skinny motel towels wrapped around my naked body, it would be all over but the afterglow. And when that died away, there would be plain old nothing.

			“Those towels are made for short, skinny women.” I laughed.

			He turned rapidly and gathered me into his arms. The suddenness of his actions, the breathtaking aroma of the woodsy aftershave, and the passionate kiss made me change my mind about going home. I fell backward onto the bed and pulled him down with me. I tasted the bitterness of the lotion that he’d gotten on his lips and breathed in a mixture of soap, shampoo, and what was just naturally Rocky Rycroft. The thrill of his arms around me erased everything but the aching desire in my body to be satisfied. I didn’t care what anyone in town thought of us spending the night in his motel room.

			Afterward, I curled up with my head on his shoulder and my hand in the soft hair on his chest and closed my eyes. I wanted to hold on to this amazing feeling forever. I awoke at dawn and wondered where Callie was at first, then I remembered the amazing night that we’d had. Rocky’s arm was still around me and now his leg was thrown over mine.

			I kissed him on the cheek. “Hey, we’ve got to get up. It’s daylight.”

			He opened his eyes and flashed a smile that lit up the whole room. “I vote we stay in bed all day.”

			“Sounds good to me, but Ashley might get real upset if we miss those four showings that we have scheduled for today.” I snuggled even closer to his side.

			He moved his leg and groaned. “I’m starving. Let’s get dressed and have breakfast. The hotel started serving thirty minutes ago. Afterward, I’ll take you home in plenty of time to get ready for work.”

			There’s an old adage that says that one might as well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb, so I thought why not? There was no way that everyone in the small town of Jefferson wouldn’t know that I’d spent the night with the feller staying in the hotel down south of town and working at Graham Realty. If they didn’t know by midmorning, then Gloria Jane, the person who ran the breakfast buffet at the hotel, would be off work and her cell phone would be smoking.

			“I’d love some biscuits and gravy.” I smiled at him.

			***

			The sun was barely up when he drove me home, walked me to the door, gave me a quick peck on the lips, and said he’d see me at the office. He whistled all the way to his truck, and when I reached the office that morning, he was sitting in one of the chairs in front of my desk. The aroma of coffee brewing filled the whole front office, and there was a box of cookies from the bakery on the table beside the pot. This wasn’t such a bad setup.

			“Good morning,” he said. “Coffee is made, and I bought cookies for a midmorning snack and to celebrate selling at least one property today.”

			I dropped my tote bag on the floor behind my desk and rounded the end to lean down and kiss him. “I want to make supper for us tonight for a real celebration,” I said. “After work you can go to the hotel and change into jeans and a comfortable shirt and meet me back here.”

			“Where are we going? A picnic at the river?”

			“It’s a surprise. The food will be simple but, darlin’, the atmosphere will be heavenly. Trust me.” I gave him another kiss, this time on the cheek.

			He dragged me down into his lap. “Darlin’, I don’t care if we spend the night in a pup tent on the edge of the bayou and have bologna sandwiches on stale bread. As long as I can spend it with you, I’ll be happy.”

			He kissed me again, and I tasted toothpaste mixed with cinnamon cookies. Not a totally bad combination.

			“If I don’t get up out of your lap, Mr. and Mrs. Spenser are going to find me in a very compromising situation,” I whispered.

			“Then lock the door and put a sign on it.” He laughed. “Tell me again who these people are that we’re seeing first thing.”

			“They’re putting their house on the market, and Millie Spenser is never late to anything.” I stood up and walked away from my desk. “They have five sons and five daughters-in-law, and they’re sick of their kids fighting over who’s going to inherit their property so she and Willard—that’s her husband—are going to sell out and buy a motor home. They swear they’re going to spend every penny they have before they die. And here they are.” I nodded toward the door.

			“Hello, Jessie, you think you can find a buyer for our house in the next month?” Millie asked.

			“I imagine I can if you are serious,” I answered.

			“This time I’m not changin’ my mind. God, I wish I’d had daughters like your mama instead of boys who brought home bickerin’ daughters-in-law.” Millie slumped down in a chair and started telling us all about her kids.

			“Wow,” Rocky exclaimed when they left. “I know more about her than I do my own family.”

			I laughed out loud. “That’s the way it is in small towns, and I’ll be surprised if she doesn’t haul Willard in here within two weeks and take the house off the market. This happens about once a year, and everyone knows that when it comes right down to it, Millie and Willard wouldn’t sell their home for a million bucks,” I explained.

			“I’ve heard of small-town politics, but this is the first time I’ve been in the middle of it.” Rocky grinned.

			“Isn’t it grand?” I winked.

			He combed back his perfect dark hair with his fingertips. “How do you remember all of it? If I lived here twenty years, I’d still be trying to figure out all the ins and outs.”

			I nodded sympathetically. “When I was in Florida, I would pass someone on the strand, and I couldn’t say, ‘Good morning, Mary Ruth. How’s your new granddaughter?’ because I didn’t know a soul down there.”

			I opened my laptop to add the Spensers’ house to my listings. “Millie and Granny canned pickles together. I know all five of their sons. Momma dated one of them before she fell in love with Ashley’s daddy. But I don’t know the people in your world. And if we’re totally serious, Rocky, can either of us leave the comforts of our background to go to a place we’re not suited to? If you came here permanently, would you someday resent me for it? I don’t want to live anywhere but right here. It’s something we’d better think about before we let our emotions get out ahead of our common sense.”

			“But what do we do about the fireworks when you lean across the desk and kiss me? Tell me, Jessica, how do we convince our hearts that our bodies don’t want to cooperate?”

			“I don’t know, but we’d better figure it all out before we both get our hearts broken.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			I locked the office door at five o’clock and Rocky drove me home. “I’ll be ready when you get back.”

			“Where are we going?” he asked.

			“This is my surprise, so you have to do what I say and not ask any questions.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” He nodded. “My fate is in your hands.”

			I fed Callie, and I’d packed a few things inside a huge straw purse. I changed into a pair of faded jeans and a T-shirt, then tucked my small makeup kit from the bathroom into my purse. I locked the door and sat down on the porch to wait. Rocky’s truck rumbled into my driveway a few minutes later and I jogged out to it, not giving him time to get out. He had changed into jeans, a pair of athletic shoes, and a knit shirt with three buttons at the neck.

			“Turn left at the next corner and head north out of town,” I told him.

			We drove for five miles in comfortable silence. He was sure a trusting soul. I could have been taking him to the woods to kill him and bury him.

			“Really, now. Where are we going?” he asked.

			“We’re almost there. Make the next right.” My big two-story farmhouse was finally visible in the distance, sitting alone, like a silent sentinel set back in a grove of pecan trees.

			“Who lives here?” he asked.

			“I do.” It had been several weeks since I’d been to the farm, as we called it, and I was suddenly overcome with the urge to rush. “This is my grandparents’ place. They left it to Mama, who deeded five acres and the house it sits on to me for my twenty-first birthday because I loved it so much. The rest of the land belongs to Ashley. She and Danny run about a hundred head of Angus out here.”

			When he stopped, I hopped out of the truck before he could get around the truck and open the door for me. Taking his hand, I tugged it toward the house. “Come on. I can’t wait to show you the inside.” I found the right key and unlocked the door.

			“Do you do this often?” he asked.

			I stopped in the middle of the foyer. “No, Rocky, I don’t. I come here when I have a long weekend and I bring Callie. We pretend we’re back in the nineteenth century. But no, this is the first time I’ve ever brought a man to this house, if that’s what you’re asking me.”

			“Thank you.” He smiled. “That makes me special.”

			“Yes, it does,” I told him.

			“You mentioned us cooking. I’m starving, so show me to the kitchen and tell me what I can do to help.”

			“We’re having spaghetti, French bread, and Asti wine. Then we’re having strawberry shortcake for dessert with real whipped cream. After that, I planned on a movie.” I dropped my purse on the foyer table. “And yes, you can help me cook.”

			He seemed to be taking everything in when we reached the huge country kitchen, but what caught his attention most were the windows overlooking the backyard and wooded area where two white-tailed deer fed on the green grass.

			He pointed and whispered, “Do you see that, Jessica?”

			“They come up most evenings. Callie likes to fuss at the squirrels in the pecan trees. They are taunting her, because if she could catch one, she would have it for supper. They’re lucky there’s glass between them.” I took a skillet from the cabinet and threw in a tablespoon of butter. When that melted, I diced onions and peppers straight into it. “You can set the table. We’ll watch the wildlife while we eat.”

			He slipped his arms around my waist and kissed me on the neck. “Why do you live in town when this is here?”

			“I always thought I’d move out here after Grandpa died, but my house in town is so close to work. Maybe someday.” I loved his warm breath on my neck, but if he didn’t take a step back, we weren’t going to have supper at all. We’d wind up in the bedroom and forget all about everything else.

			I moved away from him, took an apron down from a hook, and tied it around my waist. “Dishes are in that cabinet. When you get the table set, go look around the place. The living room is across the foyer. The den is behind that. Sun porch is wonderful this time of evening, if you want to unwind and watch the deer and the squirrels. There are four bedrooms upstairs. One for Granny and Grandpa, one for Ashley, one for Mama, and the yellow one is mine.”

			“You lived here?” he asked.

			“Until I was about four and Momma bought her own place in town. Ashley was old enough to watch me in the summers by then, and Granny’s health was beginning to fail, so I guess I was too much for her to keep up with.” I added meat to the sizzling onions and peppers and put a pot of water on the back burner.

			He gave me a butterfly kiss on the cheek and quickly set the table. I could hear doors opening and closing as I finished up the simple supper. It was dusky dark, the twilight of a summer evening, when we finished dessert and Rocky pushed his chair back.

			“That supper was amazing, and the view both inside here and out the window is priceless.” He reached across the table and covered my hand with his. “Now, does the maid come in and do the dishes, or can I help with them?”

			“I never turn down help,” I answered. “But we’ll just put them in the dishwasher. Granny insisted on all the modern conveniences, and even Grandpa, as gruff as he could be, would never cross Granny. ’Cause if Granny wasn’t happy, wasn’t nobody happy.”

			“Well, we can’t have an unhappy granny. Do you realize this would be the absolute perfect place to raise a family?”

			Love.

			Family.

			The things I wanted most in life and was too afraid to even say the words out loud. “Of course, it would. Mama was raised here and so were Ashley and I up until we moved into town.”

			I carried dishes to the cabinet. He rinsed them and put them into the dishwasher. Then he circled my waist with his arm, and together we went to the living room to watch a movie. I would much rather have gone straight upstairs, but tonight it was about us being together more than just about having wild, passionate sex.

			I sat down beside him on the couch, snuggling down into his shoulder with a sigh. This was the way I’d like to spend all my evenings—a nice dinner after work, maybe a movie, or when it wasn’t so hot, we’d sit on the porch while the kids ran out the last bit of a day’s worth of energy. It was a fairy tale, but it was my story and that evening I could tell it any way I wanted.

			When the movie ended, he tipped up my chin and kissed me. How could I have ever disliked this man? He was sweet, kind, and ultra-romantic. Or was it just a ruse so he could have a good vacation? When he went home to Florida, would he even remember me?

			“I don’t want to go back to the motel,” he whispered. “But tomorrow is a workday, and it’s after ten so I suppose we should lock up and leave, right?”

			“I thought maybe we’d spend the night,” I told him.

			“I didn’t bring my jammies,” he teased.

			“Neither did I.”

			He scooped me up like a bride—as if I weighed less than a feather pillow—and carried me up the stairs to my old bedroom. I’d forgotten how small that regular-sized bed was until he laid me down on it.

			“Rocky, I’m not this person. I don’t jump into relationships and go to bed with guys I’ve only known a few days,” I whispered.

			“I know, darlin’,” he said softly. “But I’m sure glad you made an exception for me, especially when we got off to such a horrible start. You know, I think I was in love with you that night that you tripped me.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			Rocky had been in Jefferson for a whole week by that Friday. How could that be possible? He’d gone to show a local house that morning, and I was working on the agency website, removing the sold properties and putting in the four new ones we’d acquired that week when the bell above the door rang, and a woman walked in the front door. She wore a pair of skinny jeans and a skin-tight white cotton shirt. Long, dark hair fell into curls, floating on her shoulders, and her big blue eyes took in the whole place in a single glance. She folded her arms across her chest and tapped her foot as daggers shot through her eyes toward me.

			I didn’t even know the girl so it couldn’t be me or something I’d done because I’d never even seen her before. “Good morning. What can I do for you?”

			“I’m here to see Jessica Graham.”

			“Do you have an appointment?” I asked.

			“I don’t need an appointment. This is personal,” she snapped.

			“I see. I’m Jessica. Now what can I do for you, Miss…”

			“Sabrina O’Dell. Is Rockwell still here?”

			“Who?”

			“Rockwell Rycroft?”

			“Oh, you mean Rocky?” At first, I thought maybe she was his sister, but the woman I saw in the restaurant had much shorter hair than this one and her shoulders weren’t as wide.

			“Yes, I mean Rocky. God, I hate it when people call him that. It sounds like a nickname for a cartoon character. His name is Rockwell.” Her chin shot up and she looked down her nose at me. “Of course, in a place like this, where everyone calls everyone else by stupid names, I suppose he’d be called Rocky. I’m here to tell you that it’s time Rockwell comes home where he belongs. This hole in the road isn’t his style. I don’t know what hold you’ve got on him, but honey, it won’t last long. He’s played the field a few times before, but he always comes back to me.” Her eyes danced with anger.

			I imagined that mine were two-stepping with just as much anger as hers when I asked, “Are you his wife?”

			“No, but I will be by Christmas. It’s time for him to settle down. It was decided years ago that we would be together.” Sabrina flipped her hair to one side. “I’ve been in Europe for a month. When I got home yesterday, Uncle Jake told me where he was and how it all started. This is his last fling, and now he’s going to get married and make a good partner in the firm.” Every word and gesture oozed confidence.

			“You seem really sure of yourself,” I said.

			She pointed her finger at me and looked at me as if I was what she’d tracked in from a cow pasture. “Tell him Sabrina has been here. She’s home from Europe. She’ll be at the hotel in Tyler tonight and she’s expecting him at seven.”

			“I’m not telling him jack squat. I am not your hired help.” Each word got a little louder and a lot shriller.

			“Oh, yes you will, or I’ll track him down and tell him myself,” she threatened.

			I pulled a piece of business stationery from the desk drawer, wrote on it, and handed it to her. “He’s showing a house at this address. And while you are there, could you ask him to pick up a dozen chocolate-chip cookies from the bakery? It will save me a trip.”

			Sabrina snatched the piece of paper right out of my hands. “Oh, honey, you’re playing with the big dogs, and I don’t think you can handle it.”

			“If a woman can’t play with the big dogs, then she’d better get off the porch, right?” I stood up, towering over her. “This happens to be my porch. I’m used to chasin’ big, old bad bitches off my porch. So, chase your happy little butt on out to that address and see who wins today…honey.”

			“You are a big, dumb, blond bitch. Rocky won’t even come back to get his belongings, let alone bring home cookies.” Sabrina sniffed loudly as her high heels stomped across the floor, the effect lost in the plush carpet.

			“One.” I held up a finger.

			“What?” Sabrina turned around.

			“One time you get a warning for calling me a bitch. The second time you get your teeth rearranged. The third time there won’t be a Sabrina left to hassle anyone else about Rocky.”

			“Don’t threaten me,” she hissed.

			“No threats. Just solid cold facts. You got the warning. Now go see Rocky, and drive real easy on your way out of town. If you break one little speed-limit law, if you don’t slow down for a stop sign or forget to wear your seat belt, you might end up in jail, and wouldn’t it be a shame if there wasn’t a lawyer in town to represent you or even a bail bondsman willing to get you out. Here in the backwoods, we take care of our own.”

			She slammed the door hard enough to rattle the paintings on the wall.

			***

			I was still pacing the office floor and cussin’ like a seasoned sailor when Ashley came into the office a few minutes later. “Good morning. I am not here to work but we are home. We had a wonderful time, and I’ll be back to work on Monday.”

			“It’s been a crazy morning.” I told her all about the visit from Sabrina.

			Ashley sat down in one of the chairs across from my desk and nodded at all the right places. “You should get into your truck and go to that property, drop down on the ground and kiss her feet. She has brought this whole thing to a head for you. Either he’s serious or else it’s over. You will know if it’s a relationship or it was a fling.”

			“I don’t want it to be over,” I groaned.

			“News flash, little sister.” Ashley grinned. “Just before Danny proposed to me, there was another woman—a cute red-haired girl from up around Smithland. She came over here one Saturday night with a bunch of her girlfriends, looking for me. I got word that they were asking about me, so I found them and asked what the deal was. Same story. Different age. Different type. She said she’d been sleeping with him for a year and was going to mop up the streets of Jefferson with me if I didn’t break it off with him.” Ashley laughed.

			I got up and paced around the room. “I never heard this before. What did you do?”

			“Told Mama. She told me the same thing I just told you,” Ashley said.

			“But you weren’t sleeping with Danny?” I groaned.

			“Oh, yes, I was.” Ashley giggled. “But I didn’t tell Momma that. When I gave Danny a chance to explain, he admitted that he’d gone out with her three months before but had broken up with her to date me.”

			“What will I do if he goes with her?”

			“Get over it,” Ashley said. “That’s the only option you have.”

			***

			“Anybody home?” James popped the door open minutes after Ashley had left. “Jessie? Rocky? Where are you?”

			“Back here,” I yelled from the utility room where I was hunting down a roll of paper towels to clean up a cup of coffee I’d spilled. “James, is that you?”

			“Where’s Rocky?” He hiked a hip on the edge of the desk. “You’ve got fire in your eyes. I’ve got an hour before time to be in court. Spill it. I came by to tell you that I’m putting my house up for sale and looking for a place with maybe five or ten acres. You want to sell me the farm? But first tell me what’s got your underbritches in a twist.”

			I wasn’t sure my nerves could tell the story again, but it came tumbling out as I paced around the desk. James frowned and then laughed and then frowned again.

			“You should’ve knocked her through the plate-glass window. I would have defended you and gotten you off on the assault charge, and you’d have felt a lot better right now. Can we talk about my house, or do we need to discuss this some more?” he asked.

			I sat down behind my desk. “Why are you putting your house on the market? You’ve loved that little cottage ever since you bought it two years ago.”

			“Because I want something bigger and with more kitchen room,” he said.

			“Colleen?” It was good to think about something other than whether Rocky would just come back to tell me that it was over.

			James blushed. “It will take a while to sell my place and probably even longer to buy something but, yes, Colleen. And don’t fuss at me. I really, really feel chemistry with her, Jessie. I think this could go somewhere, and if it does, I want to be ready.”

			“I’m happy for you.” I meant it. James deserved someone that made him happy. I only hoped that I could be so lucky.

			“Time’s up, darlin’. I’ve got to go to court. If the hussy comes back, kick her all the way to the street, and then call me while she’s dialin’ 911.” He grinned.

			I stood in the window, watching cars go by, replaying the past week through my mind, one frame at a time. It was probably only a few minutes, but it seemed like hours before Rocky’s truck pulled up in the parking lot. He sat there for a long time, and I figured he’d come to say goodbye.

			Finally, he got out of the truck, and I hurried back to my desk. I backed up and sat on the edge for support as I watched him slowly walk up the sidewalk, pause at the door, and hesitate several moments before he turned the knob. He looked at the carpet when he entered the room and my heart stopped.

			He finally looked into my eyes. “Guess I’d better do some tall talking.”

			I nodded very slowly and asked, “Where’s Sabrina?”

			“Gone home. Gone to Dallas. Gone to Europe again. Gone to hell for all I care,” he said with a long sigh.

			My heart sounded like a bass drum thumping in my ears. “And what are you going to do?”

			“Depends on you, I guess,” Rocky said.

			“Well, I intend to fight for what we’ve got. I happen to be in love with you. I even like you. And that’s important. If we’re ever going to have a permanent relationship out on that farm, it’s essential that I like you as well as love you. And I do both. Sabrina might think she’s got you tied to a way of life, but I intend to show you something different. So now what are you going to do?”

			“I’m sorry that she came here and tried to stir up trouble,” he said.

			“The past is the past. It’s gone and can’t be called up to be redone. What’s important is right now. I love you. It’s too soon for either of us to say that but I do.”

			He was around the desk in two easy, long-legged strides and gathered me into his arms. “I love you, Jessica Graham. With my whole heart and all that I am, I love you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			I could hardly wait for Fridays to come to an end so I could drive over the border to Shreveport, Louisiana. That was the closest airport, and Rocky flew in to spend every weekend that he could with me. He wanted to rent a car, but if I met him at the airport, that meant I got an extra hour with him on Friday and on Sunday evening when I took him back. We were making a long-distance relationship work with video chats every night, dozens of texts through the day, and weekends together.

			“We’ve got the week wrapped up.” Ashley came out of her office and poured a glass of sweet tea. “You can go if you want to.”

			“His plane doesn’t land until seven, so I’d just walk the floor and watch the clock. I’ll stay but you can leave if you want.”

			She sank down in a chair. “My guys are having a tailgate party at the football game tonight. Graham can’t wait until next year when he gets to suit up with the high school team. All I hear about at home is quarterbacks, plays, and fumbles. You have got to get married soon and have a daughter so we can talk shoes, shopping, and makeup.”

			“Why don’t you and Danny have a tagalong? You’re only thirty-eight. That’s the new twenty-five, you know.”

			“Don’t tempt me.” Ashley smiled. “But I’ll leave the girls up to you and Rocky. You think Edward will ever come around?”

			“Probably not but I’m okay with that. I got my second wish to meet my father, and it brought me the love of my life so I can’t complain. Sometimes fate or destiny or God, whatever it is, works in mysterious ways. If I hadn’t gone looking for Edward, I would have never found Rocky.”

			“Life is a crazy ride, isn’t it?” Ashley pointed to the clock on the wall. “Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one—now it’s officially five o’clock and time to go home. Have a great weekend. And remember, we’re all going out to eat after church on Sunday at the Italian place.”

			“We’ll be there.” I gathered up my purse and tote bag, gave my sister a hug, and headed out the door. Leaves had begun to drop from the two oak trees in the parking lot. Fall was pushing out summer a day at a time. It wouldn’t be long until Rocky and I would spend our first Christmas together.

			I thought about what kind of gifts I’d get for him as I drove toward Shreveport. It only took an hour on a good day to go from Jefferson to Shreveport, but the interstate could get pretty busy at five o’clock on Friday. If I arrived too early, I could always wait for him in baggage claim.

			There was a holdup right near the Louisiana border over a little fender bender, and I sat in line for fifteen minutes while they got the two vehicles off the road. To pass the time, I read through the texts that Rocky had sent throughout the day. Some of them made me giggle; most of them still turned my cheeks crimson. When I finally made it to the airport, I had to circle through the parking garage three times before I finally found a space. I rushed inside to find him waiting for his suitcase to come around the conveyor belt at the baggage claim.

			“Hey.” He opened his arms.

			I walked into them and breathed in the scent of his aftershave. When he kissed me, I tasted peanuts and coffee. “I missed you so much. The weeks get longer every time I have to be away from you.”

			His suitcase finally came around and he grabbed it. Carrying it in one hand, he laced his fingers in mine with the other one as we made our way out of the terminal. When we reached my truck, I handed him the keys. He put his suitcase in the back and then wrapped me in his arms for a long, hard kiss. “It’s not ever going to get any closer between the two places.”

			Traffic was light so we made it to the farmhouse in a little over an hour. Callie met us at the door, and the smell of soup simmering in a slow cooker filled the air. Rocky parked his suitcase at the bottom of the stairs, stopped long enough to scratch Callie’s ears, and then swept me up into his arms. His lips found mine in one scorching-hot kiss after another as he carried me up to my old bedroom.

			It was fully dark when we made it back down to the kitchen, and we’d both worked up a ferocious appetite. We were sitting at the table when he covered my hand with his. “I’ve looked forward to this all week, darlin’. I brought something for you but right now let’s just eat and talk about the future.”

			“You talk. I’ll listen.”

			“I’ll start with a question,” he said. “Number one.” He held up one finger.

			“I thought you said ‘a question,’” I said.

			“Several,” he said.

			“Okay.” I was hoping that he’d ask the question, but I guess it was too early after only six weeks.

			“Number one. I will be talking to a banker tomorrow morning about a new job. I sent him my résumé this week, and he’s impressed with it. If he hires me, and I take the job, I’ll be working as a loan officer, dealing with real estate primarily.”

			“Is that a question?” Why would he be changing jobs, only to work in basically the same field but with less money?

			“No, but this is. The job is at one of the banks here in Jefferson. Do you have a problem with me living here at the farmhouse with you and Callie?”

			“Oh. My. Goodness!” I squealed and threw myself into his arms, showering him with kisses. “Please tell me you are serious. Don’t be teasing me.”

			“I’m not teasing, and I’ve never been more serious about anything in my whole life,” Rocky said, “but you didn’t answer my question. Can I move in with you?”

			“Yes! Yes! A thousand times yes!” I sat down in his lap and kissed him until we were both breathless.

			“Question number two?” He panted.

			“Whatever it is, the answer is yes.” I nodded.

			He reached into his pants pocket and brought out a velvet box. My heart stopped. I don’t mean that it skipped a beat—it stopped dead. My hands went clammy. My pulse raced and I couldn’t stop staring at that beautiful red box.

			“Jessica Susanne Graham, will you marry me?” He snapped it open to reveal a sparkling engagement ring.

			I was so speechless that for several seconds all I could do was nod.

			“Does that mean the answer to question number two is still yes?” he asked.

			“Yes, yes, yes!” I found my voice.

			He slipped the ring on my finger, and I wrapped my arms around his neck, keeping the sparkling diamonds in plain view so that I could still see them glistening in the light. I was marrying my soul mate, and maybe by this time next year, I’d even have that baby girl that Ashley wanted in the family.

			I couldn’t say a word for several minutes. I was almost too excited to eat supper. Food was my answer for everything from sorrow to joy.

			When we finally had the cleanup done and were cuddled up on the sofa trying to decide on a date for a wedding, he suddenly stood up and headed out to the foyer.

			“Leaving me so soon?” I teased.

			“No, I remembered that I brought something for you.” He unzipped the side pocket of his suitcase.

			“I thought this gorgeous ring was what you brought me.” I held it up to the light, still wondering if I was dreaming.

			“It’s a double prize night.” He put an envelope in my hands that had my name on the outside. No return. No stamp but the writing looked very familiar.

			“What’s this?” I asked.

			“Don’t know. I’m just the messenger.” He sat down beside me and draped his arm around my shoulders. “But you might want to read it.”

			I held the letter in my hands long after I’d recognized the handwriting from Edward’s letters to my mother. When I was eight years old and made the wish that I would meet my father, I would have squealed to have a letter from my father, but tonight with Rocky’s proposal, the letter took a back seat to what was most important in my life.

			“Well?” Rocky asked.

			I dropped it in my lap and laid my head on his shoulder. “I don’t know if I want to know what it says. Maybe I’ll just put it up for a few years.”

			“Aren’t you even a little curious?” he asked.

			I barely nodded. “Of course I am, but this night is so special that I don’t want to ruin it.”

			“Want me to read it to you?” He asked.

			“No, but hold me, please. And don’t argue with me if I tear it into shreds after I read the thing.” I slowly opened the envelope and closed my eyes as I unfolded it. Then I took a very deep breath and read:

			Dear Jessica,

			I’m not sure how to begin to write this letter. You have been on my mind so often these past weeks. I’ve talked it over with my wife, Eva. Mainly because I believe that she needs to be informed and willing for what I want to do. And she’s stood beside me faithfully.

			I loved your mother with a love that can’t be described in words. It was something neither of us seemed to have control over, as you’ve already read in those letters. That anyone else would ever know how I felt about her and she, me, is more than a little bit embarrassing.

			I would like very much to get to know you, and Eva has agreed. I think it would be best if we started off as friends and see what can develop from that. Rocky talks about you so much I feel like I already know a lot about you…but I’d like to spend some time with you. If you’d even consider such a notion, please let me know. Awaiting your answer.

			Edward Rollin

			It was so much more formal than the carefree letters that he’d written to my mother, but then they’d known each other intimately. With mixed emotions I laid the letter on the end table.

			“Well?” Rocky said.

			“He wants to be my friend,” I said. “I just realized that since Tamara is married to your brother, she’s going to be my sister-in-law as well as my half sister when we get married.”

			Rocky laughed. “That’s hardly what I expected you to say.”

			“I’m not sure how I feel about his offer so I’m going to think about it a few days before I call him with an answer. But I do know how I feel about you, darlin’, and our engagement and upcoming marriage. I know beyond a shadow of a doubt that I love you and I’m so glad that I went to Florida. Now let’s go back upstairs and take a long shower together. What’s important right now is us, and I want to spend the whole night celebrating that.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” Rocky took my hand and together we went back to the bedroom.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			Ashley stepped up on a chair to put the veil on my head on that second Saturday evening in December. The idea that I was marrying Rocky was surreal even though my sister and I had planned the wedding for three months.

			“Wow!” Danny peeked inside the nursery where I was getting dressed and then came on inside. “I’m looking at the two most stunning women in the whole state of Texas. Ashley, darlin’, you should wear red velvet more often. And poor old Rocky is going to be speechless when he sees you in that.”

			“I have something to say before we do this.” I swallowed hard several times before the lump in my throat disappeared. “You both have always been there for me. Ashley has been as much mother as sister, and I couldn’t ask for a better brother than you’ve been all these years, Danny. You’ve both been my rock.”

			“Right back atcha kid.” Danny said hoarsely as he held out his hand to help Ashley down from the chair.

			She grabbed a tissue and dabbed at her eyes. “You’re going to make me cry, and we agreed not to get all sentimental today. Mama wouldn’t want that.”

			“Your man of honor is here.” James breezed into the room. He looked taller somehow in his black tux with the red cummerbund and tie that matched Ashley’s dress. “Thank you for picking red and for not expecting me to carry a bouquet.”

			I handed him a white velvet pillow with our wedding rings tied in the middle with a satin ribbon. “No problem. I love it that you are the ring bearer as well as bridesmaid.”

			“When I marry Colleen, I will expect the same from you,” he said.

			“My pleasure,” I told him as Ashley put a dozen red roses in my arms. “And when will that be?”

			“Before summer, maybe at Valentine’s. If you get a holiday wedding, then I should get one, too. There’s the music. Time for us to go, Ashley. I love you, Jessie. Be happy.”

			“Love all of you. Have you seen Rocky?” I whispered as I looped my arm into Danny’s. “Ashley wouldn’t even let me talk to him. Made me stay at her house last night and all day today. We should have run off to Jamaica and not told a living soul until it was all done.”

			Danny and I proceeded to the double doors that led from the church foyer into the sanctuary. “I saw Rocky a few minutes ago, and he’s every bit as nervous as you are. His sister, who is his best woman, is knock-down-dead good-looking, and I bet all the men at the reception forget about the tall, beautiful bride when they see her. Rocky’s uncle Jasper is a hoot and is real proud to be his groomsman. It’s time. You look lovely. Now let’s go get this part done so we can go to the party. I know you’re hungry.”

			“Starving,” I admitted honestly as the doors opened.

			From the moment I could see Rocky standing up there with his sister beside him and his uncle Jasper on the other side of her, all my jitters disappeared. In a few minutes I would be Mrs. Rocky Rycroft. He gave me the whole package—sparks, electricity, and chemistry—and I was getting it for the rest of my life.

			The preacher made a motion with his hands, and everyone rose to their feet. I could hear the shuffling and the sweet comments about my dress as I walked past friends and family, but nothing mattered except making it to the pulpit where Rocky waited. Ashley stepped up to take my bouquet, and Danny put my hands into Rocky’s and stepped back to sit on the front pew with Trey and Graham.

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

			“I do,” Ashley said from her place.

			He went on to do the ceremony. “Rocky and Jessica, I’m honored to have been asked to perform this ceremony. I’ve watched Jessica grow up from a baby. I christened her at birth, and her mother was faithful in bringing both of her daughters to church every week, so it’s with pleasure that I share this special day with you both. I’d like to speak to you about a passage of scripture found in the thirteenth chapter of First Corinthians. It says there that love is kind, love isn’t jealous.”

			Ashley wiped a tear and James sniffled.

			“Love knows no boundaries,” the preacher said. I really was trying to listen, but Rocky’s eyes met mine, and we were in our own world.

			“Rocky, do you take this woman to be your wife?” the preacher asked.

			Rocky pulled me toward him and kissed me on the forehead. “I take you to be my wife, Jessica. I want to live with you through hardships and good times. I want to come home with you at night to know the love and comfort in your arms. I promise to be faithful for all our life together, and I promise to love, keep, and protect this love between us with a jealous zeal all the days of my life.”

			“Jessica, do you take Rocky to be your husband?”

			After that, I wasn’t sure I could get words out without crying. “I will be your helpmeet through bad times as well as good ones. I promise to be faithful until my last breath, and I promise to never forsake this love we have between us or take it for granted. I will love you up to and through all eternity.”

			We exchanged rings. His was a wide gold band and mine matched my engagement ring. The preacher said a brief prayer and pronounced us man and wife, Mr. and Mrs. Rocky Rycroft.

			The reception was held in the church fellowship hall. Ashley, Rocky’s sister, Christine, and his mother, Marlene, had joined forces two days before and decorated it with poinsettias and Christmas decorations in every corner. After we took pictures with the cake and had our first glass of wedding punch together, Ashley nodded toward Graham, who oversaw music.

			Rocky led me out to the middle of the reception room floor as Blake Shelton’s voice filled the room with “God Gave Me You.” We’d danced together before in the living room at the farmhouse but tonight was special. The lyrics talked about staying in this moment for the rest of time and not missing a thing. I intended to live the rest of my life with that motto. Each minute that we spent together would be something precious, and I’d work at not taking it for granted, just like I had said in my vows.

			There would be tough times. We were both too volatile and hot-tempered to expect there would never be a fight or an argument. We’d already weathered several in the past few months, but as long as he could take me in his arms and two-step across the foyer with me, or take me upstairs to our bedroom, we could make it work.

			Everyone clapped when the song ended, and the DJ struck up a livelier country western tune. Several other couples took the dance floor, and Rocky and I were on the way to the head table when Edward touched me on the shoulder.

			“You are a beautiful bride,” he said. “Congratulations to you and Rocky both.”

			“I’m glad you are here. It’s customary for the father to dance with the bride but if you aren’t comfortable with that, I understand.” I said.

			He held out his hand and I took it. I’d come prepared—just in case—so I nodded toward Graham. It might not be a traditional one, but then we weren’t a typical father and daughter. The Cajun beat of the fiddles echoed off the walls with Mary Chapin Carpenter’s “Twist and Shout.” In some ways, it was a tribute to Mama’s Louisiana roots, in others, I chose it because she loved upbeat music.

			“I was expecting something sentimental,” Edward said. “But let’s give ’em something to talk about, Jessica.”

			My father almost put me to shame with his dance moves, and before it was over, I’d crooked my finger to invite Tamara to join us and the three of us put on a show for the folks. When the song ended, Tamara grabbed me and Edward in a three-way hug. It was the first time he’d ever shown emotion toward me and the first time that I felt a stirring in my heart for him.

			There was an awkward moment when we all stepped away from each other. Then Rocky laced his fingers in mine and led me toward the head table. Before we got there, Eva tapped me on the shoulder. “Thank you for inviting us. We hope that maybe you’ll make time for a few hours at Christmas. It would mean the world to Tamara—and to Edward and me.”

			“Thank you,” Rocky said.

			I nodded. “We’d love to.”

			“We’ll take all of this a baby step at a time,” he whispered.

			“That’s the only way I can handle it,” I told him.

			It was ten o’clock when we finally got away. Everyone threw rice at us as we drove off in Rocky’s truck. When we reached the farmhouse, he carried me over the threshold—our honeymoon place since he didn’t have time to take off from his new job at the bank. I kicked my satin shoes off and turned around for him to unzip my dress. When he finished, I stepped out of it and let it puddle up on the floor at the bottom of the staircase.

			“I love you.” He scooped me up in my lacy white underwear, my veil trailing along on the floor behind us as he climbed the steps.

			“This has been the best day of my whole life. The third wish has been granted.” I said as he laid me on our brand-new king-sized bed.

			“Third wish?” he asked.

			“When I was a little girl, I found a bottle on the beach and made three wishes. One was that I would find a conch shell. The second one was that I’d meet my father. And the third was that someday I’d find my true love and live happily ever after. Today my third wish came true.”

			“Yes, it did.” He stretched out beside me and wrapped the veil around both of us, creating a cocoon for only Mr. and Mrs. Rocky Rycroft.
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