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PROLOGUE
Seven years earlier
 
Some people fall in love a hundred times between the cradle and the grave—their fickle hearts flitting from one infatuation to the next like bees buzzing from flower to flower.
And then there are people like Tulsi Hearst.
Since the day ten-year-old Pike Sherman dove into the river at the annual church float trip to pull six-year-old Tulsi out of the current before she was swept downstream, she had adored only one boy. It started as puppy love, transformed into an angsty pre-teen crush, and by the time Tulsi became a senior at Lonesome Point High School, four years behind the object of her affection, it had become a brightly burning torch of unrequited love.
She knew Pike didn’t return her feelings. Heck, if Tulsi hadn’t been his sister Mia’s best friend, she was pretty sure he wouldn’t have known she was alive.
Tulsi was so shy she rarely spoke to anyone but her two best friends; Pike was the town golden boy with too many friends—and ex-girlfriends—to count. Tulsi preferred the quiet shadows of the family barn; Pike lived for the floodlights illuminating the baseball field as he led his team to victory. Tulsi treasured the long weekends when Pike came home to visit from the University of Texas in Austin; Pike couldn’t wait to start his professional baseball career and be free of Lonesome Point, and his controlling father, forever.
Tulsi had spent enough time at the Sherman house to know that Pike and his dad were like dynamite and a lit fuse, and other things best kept apart, and realized her days with Pike were numbered. Still, when she learned he’d been drafted onto a Minor League team, and would be spending spring break training, instead of joining her and Mia on their annual camping trip, Tulsi was devastated.
After a long cry in the hayloft and hugging her horse Velveeta’s neck for longer than a nearly grown woman should need to, she decided it was time to let her infatuation with Pike go. She was eighteen years old and going to college to study equine business in the fall. She was becoming a woman, and it was time to put little girl dreams on the shelf.
With those noble intentions in mind, she signed up for an internship at a busy working barn in Springfield, Texas, and went to stay with her Aunt Willa for the week of spring break. She showed up for her first day at work determined to make a fresh start. She was going to be a new Tulsi, a Tulsi who was focused on career and friends, not crushes on boys who saw her as a little sister to be teased, tormented, and protected, but never loved the way she yearned to be loved.
She could feel New Tulsi blossoming inside her as she helped out around the barn, her usual shyness vanishing as she taught little girls to groom and saddle their horses, and led toddlers around the ring on docile ponies.
Then she joined her co-workers for lunch at the picnic tables at the edge of the property and saw the baseball diamond across the street…
Even before her new boss explained that the field was where the Springfield Cardinals minor league team held their annual training, Tulsi’s stomach was twisting into knots around her bite of potato salad. She’d already seen the familiar silhouette on the pitcher’s mound and realized that Pike Sherman was right across the street. Right across the flipping street, after she’d left home, missed the camping trip she’d been looking forward to for months, and stepped out of all her comfort zones in an attempt to purge her unrequited love from her system.
Tulsi rarely got angry—her father and big sister were the loose cannons in the Hearst family. She was a pacifist by nature, and believed kindness was the greatest virtue any human being could possess, but the fact that Pike had dared to stick his handsome nose into her fresh start made her mad enough to spit.
She stewed in her anger all day, and by the time Pike pulled up beside her in his red pickup truck as she was walking back to her aunt’s farm for supper, she was in a truly foul mood.
“Tulsi?” Pike frowned at her through the open passenger side window. “What the heck are you doing here? Did you and Mia come up to watch spring training?”
“No, I’m alone, and I’m working, Pike Sherman,” Tulsi said, losing the last of her cool. “I have a job that has nothing to do with you, your sister, your family, or baseball. I am a person, and I have my own dreams, my own interests, and my own life!”
“Okay, okay.” Pike blinked in obvious surprise. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to insult you.”
“Well, you did,” she said, still so angry she couldn’t seem to control her mouth. “You’ve been insulting me for years.”
His eyebrows lifted. “What? When have I ever—”
The black car behind him on the two-lane country road blared its horn, but instead of driving away, Pike pulled over on the gravel shoulder in front of her and got out of the truck.
Tulsi watched his long, lean form emerge from the driver’s side, refusing to notice how amazing he looked fresh out of the shower, with his brown hair hanging in thick chunks against his forehead and a gray tee shirt molding to his impressive chest. Instead, she focused on the fact that Pike was an entire foot taller than her five feet three inches, and how stupid she was to have spent years crushing on a boy who would have put a terrible crick in her neck if she’d ever actually kissed him.
“Have I done something wrong?” he asked, waiting for her response with a lost expression on his face.
Tulsi rolled her eyes, wondering how a boy on the verge of graduating from college with a three point five could be so stupid. It wasn’t like her crush had been particularly subtle. Even her big sister knew Tulsi had it bad for Pike, and Reece rarely paid attention to anything that wasn’t about Reece, still considered Tulsi a baby, and hadn’t been home to Lonesome Point in years.
“Because if I have, I’m sorry. You know I love you,” Pike continued, his words sending an arrow slicing through her already suffering heart. “You’re like the sweet, less irritating little sister I never had. I really… I care about you.”
Tulsi sucked in a shaky breath, pain and frustration warring in her chest, making her brave enough to step closer and pin him with a hard look. “I care about you, too, Pike, but I’m sick and tired of being treated like your little sister.” His eyes went wide with surprise, but there was something else there, too, a flicker of interest that made her bold enough to take another step toward him and add in a softer voice, “And maybe I’m not as sweet as everybody thinks I am.”
“Is that right?” he asked, brow arching.
“That’s right.” Something wild and brave inside of Tulsi raised its head, insisting it was time to make her stand, to grab for what she wanted before Pike was forever out of her reach. “So, as far as I’m concerned, you have two options.”
He nodded slowly, holding her gaze with an intensity that made her shiver. “I’m listening.”
“Either get out of my way and let me forget you,” she said, adrenaline making her pulse pound in her throat, “or shut up and kiss me.”
Oh, boy. That did it…
Tulsi watched the spark in Pike’s eyes kindle into a flame with equal parts fear and excitement. There was no doubt she’d captured his attention, but when he reached for her, the moment still felt surreal. She’d been fantasizing about Pike taking her in his arms for so long that when he finally did it, it felt like a dream: a scene from a movie she’d watched too many times to believe she would ever play the starring role.
But then Pike’s lips dropped to hers, the soap and grass smell of him swirled through her head, and things got very real, very fast.
Tulsi had never exchanged more than a few experimental kisses with boys during seven minutes in heaven back in junior high and was, for all practical purposes, a kiss virgin. But her response to Pike’s tongue slipping between her lips was anything but timid. She welcomed his invasion with a moan, parting her lips and pressing up on tiptoe to deepen the kiss, mating her tongue with his, tasting mint and something intoxicating that was all Pike.
He tasted like dessert for dinner and midnight on New Year’s Eve, like sinful indulgences, bright new beginnings, and impossible dreams coming true. By the time he palmed her bottom in his hands, drawing her up his body so they could kiss without Tulsi standing on tiptoe, she was thoroughly addicted. Kissing Pike was even better than she’d imagined it would be. Her body felt like a hot air balloon, soaring into the sky on the heat they generated together, and she never, ever wanted to come down to Earth.
Mercifully, it seemed he felt the same way.
“Shit, Tulsi,” he said, breath coming fast against her lips. “Where did you learn to kiss like that?”
“Hours of imagining what it would be like when you finally kissed me,” she confessed, tightening her arms around his neck. “I’ve been crazy about you since I was a kid, you big dummy.”
Pike laughed, his hazel eyes sparkling as he gazed into her face, studying her like an unexpected gift discovered beneath the Christmas tree. “Why didn’t you ever say anything?”
She rolled her eyes but couldn’t keep a smile from her face. “I did! I said it a thousand times, in a thousand different ways. You just weren’t listening.”
“Well, I’m listening now.” He hugged her closer, sending a thrill of awareness racing across her skin. “Can I take you out tonight? We have training early tomorrow, so I can’t stay out too late, but we could get dinner and talk, or…whatever.”
Tulsi sighed dreamily. “I would love to get dinner and talk. And definitely whatever. I want lots and lots of whatever. As much of it as I can get.”
Pike shook his head, that wonder-filled glow still lighting his face. “I really am an idiot.”
“Yes.” She laughed. “But I still like you.”
“I like you, too,” he said. “I more than like you. I just thought…”
“What?” she asked, heart still floating even when he set her back on her feet.
“I thought there was something wrong with me, thinking about you the way I did,” he confessed, his gaze shifting to the ground. “You’re Mia’s friend, and I’ve known you since you were this tiny little thing. I felt like I should be protecting you, not noticing how good you looked in your swimsuit.”
“God, Pike,” she said, her head spinning. “You don’t know how much I wanted you to notice me. Seriously, I’ve been crushing on you since I was practically a fetus.”
“That’s a long time.”
“You’re telling me,” she said, loving the way his eyes sparkled when he laughed.
“I wish I’d gotten the hint sooner,” he said, smile fading. “I’ve wasted so much time, fighting the way I feel, when I could have been kissing you, instead.”
“It’s okay.” Tulsi fought the urge to weep with relief, not wanting to ruin this perfect moment with a runny nose and red eyes. “We’ll just have to kiss more often to make up for it.”
He nodded as he drew her into his arms. “As often as you’ll let me.”
He leaned down, sealing the promise—and Tulsi’s fate—with a kiss.
While Tulsi was busy kissing him back, her heart was busy falling into Pike’s hands, where it vowed to stay until the day it stopped beating. Her most impossible dream had become a reality, proving there was no wish too big or outrageous to come true. It was like discovering the unicorns she’d loved as a kid were real. Realizing Pike Sherman cared about her as more than a friend was that miraculous, that magical, and from that moment on, she was helpless to do anything but fall deeply and profoundly in love with him.
They spent the entire week together, grabbing lunch at the drive-through down the street, taking picnics out to the nearby lake for dinner, and spending hours lying on the quilt they’d spread on the hay in her aunt’s back pasture, talking, laughing, and kissing until their lips were numb. By Friday night, Tulsi was ready for more than kisses, but Pike insisted they wait. He didn’t want Tulsi to have any regrets about going too far, too fast. He wanted their first time together—her first time with anyone—to be perfect.
They parted on Sunday afternoon with promises to see each other as much as they could before Pike joined the minor league season already in progress when he graduated in June. Tulsi cried all the way back to Lonesome Point, not knowing how she was going to make it through the three weeks until his next planned visit. Now that she knew what it was like to be with Pike, living without him felt like trying to live without oxygen.
She was still in a state of deep despair when Pike surprised her the next weekend. She walked into the barn Friday afternoon after school to find him waiting with a fistful of flowers, and a plan for them to be alone. Tulsi told her parents she was going camping with friends and she and Pike took sleeping bags, the camp stove, supplies, and a bottle of sweet white wine out to the old cabin at the edge of the Hearst family’s sprawling ranch. They cooked spaghetti with meatballs, drank wine while watching the stars come out, and made love for the first time in front of the campfire with orange and yellow flames dancing across their bare skin.
Tulsi had never seen anything as beautiful as Pike without his clothes on or felt anything as earth-shattering as the way he made her feel. He touched her in all the places she’d been dying for him to touch her, kissed her until there was no place his lips hadn’t explored, and when he knelt between her legs and pushed inside her with aching slowness, the emotion in his eyes was enough to banish the brief flash of pain.
“I love you,” she whispered as he held still inside her, knowing she would never feel this close to another person in her whole life.
“I love you, too,” Pike said, his hands skimming gently up and down her ribs. “Is this okay?”
“It’s amazing.” She wrapped her legs tentatively around his hips as the soreness inside began to fade, replaced by more of the hunger he’d awakened inside of her. “So perfect.”
“You’re perfect,” he said, gliding in and out of her with a shaky breath. “God, Tulsi, it’s never felt like this before. Not even close.”
“Like what?” she asked, pulse leaping.
“So right.” He kissed her neck, her jaw, the hollow beneath her ear, before whispering against her skin, “Like you’re the one I should have been doing this with all along.”
She sighed as her fingertips trailed down his muscled back. “I’m so glad you’re my first.”
“I wish you’d been mine,” he said, staring deep into her eyes. “Promise me we’ll make this work. I don’t want to lose you when I go on the road.”
“You won’t, I promise,” she said, tears of happiness filling her eyes. “All I want is you, Pike. All I’ve ever wanted is you.”
He captured her lips, kissing her until she was breathless as he continued to move inside her, binding her heart closer to his with every sensual shift of his hips. Within a few minutes, the last of Tulsi’s discomfort faded and things low in her body pulled tight, tighter, until she was lifting desperately into his thrusts.
“Come, baby,” he said, sounding as breathless as she felt. “I want to hear you call my name before I come. I want to feel you—”
She cut him off, crying his name loud enough to send the birds nesting in the nearby trees fluttering into the night sky. The bliss coursing through her body was so much more powerful than when Pike had brought her over with his hands or his mouth. She felt like she was drowning in pleasure, suffocating on euphoria, dying and being reborn as Pike joined her for the long fall, his body jerking inside of her as he found release.
She was so happy, so dizzy with joy, that when Pike pulled out with a curse and began to talk in a low, urgent tone, she couldn’t make sense of what he was saying until he’d repeated himself.
“The condom, Tuls,” he said, holding it up between them with one trembling hand. “It broke.”
Tulsi sat up on the thick blankets they’d spread before the fire, her heart racing as she realized what that could mean. “Okay, so…what do we do?”
He shook his head as he tossed the condom into the paper bag along with their trash from dinner. “I don’t know. I’ve never had one break before. But I think there’s a pill or something you can take. We’d have to go into town and talk to the pharmacist. Or maybe your doctor?”
“Oh God,” Tulsi said, running a hand through her blond curls. “I can’t, Pike. Dr. Brown’s been our family doctor since my mom was a baby. If I go to him, my parents will find out, and my dad will kill me. Reece is the one who gets into trouble, I’m supposed to be the good one.”
“You’re still the good one.” Pike reached out, drawing her into his lap. “You didn’t do anything wrong. We were trying to be responsible, but…accidents happen.”
Tulsi shook her head. “My dad won’t see it that way. And I don’t know what he’ll do. He said he’d pay for college, but if he finds out about this…”
Pike hugged her closer with a sigh. “I get it. Your dad’s not as much of an asshole as mine, but…I understand why you’re worried. Still, we should be more worried about what happens if our timing is off. Do you remember when you had your period?”
Tulsi’s tongue slipped out to dampen her lips as she thought back over the past few weeks. “It’s been almost…three weeks. I had it the week before spring break.”
His arms relaxed around her. “Then we should be fine.”
“Really?” she asked, gazing up at him, unable to keep from noticing how handsome he looked in the firelight even when she was scared to death.
“Really,” he said with a smile as he smoothed her hair from her face. “We’re at least a week too late for a baby. It’s fine. No worries.”
Tulsi sagged against him in relief. “Thank goodness. I’m not ready.”
“Me, either,” he said with a laugh. “I want a few more years of having you all to myself.”
She tipped her head back, gazing up at him with a mixture of wonder and disbelief. “Did you just say what I think you said?”
“What?” he asked, an uncertain note in his voice. “Don’t you want to have kids with me someday?”
Tulsi nodded numbly, worried her chest might explode from an overload of joy.
“Too soon?” he asked when she was silent for another long minute. “Should I pretend I’m not crazy in love with you?”
Tulsi’s nod transformed into a swift shake of her head, making him laugh.
“Good.” He kissed her bare shoulder. “Because I am, and I’m going to figure out a way for us to be together. I promise.”
The rest of the weekend passed in a blissful haze and Tulsi practically floated back to school Monday morning. Her friends, Mia and Bubba, knew immediately that something was up, but Tulsi refused to say a word, wanting to keep what she’d found with Pike to herself for a little longer. She’d waited so long for him, she wasn’t ready to share him with the world just yet.
The weeks before graduation seemed to drag with unnatural slowness, even as weekends with Pike flew by. They spent their time alone riding horses, learning each other’s secrets, and making love like it was their mission on earth. After her period, mercifully, came right on time, Tulsi drove into San Antonio to get a prescription for birth control pills. By the end of April she and Pike were taking full advantage of their newfound freedom, making love in the river during a swim, on the side of the trail while they watered the horses, and in the back of Pike’s truck after Tulsi’s graduation, the night before Pike left to go on the road with his team.
They stayed together until the sun came up, and Pike couldn’t put off leaving another moment.
“I’ll call as soon as I can,” he said, kissing her goodbye. “I love you.”
“Love you, too,” Tulsi said, trying not to cry as she watched him drive away. Things were going to be harder with him on the road, but what they felt for each other was real, the kind of love people wrote songs and stories about. She had no doubt—her and Pike’s love was going to last.
She believed that with every fiber of her being…right up until the day he proved she’d been a fool to trust him with every piece of her heart.
But by then, it was too late. Her fate had been sealed that warm spring day in Springfield, Texas, when Pike Sherman kissed her, and put her permanently under his spell. No matter how hard the coming years proved to be, or how lonely she often felt, Tulsi never stopped loving him. Even as she lied to him, pushed him away, and learned to hate him, love was there, pulsing beneath the stormier emotions, refusing to be snuffed out.
Loving Pike was a habit she couldn’t break, as much a part of her as her passion for horses, her devotion to her daughter, and her belief that there is beauty in almost everything, if you just take the time to stop and look for it.
But on the hot July night when she locked eyes with Pike for the first time in seven long years, Tulsi wasn’t looking for beauty. She was looking for strength, and the will to cut her heart free of the man who had ripped it out of her chest once and for all.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ONE
Present Day
 
Tulsi
 
The setting sun dipped closer to the butte on the western side of Old Town Lonesome Point, casting the main thoroughfare of the historic site in a blood-red glow, sending a shiver of foreboding up Tulsi Hearst’s spine.
This patch of Texas desert had once been home to Wild West cowboys and outlaws. Now, it was littered with hot dog wrappers, red solo cups, and discarded arm bands—leftovers from the two-day benefit concert that had ended only hours ago. But Tulsi had the cleanup crews stabbing trash and had supervised the removal of the temporary fences meant to keep rowdy concert-goers from damaging the historic structures. All that was left was to pack up the ropes and dividers that had allowed the talent to move from stage to stage without mixing with the crowd and she’d be ready to head for home.
She glanced down at her watch. Five after six. She had approximately forty-five minutes to finish up her duties, dash to her truck, and get out of Dodge without risking a run-in with the last person she wanted to see.
A few days ago, she’d flirted with the idea of running into her old flame “accidentally-on-purpose” after his meet and greet with the fans who couldn’t wait to rub elbows with one of the most famous pitchers in major league baseball. But now that she was mere minutes away from a potential Pike Sherman sighting, she couldn’t believe she’d ever been so stupid. She didn’t want to see Pike; she hated Pike.
Or at least she wanted to hate Pike…
She wanted to forget that he was her first everything and the only man who had ever made her feel like she was flying with her feet still on the ground. She wanted to forget that, for one perfect spring, he’d been her world, and she’d been certain the love they’d found was going to last forever. She wanted to forget the way she’d pined for him for years after any self-respecting woman would have moved on, fallen in love again, and settled down to build a life with a man who cared about her. Remembering her weakness made Tulsi feel like a fool, but it was understanding how wrong things could go if Pike got too close to her life in Lonesome Point that transformed her rib cage into a vice that squeezed at her heart.
She had far more to lose than pride. That she had let it slip her mind, even for a day, was terrifying.
No matter how deeply he’d hurt her, Pike still had the power to make her feel like a lovesick schoolgirl, a fact that should have sent her running for the safety of her parents’ ranch hours ago. She’d promised Mia that she would supervise cleanup while Mia got ready for the meet and greet fundraiser, but Tulsi could have pled sick. Mia would have understood.
For a moment, the urge to run was so great that Tulsi almost dropped the rope in her hands and made a break for her truck.
“Woman up,” she muttered to herself instead, continuing to coil the thick divider rope around her arm. “You made a promise, and you’ll keep it.”
She had to keep this promise. Knowing she’d done her best to help Mia raise money for the ghost town restoration would make it easier to back out of the float trip later this week. Mia was looking forward to her pre-wedding float trip with her fiancé and closest friends as much as most brides-to-be looked forward to the big day, but there was no way Tulsi would survive twenty-four hours of forced proximity to Pike.
She would have to see him at the wedding shower trail ride, the rehearsal, and the wedding Saturday afternoon. That would be more than enough torture, especially considering her daughter Clementine would be home from camp on Saturday to join the wedding party. Clementine and Mia were as thick as thieves, and it had been assumed from the moment Mia set the date for her wedding that Clem would be the flower girl. If Tulsi had even hinted that Mia should find another little girl to do the honors, her best friend would have immediately known that something was wrong.
Tulsi’s only shot at keeping her secret under wraps was to keep her chin up and pretend this week was business as usual. And if Mia or her fiancé, Sawyer, or any of Tulsi’s other friends noticed she seemed a little off, she could always blame her weird mood on her business woes.
Last Friday she’d learned that Head Starts for Good Hearts, the charitable organization that had provided funding for her Equine therapy business, was under new management and had decided to direct their efforts elsewhere in the community. They’d given her sixty days’ notice, but that wasn’t nearly enough time to find alternative funding. Grant boards were notoriously slow. Any grants she applied for now wouldn’t be awarded until Christmas or later. By then, she’d be out of business. Even if she could convince her dad to let her stop paying rent on the barn for a month or two, the upkeep on the horses would be too much for her to float with her few paying clients.
She was on the verge of losing everything she’d worked so hard for and ending up back where she started when she’d come back to Lonesome Point after college as a single mother with barely a penny to her name. Clem was going into first grade this year, so if Tulsi found a job that kept school hours she wouldn’t have to pay for childcare or ask Mia for extra babysitting help. But the thought of working as a waitress or a sales clerk at one of the stores downtown, while all the kids who had flourished under her treatment lost their connection to the horses that had brought them self-confidence and healing, was enough to break her heart.
She had an appointment to talk to the new chair of Head Starts—a man she’d gone to high school with, who she hoped would empathize with her position—on Monday. God willing, she’d be able to convince him to restore funding. If not, she would simply have to find another way to keep the business afloat. She was working miracles for her kids and she wasn’t going to give up on them without a fight.
Most people assumed shy, reserved Tulsi was a pushover, but when it came to the precious things in life, she had a fiercely protective side.
Speaking of precious things…
Tulsi tugged her cell from her back pocket, dialing her dad’s number as she loaded the last of the rope into her wheelbarrow and went back for the metal stands.
“Grandpa Central,” her father answered, sounding upbeat for a man who’d been watching a high-energy six-year-old all day.
“Hey, Dad. Thanks for the help today. I’m almost done, and I’ll be by to get Clem in an hour. Can you make sure she has her things ready to go?”
“I thought you two were sleeping here tonight,” her father said, a frown in his voice. “Clementine made me put fresh sheets on the top bunk and she has all those weird dolls of hers tucked into the bottom one. We already picked out bedtime stories.”
“I’m so sorry, but we can’t, Dad.” Tulsi sighed as she lugged one heavy metal stand toward the wheelbarrow. She’d told Clem three times that they weren’t staying at Grandpa’s, but her daughter wasn’t a fan of listening to things she didn’t want to hear. “Clem’s leaving for camp tomorrow. We have to go home and get her packed. But we’ll come stay the week after the wedding. She’s dying to go on a trail ride before school starts.”
“I guess the fresh sheets will keep,” her dad grumbled. “But you two shouldn’t be on your own. I know how scatterbrained you are, Tulsi. Half the time you forget to lock the front door.”
“I do not, Dad.” Tulsi rolled her eyes. “Clem and I are fine at Bubba’s.”
“Just don’t leave the stove on again,” her dad continued, clearly determined to bring up every minor mistake Tulsi had made in the past six years. “And bring me that stereo system you stole when you moved out. With your mom gone on her trip, the house is too damned quiet.”
“I’ll bring the stereo over soon.” Her stereo, the one her mom had given her for her birthday last year, but there was no point arguing about it. “And Clem and I will make lots of noise next week. I promise.”
Her dad sighed. “Well, all right. Hopefully, I’ll still be alive by then…”
Tulsi lifted her eyes to the heavens and prayed for patience. “You’re as healthy as a horse, Daddy. See you soon.” She ended the call before her father could lay the guilt on any thicker.
When she’d been living with her parents, her father had made no secret of the fact that he found it embarrassing to have a grown daughter living at home. But ever since Tulsi and Clem had moved into Bubba’s house, while he was on tour with his band, Dad had been acting like an abandoned puppy.
A cranky puppy, with a tendency to bite.
There was no pleasing the man, something she should have learned a long time ago. Since the day she’d told her parents she was pregnant at eighteen with no potential husband in the picture, as far as Dale Hearst was concerned, Tulsi had been able to do no right. He’d supported her throughout the pregnancy and beyond, but he’d done it all with a disappointed grit to his jaw. Even as he spoiled Clementine rotten—doting on her in a way he never had his own daughters—he treated Tulsi like a prized filly who’d gone lame the night before her first race.
She was grateful her father didn’t punish Clem for what he saw as Tulsi’s failure, but it would have been nice not to be a disappointment in the first place. Having her daughter so young had been hard, but she’d never regretted keeping Clementine. She loved her baby girl with every piece of her heart and she put everything she had into being the best parent she could be. Tulsi couldn’t understand how anyone—especially her own father—could see that as failing.
But Dad had never been the easiest man to get along with, which made Tulsi grateful to have a place of her own, even if it was only until Bubba came back to town.
She finished stacking the last of the metal stands into the wheelbarrow and with a glance at her watch to make sure she was still on schedule, rolled it down the street. She unloaded at the visitor’s center—stacking the stands and ropes in the back room—and delivered the wheelbarrow back to the gardener’s shed. Finally, after one last check-in with the head of the cleanup crew, Tulsi grabbed her purse from the old general store and hustled down the dusty street at a trot, ignoring the pain shooting through her aching feet.
In an effort to be festive, she’d worn her new brown boots with skinny jeans and a sparkly brown tank top. This morning, dressing up had seemed like a good idea, but now she wished she’d stuck with her comfy work boots. After two days of running around the ghost town fetching water for the talent, carrying amps, and being Mia’s right hand woman while her best friend kept all the concert balls in the air, Tulsi felt bruised from the kneecaps down.
She already regretted rescheduling all of her clients for Tuesday in preparation for Mia’s wedding festivities. When she was planning out her week last Friday, taking every day off but one had seemed like a scandalous indulgence. Now, she had a feeling she was going to need more than a day to recover from the excitement of the weekend.
By the time she made it through the ghost town gates and across the now empty parking lot, she was in pain. By the time she had power-walked a mile down the old highway to where the volunteers had parked under a small grove of Chinese Pistache trees, she couldn’t keep the grimace from her face.
The boots had to go. Stat.
Tulsi dropped the truck’s tailgate and hopped up to sit on top, moaning with relief as she tugged off her boots and socks and let her bare toes wiggle in the breeze. The desert wind was warm, but it was cooler under the shade trees than anywhere else she’d been today. For the first time in hours, she felt the sweat beading around her hairline begin to dry. With a sigh, she lay back in the truck bed with her hands laced behind her head, watching the green leaves sway against the pink and purple sky.
It had been so long since she’d taken a moment to watch the world go by. She couldn’t help being reminded of those evenings in Springfield, when she and Pike would take a quilt out to the hay field behind Aunt Willa’s house and lie staring up at the sky for hours. They did their share of making out, but there were times when they simply held hands and watched the clouds drift by. Times when they stared up at the stars while they whispered about the things they were hopeful for, the things they feared, and the dreams they were certain were about to come true.
Fast forward seven years and all of Pike Sherman’s dreams had come true, and then some. He was the star pitcher for the St. Louis Cardinals, making more money than God, and had a rich, fulfilling life far from Lonesome Point. He dated models and movie stars, vacationed in Bora Bora, and had bought his mother a BMW convertible for her fiftieth birthday. He rarely saw his father and avoided pressure to come home for Christmas by flying his family to his ranch in Montana for the holidays. Mia said he had a mansion, a stable full of horses he paid people to ride during baseball season, and a tree house with heat and running water, where their much younger cousins camped out on Christmas Eve.
And soon, in a fancy tent not far from here, that man who had everything would be schmoozing with people who had paid two hundred dollars a ticket for the pleasure of shaking his hand.
Pike was living big, but Tulsi wouldn’t exchange places with him for a million dollars. She might not have fame or wealth, but she had things that were more precious. She had an amazing little girl, wonderful friends, good work, and a hometown where she felt safe. Life…was perfect.
It didn’t matter that her two best friends were getting married and moving on with their lives while Tulsi was still alone. It didn’t matter that Bubba had left Lonesome Point and she would only see him on special occasions or that she was about to lose the job that had given her more satisfaction than anything she’d ever done, with the exception of raising Clem.
Everything was going to be fine. Better than fine.
The leaves blurred before her eyes, but Tulsi sucked her lips between her teeth and bit down. She wasn’t going to cry. She and Clem had their health and each other, and at least Mia and Sawyer were going to stay in Lonesome Point after they were married. Things were still good. Or at least they could be a whole lot worse.
The thought was barely through her head when she heard Mia’s voice calling from the road.
“Hey, Tulsi? What’s up? You okay?”
Tulsi sniffed away her tears and sat up, her lips parting to tell Mia she was fine, but then she saw the man in Mia’s passenger seat and all her words fell away.
There, not fifty feet from the truck, wearing a black cowboy hat and a denim button-down that made his hazel eyes look a dreamy greenish-blue, sat Pike Sherman. His sandy brown hair was shorter than the last time she’d seen him and the skin at the edges of his eyes was lightly wrinkled, but otherwise he looked exactly the same—except more impossibly handsome. The years had banished the last of the adolescent softness from his cheeks, transforming his strong jaw into a thing of angular beauty. The rest of his face was equally chiseled, gentled only by his full lips. Those soft, generous lips that had once kissed hers with enough passion to make the world stop turning.
Even before she met his eyes, Tulsi was having a hard time catching her breath. When her gaze connected with his, the wind rushed out of her like she’d taken a hoof to the gut.
Suddenly, she felt like she was naked in a polar ice storm, not fully clothed in the middle of a sweltering southwest Texas summer evening. The look in Pike’s eyes was that chilling and so ripe with contempt Tulsi had to fight the urge to flinch.
At that moment—as her heart lurched and her throat locked with panic—she was forced to rethink everything she’d assumed for the past seven years. Because, at that moment, she understood that Pike Sherman hated her. He hated her with a passion as hot and intense as the passion they’d shared when they were kids.
“Earth to Tulsi.” Mia reached past Pike to wave a hand out the passenger window. “Are you coming or not? We’ve got to jam, sister.”
Tulsi wrenched her gaze from Pike’s, but her heart was still beating so fast her voice trembled when she asked, “Coming where?”
“To the meet and greet.” Mia shook her head, sending her red curls bobbing gently. “Are you sure you’re okay? Did you drink enough water today? You know we had six people down with heat stroke in the medic tent by noon.”
Tulsi forced a smile. “I’m fine. I can’t make it to the meet and greet. I have to go take care of some stuff at home. But y’all have fun.”
Mia frowned. “All right, but text me when you get home, okay? I want to know you didn’t pass out on the side of the road somewhere.”
“Will do.” Tulsi braced herself to keep her smile in place as she turned her attention to Pike. “Nice to see you, Pike. Glad you could make it home for the week.”
His full lips thinned and stretched, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Nice to see you, too, Tulsi. Sorry you can’t join us tonight.”
I’ll bet you are, Tulsi thought to herself. The man looked like he’d rather take a cactus needle in the eye than spend another second in her company and she saw relief flicker across his features when Mia waved goodbye and accelerated toward the ghost town. As her best friend pulled away, Tulsi hopped off of the tailgate and stood barefoot in the dust, watching the truck fade into the distance, her head spinning and her belly filling with butterflies.
No, not butterflies. This was something bigger than butterflies. Her stomach was alive with the furiously beating wings of a hundred birds, a thousand paper cranes like the ones she and Mia used to fold out of wrapping paper in college to decorate their grungy apartment. Pike Sherman hadn’t forgotten her. Pike didn’t look fondly back on their days together as an experiment conducted by a younger, more foolish version of himself. Pike hated her, which meant…
He must have really loved her, after all. The opposite of love isn’t hate. The opposite of love is indifference. Hate is passion with a mean streak, wearing sadder, uglier clothes, but it’s still passion. Pike still felt passionately about her. Looking into her eyes made a man who was on top of his game in every sense of the word look like he wanted to tip over her truck with his bare hands, and that changed…everything.
Absolutely everything.
“Oh my God,” Tulsi whispered to herself, wrapping her arms tightly around her waist as she sagged against the side of her truck. “What have I done?”
You did what you had to do. It doesn’t matter if he loved you once, he doesn’t love you now. And there’s no guarantee he would have loved anyone or anything once his freedom was taken away.
Besides…it’s too late now.
It was true. It was too late for anything Pike once felt to matter. Choices had been made, paths had diverged, and there was no changing the past. It was time to get in her truck, pick up her daughter, and pretend she’d never laid eyes on Pike Sherman.
As she drove to her father’s house, Tulsi did her best to talk her heart out of her throat and all those winged creatures in her belly back to roost wherever they’d come from. But some things don’t respond well to reason. Some things—like hearts and dreams—dance to the tune of a different drummer, and once he begins to play, all bets are off.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
Pike
 
Pike’s hands curled into fists, but he kept his shoulders relaxed and his gaze trained out the window. His little sister was exhausted from her long weekend and stressed out by the impending meet and greet, but she wasn’t stupid. If he didn’t watch himself, Mia would figure out that seeing Tulsi had upset him and from there it was only a hop, skip, and a jump to figuring out why.
And that wasn’t. Going. To happen.
He’d kept all the shit with Tulsi buried for seven long years. He wasn’t about to dig it up now. The only thing that had made their breakup bearable was knowing no one knew he’d been dumped by the only girl he’d ever loved. No one had realized he and Tulsi were together so there had been no witnesses to the messy aftermath, and that’s the way he intended to keep it. He would make it through the week, avoid Tulsi as much as possible, and do his best not to come back to Lonesome Point in the near future.
Or ever, if he could help it. As far as he was concerned, if he never ran into Tulsi Hearst again, it would be too soon.
He hadn’t been looking forward to seeing her before tonight, but he’d never imagined looking into her eyes would send pain slicing through his ribs and stabbing straight into his heart. He was a twenty-nine-year-old man who had dated some of the most beautiful women on the planet, for God’s sake, not some lovesick kid. He didn’t know what the fuck was happening to him.
Tulsi was beautiful, but not that beautiful. The blond curls and big blue eyes were killer, but her bow-tie lips were thin and her chin came to a point too close to her square jaw. She was a good six inches shorter than the women Pike dated, and the proportions of her petite frame were far from ideal. Her torso was almost as long as her legs, her thighs bordered on stocky, and she had the strangest feet he’d ever seen—short, stubby, and nearly as wide as they were long.
The moment he’d seen those feet hanging off the tailgate, he’d known it was Tulsi lying in the truck on the side of the road.
How he’d once adored those weird little feet. He’d loved to get them in his lap after he and Tulsi went riding, to feel her cold toes warming between his fingers and to watch her size five’s disappear into his large hands. He could still remember the way she’d moan when he’d massage the curve of her arches, still see that smile that dimpled her cheeks as she’d lean in to whisper that he had magic hands. And then she would kiss a trail from his jaw to his lips and the foot massage would end with his tongue slipping into her mouth and her hands sliding up the front of his shirt, and in minutes, he would have Tulsi naked on the old mattress they’d smuggled out to her parents’ cabin, making love to her until she cried out his name in her sweet, sexy voice.
Pike’s eyes squeezed closed as a fresh wave of pain flashed through his chest. He didn’t want to remember anything about Tulsi, but he couldn’t forget a moment of that perfect spring, no matter how hard he’d tried.
“Fuck,” he cursed beneath his breath as the pain intensified, until if felt like an animal was sharpening its claws on his heart.
“I know you hate these things, but you have to relax,” Mia said, mercifully misunderstanding the reason for his foul mouth. “We’ll get through the schmoozing tonight, and then it will be all fun and games until the wedding. I promise.”
“Right.” He didn’t know how he was going to get through the next seven hours, let alone the next seven days. The urge to turn tail and run was almost all-consuming, and nothing but a once in a lifetime event, like his baby sister’s wedding, could have convinced him to stay in this town a second longer.
“How many people are going to be here again?” he asked, trying to concentrate on something other than memories of Tulsi’s fingers digging into his back and her body tight around him.
“Two hundred,” Mia said, hurrying on when he cussed again. “But a lot of them are people we went to school with. Just think of it as a high school reunion with more autographing involved.”
“Sounds fucking awful,” Pike grumbled as Mia parked the car.
“Watch your mouth, Cranky.” Mia punched him in the arm, but Pike didn’t flinch. He welcomed his sister’s abuse. Maybe physical pain would keep his mind off of the miserable situation in his chest.
“Seriously, Pike, some of Dad’s friends are here, too,” Mia continued. “Don’t embarrass him, okay? Just play nice, drink a reasonable amount of champagne, and enjoy the fancy snacks. It’ll all be over before you know it, and we can go have nachos at my place. Ugly Ross and Sawyer are going to the store to pick up beer and poker chips so we can play cards.”
“Ross and Sawyer, that it?” Pike slammed out of the door, waiting until Mia joined him before starting toward the striped tent set up beside the oldest part of Old Town.
Mia nodded. “Yeah, Bubba’s not flying in until the morning of the wedding. I asked Tulsi, but she has to get Clem ready to go to camp tomorrow.”
Pike’s jaw clenched at the mention of Tulsi’s daughter, but he managed to keep his voice neutral. “That’s all right. I’m not going to be up to a big crowd after this nightmare anyway.”
This time, Mia pinched him. “Be nice. Last warning. And put your smile on before we go inside.”
Pike grimaced down at his sister, earning himself an amused snort.
“Pretty,” she said wryly. “Now I see why you couldn’t find a date for the wedding.”
Pike grunted. “I didn’t want a date. I wanted to spend time with you, you abusive jerk.”
Mia’s eyes softened. “Aw, I love you, too, big brother. And I appreciate you doing this so much. I promise not to hit you any more tonight.”
“But no guarantees on tomorrow?” Pike asked, offering her his arm.
“You know I don’t make promises I can’t keep,” she said with a wink. “And I’ve only got a week to get in enough abuse to last me until Christmas.”
“Animal.” He smiled as he led her inside and began pressing hands and pretending to enjoy himself. He loved that his sister was back to the feisty woman he remembered, not the shattered person she’d been after her last relationship. Pike had only met Sawyer briefly, but he could already tell the man was a solid guy, devoted to Mia’s happiness, and so in love he couldn’t keep a smile off of his face for more than a minute at a time.
Pike remembered what that felt like. There had been a time when smelling Tulsi’s shampoo on another woman in the grocery store had been enough to put a goofy grin on his face and have him reaching for his phone to text something sickening about how much he missed her. That first summer, he’d spent every moment they were apart plotting ways to make sure they never had to be apart again, pining for the girl he was sure he was going to marry, while Tulsi had been busy sleeping with another man. Not even a man, a nineteen-year-old boy at the camp where she was working, a fucking asshole who’d bailed after getting her pregnant and hadn’t been seen or heard from since.
Pike didn’t talk to Mia that often, and even more rarely about Tulsi, but the subject of Tulsi’s single-motherhood had come up throughout the years. He knew Mia had been the one helping with the baby’s feedings when she and Tulsi were rooming together at Baylor, and that Tulsi had done without things she needed for years so she could pay for diapers, food, and toys for Clementine. Mia had loathed men on Tulsi’s behalf for years, but Tulsi refused to go after the deadbeat who’d knocked her up for child support, insisting she didn’t want help from a person who didn’t care about her or the baby. The way Mia described it, it sounded like Tulsi had loved the guy and been hurt that he didn’t love her back.
That was what had torn Pike up the most, realizing that while he’d been aching for Tulsi, she’d been falling for someone else. It had made him feel like the world’s saddest fool, and ensured he’d kept his heart locked away ever since. Something that pathetic couldn’t be allowed out of its cage. His heart was too stupid to fall for one of the beautiful, famous, accomplished women he’d dated the past few years. No, if set free, it would go running back to Tulsi, like a dog eager for another whipping from the only master it had ever known.
“Don’t you think so, Pike?” The fifty-something brunette leaning across the autograph table giggled, drawing his attention back to the present, and the cleavage hovering inches from his face.
“I try not to think.” Pike winked, deciding even flirting with a woman old enough to be his mother was better than letting his thoughts dwell in the past. “At least whenever I can get away with it.”
“Oh honey, I totally understand,” the woman said, brown eyes crinkling at the edges as she laughed. “And if you’d like help not thinking while you’re here, I’m at the country club pool almost every day in the summer. My name’s Gina and I’d love to buy you a drink, hear all about your big adventures.”
“Tempting offer.” He passed the picture he’d autographed across the table, noticing with a flash of disgust the wedding ring on the woman’s left hand as she picked it up. “But I’m busy with my sister’s wedding. She’s got me booked solid. No time for anything else.”
Pike shifted his gaze to a bearded man wearing a faded Cardinal’s jersey standing behind Gina, dismissing her without another word. It wasn’t the first time he’d been hit on by a married woman, but it still got to him. Didn’t anyone take their promises seriously anymore? And a marriage was more than a promise, it was a vow. That ought to mean something, and people should think long and hard before they violated something sacred for a roll in the hay with a stranger.
“You look the way I feel,” a familiar voice said as Pike passed the bearded man his signed picture and turned to the next person in line.
Pike smiled his first genuine smile of the night. “Chad, what’s up?”
“Not much, not much.” Chad, who looked the same as he had in high school, minus a few inches of brown fuzz around the hairline, clasped the hand Pike offered. “I think I’ve watched every game you’ve played since you left town, man. It’s good to see you back home again.”
“Good to see you, too. What are you doing these days?”
“Still working for my old man.” Chad shrugged. “Been helping run the oil business for years and took over the charity stuff last week. Dad had his third heart attack so he’s on forced R&R.”
“Sorry to hear that,” Pike said, signing the ball Chad rolled across the table. Mia had told him only to sign pictures, so as not to devalue the signed ball she was auctioning off, but he and Chad had been on the same team in high school. He wasn’t about to tell him no, even if they hadn’t been close. “I hope he gets to feeling better soon.”
“I don’t,” Chad said with a laugh. “Don’t get me wrong, I love the man, but it’s been nice having him out of the office. I get a lot more done without another cook in the kitchen.”
Pike grimaced. “I get it. If I had to work with my old man, I’d be in the nuthouse by now.”
Chad laughed harder as he reached into the front pocket of his dress shirt and pulled out a card. “You should stop by my office while you’re in town. I’ve got a few meetings lined up this week, but nothing serious. I can cut out whenever you have some free time, buy you a beer?”
“Sounds good.” Pike slipped the card into his shirt pocket, figuring he’d want to get out of Mia’s hair sooner or later. “I’ll try to swing by tomorrow or Tuesday before the wedding stuff gets crazy. Mia’s got me booked after that.”
Chad nodded. “I know the drill. My sister, Kelly, got married last summer. Luckily, I’ve got three more sisters so Mom hasn’t started obsessing over me yet. I’m not ready. Life’s too short to have all the fun over before I’m thirty-five. But I’m preaching to the choir, right?”
Pike forced a smile. “Absolutely.” He promised to see Chad soon, and finished signing the last of the glossy eight by tens as fast as he could, trying not to let the quip bother him.
Chad had no idea that Pike had been saving up for a wedding ring when he was twenty-two. For months, Pike had survived on Hamburger Helper while he socked away every spare penny to buy Tulsi a ring. If he hadn’t been played for a fool, he would have been married for years by now.
“Smile,” Mia said through gritted teeth, appearing beside him as the last autograph hunter filed past the table. “You look scary.”
“That’s what I look like when I smile,” Pike said, with a scowl. “Are we done yet?”
“Almost.” Mia patted him on the back. “I just need to announce the winners of the silent auction and we’re out of here. You’ve done so well, don’t ruin it by glaring at innocent people on the way out.”
Innocent people, his ass. He let his eyes skim across the room. There were more strangers than he’d expected, but he recognized enough of the people in attendance to know many were far from innocent. There was Bart Cutter, the pharmacist, who’d been having an affair with his tech for years. There was Grub Pillman, the assistant principal of the high school, who was addicted to painkillers and got his rocks off bullying the students he kept in detention after school. There was Farrah Stewart, who’d left her husband of twenty years for her nineteen-year-old kickboxing instructor, traumatizing her eighteen-year-old son in the process. And those were just the people Pike was certain were guilty. Knowing human nature, the rest of the crowd had their share of black marks on their soul.
Even people you think are the good ones, the kind of sweet, sincere folks who wouldn’t tell a lie to save their own lives, couldn’t be trusted. Tulsi had proven that beyond a shadow of a doubt.
“Okay, we’re done.” Mia grabbed his arm, hauling him across the tent, through the tables covered in white tablecloths and decorated with centerpieces in Cardinal red. “We’re almost home free, just hold on a few minutes longer.”
“I’m fine, Mia,” Pike grumbled even as he let her propel them out the entrance and across the dirt road to where she’d parked the truck. “Are you going to hover like this all week?”
Mia released him with a frustrated sound as she dug into her purse for the keys, turning so that the light spilling from inside the tent illuminated her bag. “I don’t know, Pike, are you going to be a cranky bastard all week? Seriously, the way you’re acting is ridiculous. If you didn’t want to come to the wedding, you should have just told me.”
“Don’t be crazy,” Pike said. “Of course I wanted to come.”
“Because I could have made Bubba my Dude of Honor,” Mia continued, stabbing her key into the passenger side door and wrenching it open. “And you could have spent the rest of your recovery in Palm Springs with whatever supermodel you’re boinking, and not had to bother with this bullshit.”
“Your wedding isn’t bullshit,” he said softly, realizing he’d been an even bigger asshole than he’d thought. Mia rarely got hurt feelings. That he’d managed to upset his sister less than three hours into their visit made him ashamed of himself. “I’m sorry, okay? This has nothing to do with you. I’ve just been…going through some stuff. But I’m not going to let it ruin your wedding week. I promise.”
Mia sighed and her tense shoulders relaxed away from her ears. “I’m sorry, too. I know it can’t be easy being on the injured list. I mean, it’s great for me because I get to have my brother home, but your career could be in jeopardy. I know that has to be stressful.”
Pike shrugged, deciding letting Mia believe that it was his torn ACL making him difficult wasn’t exactly a lie. He was concerned about how soon he’d recover and being benched for the past two weeks hadn’t been the paid vacation he’d thought it would be. Being on leave gave him too much time to think about his life and all the things in it that he wished were different.
“If you want me to take you to Mom and Dad’s I can,” Mia said. “If you’re not up for nachos and poker it’s not a big deal. We’ll have plenty of time to catch up later in the week.”
Pike snorted. “Since when have I ever chosen Dad’s place over yours?”
“Since never,” Mia said. “But I figure there’s always a first time. Dad is really excited to see you, by the way. He made me promise to bring you to dinner at the house tomorrow night.”
“He made you promise or Mom made you promise?” Pike asked, narrowing his eyes.
Mia lifted one shoulder. “Mom made me promise because she knows Dad wants you home but is too cranky to say it. So I guess we know where you get it from.”
Pike rolled his eyes as he reached for the open door to the truck. “I’m nothing like Dad.”
“I know,” she said, capturing his hand before he could slip into the passenger seat and giving it a squeeze. “And try to stay like that, okay? I love Dad, don’t get me wrong, but I don’t need another Jim Sherman in my life. And you’re…”
“I’m what?” Pike sighed, suddenly feeling the long journey down to Texas and all the sleepless nights beforehand, when he’d lain awake dreading the trip.
“You’re better than that,” Mia said gently, tapping two fingers to the center of his chest. “You’ve got a good heart, Pike. You should let it show more often.”
Pike stretched his neck to the side, trying to ignore the knot of emotion rising in his throat. “My heart’s just fine. Don’t believe everything you read in a gossip magazine, sis.”
“I don’t. I believe your eyes, and what I’ve seen there since you got in today makes me sad. I don’t like seeing you look so…hard. And angry.” She shook her head. “What’s really going on with you, P? Because it seems like something more than stress over being on the injured list.”
Pike’s jaw clenched. A part of him wanted to tell Mia to mind her own business, but he’d already hurt her feelings enough for one night. He and Mia didn’t talk on the phone every week or send birthday cards, but that didn’t mean they weren’t close. There had never been any bullshit between him and his sister. Whenever they were together, they picked up where they’d left off, as close as if they hadn’t spent months apart. He considered her a friend, not simply a family member, and if it had been anything else bothering him, he would have told her the truth.
But Mia couldn’t be trusted with the truth about him and Tulsi. He’d kept the secret too long. Spilling it now would drive a wedge between him and his sister and maybe even Mia and Tulsi and he didn’t want to do that. Mia and Tulsi had been best friends since they were in kindergarten. He still remembered the day Mia had come home from the first day of school, bragging that she’d “saved a short girl’s life.” She’d had Tulsi under her wing ever since and was practically helping to raise Tulsi’s daughter. Pike didn’t have any sympathy for his ex, but he didn’t want to risk damaging one of Mia’s most precious relationships or hurting an innocent little girl.
Which meant it was time to lie. He had to. If he didn’t give Mia something, she’d stay after him like a stubborn little bulldog until she got to the truth.
“My girlfriend and I broke up last week,” he said, casting his eyes down to the gravel, grateful for the shadows that hid his face. He was a lousy liar, and Mia was usually able to catch him when he tried, but, hopefully, the darkness would be on his side. “Bella said it wasn’t working and went back to L.A.”
“Oh, no.” Mia made a soft, sympathetic sound. “I’m so sorry. Now I feel terrible for making that crack about you not being able to find a date.”
“It’s okay.” It really was. Bella had been more of a fuck-buddy than a girlfriend and things had ended amicably between them, but Mia didn’t know that. “I’ve known it wasn’t going to last for a while, but the breakup took me by surprise. On top of everything else, I guess it just…has me a little down.”
Mia reached for him, pulling him into an unexpected hug that made him feel awful for lying, no matter how noble his reasons. “Well, we’re going to do our best to cheer you up while you’re here, okay?” she said. “I love you so much, Pike. And I’m glad you’re home, grouchy or not.”
Pike patted her red curls. “I love you, too,” he said, his throat tight all over again.
He’d let the tension with his dad and his history with Tulsi come between him and the people he loved for too long. His mom and Mia deserved better than one or two rushed visits a year, and now that Mia was getting married, there would be even more reasons for him to return to Lonesome Point. Mia hadn’t said anything about starting a family, but Pike knew she wanted kids someday, and he wanted to be a bigger part of his nieces’ or nephews’ lives than some distant uncle who spoiled them at Christmas. He might never have a family of his own, but he was crazy about kids, and he was going to be even crazier about Mia’s kids because they were hers. She was his goofy, funny, strong, secretly sweet baby sister and he didn’t want to miss out on any more of her life.
It was time to make a change, to stop running away from his past and face it, head on. And if that meant burying the hatchet with Dad and finding it in his heart to forgive Tulsi, then…that’s what he would do. He was old enough to be the mature party in his and Dad’s relationship and seven damned years had passed since Tulsi betrayed him. It was past time to put his anger to bed. The only thing more pathetic than the fool he’d been back then was the fool he was now.
The longer he held on to his bitterness, the more of his life he let Tulsi taint, and he was sick of living in the shadow of that one stupid spring. He was ready to move on and leave those bittersweet memories behind him once and for all.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
 
Tulsi
 
Tulsi pulled into the Blue Saloon Hotel parking lot at ten after eight to find the church bus already idling in the corner of the lot and the other parents saying their goodbyes while the teenage counselors loaded up backpacks and sleeping bags.
“Crud biscuits,” she said, breathlessly shoving the truck into park. “Move it Clementine or you’re not going to make the bus.”
Tulsi couldn’t believe they’d both overslept. But it had been a big weekend and between bad dreams and dwelling on seeing Pike for the first time in years, Tulsi had barely slept at all.
“I am moving it, but I still can’t find Monster Princess,” Clem said, the last word becoming a three syllable whine. Clem wasn’t usually a whiny kid—something Tulsi was tremendously grateful for—but her daughter had never spent the night anywhere without Snuggly Blanket and the monster princess doll Mia had made for her when she was a baby.
“She’s got to be in there, bug. I know we packed her.” Tulsi unbuckled and slipped out of the truck. “Here let me look.” She helped Clem out of her booster seat and down to the pavement before turning to dig through the duffel on the seat with shaking hands.
She shoved aside the once carefully folded outfits Clem had succeeded in wadding into wrinkled balls as she searched for her doll, digging down to the bottom of the cavernous bag. She found Snuggly Blanket next to Clem’s toiletry case and neatly labeled containers of sunscreen, bug spray, and shampoo, but no monster doll.
“I don’t know, Clem.” Tulsi wiped away the sweat gathering on her upper lip as the early morning sun began to heat up the cab of the truck. “Did you take it out when—” She broke off with a cry of triumph as she found Monster Princess hiding beneath the large Ziploc bag full of socks and underwear. “Found her! Now let’s get you to the bus.”
Tulsi spun around with a grin, doll in one hand and Clem’s bag in the other, to find the blacktop behind her empty.
“Clem?” She turned in a slow circle but couldn’t see any sign of her daughter’s pale blond curls. “Clementine?” she called in a louder voice, drawing the attention of some of the other parents across the parking lot.
“Have any of you seen Clem?” Tulsi asked, doing her best not to panic. “She was standing right here a second ago. She didn’t get on the bus while I wasn’t looking, did she?”
“Not that I saw.” Deb Harkness, who also had a future first grader going on the camping trip, started toward the front of the bus. “Do you want me to check?”
“Would you?” Tulsi asked, hooking the duffel bag over her shoulder. “I’m going to run to my friend Mia’s place and make sure she didn’t go there. If you find Clem, don’t let her move, okay?”
Deb gave her a thumbs-up. “Will do. Don’t worry, we’ll find her.”
Tulsi spared only a second to nod before she turned and hurried down the sidewalk, scanning both sides of Main Street and calling out for Clementine as she went. But there was no sign of her daughter and no response, and by the time Tulsi hurried across the street to Mia’s lingerie shop, her skin was crawling with terror. The thought that her child might have been snatched away by some monster while Tulsi was standing right next to her was so horrific she didn’t spare a second to knock and make sure she wasn’t interrupting Mia and Sawyer’s morning. She simply threw open the door of the closed shop and shouted, “Clementine, you’d better be in here!”
After a heart-stopping moment, Clementine called out from the back room, making Tulsi sag against the door in relief. “I’m here. Keep your shirt on, Mom. We’re looking for Monster Princess in my tent.”
Tulsi pulled in a ragged breath, anger flooding in to mix with her relief. “Don’t you dare tell me to keep my shirt on, Clementine Rae! Your doll was in your bag right where I said it was.” Tulsi stormed through the shop toward the back room. “And I was about to have a heart attack. I thought someone had snatched you off the street. Don’t you ever run off and—”
Tulsi whipped aside the curtain, cutting off mid-sentence when she saw who was helping Clementine sort through the toys in her play tent.
She’d expected to see Mia or Sawyer. Instead, she was greeted by the sight of Pike in a pair of striped pajama pants and a black tee shirt, his hair sticking up around his head and a sleepy look on his handsome face. He looked exactly the way she remembered, back when they would wake up bleary eyed in their shared sleeping bag and greet each other with drowsy smiles and long lingering kisses.
Their eyes caught and held, electricity leaping between them while a voice in Tulsi’s head wailed that her house of cards was about to come tumbling down. Surely, now that Pike had seen Clementine, he would realize the truth. Clem was tiny and blond—a miniature copy of all the women in Tulsi’s family—but surely Pike had to sense something. Surely…
The thought made Tulsi’s already pounding heart slam in triple time. She braced herself for the worst, but when Pike lifted his hand in greeting, he didn’t seem outraged. In fact, the look in his hazel eyes was warm and almost…welcoming. Like he was actually happy to see her.
“I’m sorry,” he said with a smile. “I let her in. I heard her knocking and I knew she had a bunch of toys back here, so…”
“No, it’s fine,” Tulsi said, shaken by the combined shock of seeing Clementine and Pike standing side by side and having Pike smile at her for the first time in seven years. She’d almost forgotten the way that smile made the bottom drop out of her stomach and her head feel like it was going to float off of her shoulders. “It’s not your fault. She knows better than to run off without telling me where she’s going.”
Tulsi shifted her attention to her daughter, grateful for the reprieve from eye contact with Pike. “What were you thinking, Clementine? Didn’t you realize I’d be terrified?”
Clem’s fists tightened around the doll clothes in her hands and a guilty look flickered behind her blue eyes. “I knew you’d say we didn’t have time. I didn’t want you to say no.”
“Not wanting me to say no is not a valid excuse for scaring me half to death,” Tulsi said, propping her hands on her hips. “Honestly, I have half a mind to keep you home from camp.”
“No!” Clementine wailed, her jaw dropping at the injustice. “Jesus, Mom! I’ve been so good it’s almost killed me. I want to go to flipping camp!”
Pike brought a hand to his mouth and coughed hard, but it was obvious he was trying to conceal a burst of laughter.
“Don’t encourage her,” Tulsi said, fighting a smile. “She’s a hellion already.”
“I can see that,” Pike said. “Must have gotten it from her mama.”
“Mama’s not a hellion,” Clem said glumly. “Mama’s good all the time.”
“Is that so?” Pike arched a brow and shot Tulsi a look she felt all the way down to the tips of her toes.
Her mouth went dry as visions of all the naughty things she and Pike had done together cantered through her thoughts like a herd of runaway horses, shaking the ground beneath her. Thankfully, Clementine broke the charged silence before Tulsi’s knees could get too weak.
“Please, Mama,” she said, wadding the doll clothes as she clasped her fingers under her chin. “I promise to be so good everyone will think I’m an angel come down from heaven. Just please, please, please let me go to camp.”
“We’ll talk about this outside,” Tulsi said, circling one hand as she prepared to herd Clementine out the door, needing to get them both away from Pike ASAP.
“You’re going to say no!” Clem moaned, tears rising in her eyes. “I can tell you are!”
Tulsi sighed, realizing her attempts to take the conversation somewhere more private were futile. “If I say yes, you have to promise not to run off while you’re there. You stay with the counselors and the other girls in your cabin. Do you understand me?”
Clementine nodded vigorously.
“And it’s church camp, so no taking the name of the Lord in vain, and no ‘flipping,’” Tulsi added with a hard look. “Everyone will know what you’re really meaning to say and they will be shocked.”
“You say flipping,” Clem said, her bottom lip pushing out.
“I am a grown up!” Tulsi shook her head in frustration. “Honestly, Clementine, how many times do we need to have this conversation? You are six, not sixteen. If you can’t remember that, you’re going to be in trouble once school starts. Your teacher won’t put up with the attitude.”
“I know, I know. You’re right.” Clementine said, backtracking now that it was obvious Tulsi had started to lose her temper. “I’m sorry, Mama.” Clem ran across the room and threw her arms around Tulsi’s waist. “I’ll be good, cross my heart and hope to die. Just please let me go. It’s all I ever wanted in my whole entire life.”
Tulsi sighed as she smoothed her hand over Clem’s silky hair, her daughter’s hug melting her anger the way it always did. “All right, drama queen,” she said softly. “Let’s get going. Hopefully, the bus hasn’t left without you.”
“Can I bring Monster Princess’s clothes, too?” Clem asked, already shoving them into the open duffel near Tulsi’s hip. “I know they said no toys, but these aren’t toys, they’re accessories.”
“Fine. But we need to go with a capital G.” Tulsi turned to Pike, pulse pounding all over again as their eyes met. “Thanks for keeping an eye on her.”
“No problem,” he said, the warmth in his voice making her chest ache. “It was nice to meet the infamous Clementine. Mia’s told me so much about her.”
“Bye, Mr. Pike,” Clem called, waving as she pulled Tulsi toward the door. “We can hang out more when I get back from camp. We’ll play poker for candy so make sure you stock up.”
“I’ll be looking forward to it.” Pike grinned at Clementine before shifting his gaze to Tulsi, his smile remaining firmly in place. “See you around, Tuls. Don’t be a stranger.”
“Oh-okay,” Tulsi stammered.
She fought the urge to frown until she and Clem were back outside, but as soon as the shop’s front door closed behind them, her brows snapped together like opposite sides of a magnet. What the heck was that? That smile? That easy, breezy smile that made it seem like Tulsi was just an old friend Pike was glad to run into while he was back in town? What had happened to the pain and loathing from yesterday? Had she imagined it or read something personal into an unrelated foul mood?
Tulsi shook her head as she and Clem hustled down the sidewalk toward the bus. No, she hadn’t imagined it. Pike had practically glared a hole through her forehead. If looks could kill, she would have been lying beside the road, bleeding from multiple stare wounds.
So what had changed? What had happened between last night and this morning to banish the loathing in Pike’s eyes?
“I have to talk to Mia,” Tulsi mumbled, tugging her phone out of her jeans pocket.
“What?” Clementine panted, out of breath from taking two steps for every one of Tulsi’s.
“Nothing, baby.” Tulsi forced a smile as she tapped out a quick text to Mia asking her to give a call when she was up. “Just thinking out loud.”
“Grandpa says only crazy people do that,” Clem said.
Tulsi tucked her phone back into her pocket with a roll of her eyes. “Grandpa has a lot of big opinions. That doesn’t mean they’re the truth.”
Clementine nodded. “Opinions. Everyone’s got one.”
Tulsi laughed. “Yes, but don’t say that at camp, either.”
“Why?” Clementine asked. “It doesn’t have any bad words in it.”
“I’ll explain when you get home,” Tulsi whispered as they neared the bus. All the other kids were on board, but the storage area beneath was still open, and two of the counselors were crossing the parking lot from the nearby drug store carrying flats of bottled water.
“You found her!” Deb met them by the storage area under the bus as Tulsi tucked Clem’s duffel inside with the other bags.
“Yes, thank goodness.” Tulsi put an arm around Clem’s shoulders, hugging her close. “She was at Mia’s looking for her doll. We found it, so she’s all set.”
“Great!” Deb grinned down at Clem. “Hailey is saving you a seat. She’s so excited there are going to be two six-year-olds at camp this year. I bet you two are going to have the best time.”
“We are!” Clem was prancing with excitement as she turned to give Tulsi one last hug. “Bye, Mom. Love you!”
“Love you, too.” Tulsi hugged her daughter hard, holding on for as long as Clem would tolerate before setting her free. “Have fun, be good, and remember all the things we talked about.”
“I will!” Clementine waved before dashing to the front of the bus and disappearing inside, sending a pang through Tulsi’s heart. She’d been so scared when Clem disappeared she’d forgotten how nervous she was about the camping trip until she watched her baby climb out of sight.
“They’re going to be fine,” Deb whispered as they meandered a few steps away from the bus. “I know it’s scary, but Hailey and Clementine are both mature for their age. They’re going to have a wonderful time and make amazing memories.”
“I know. And Clem’s so excited to go.” Tulsi tried to smile, but couldn’t seem to get her brows to unfurrow. This entire morning had been too upsetting to snap back so easily. “She’s just so little. My mom didn’t let me go to camp until I was in third grade.”
“They’re growing up faster than we did,” Deb agreed with a sigh. “But I’ve heard Mrs. Grier expects so much of her first graders. Gaining some independence will probably be good for them.”
Tulsi nodded. “I’ve been trying to prepare Clem all summer. My friend Mia and I had Mrs. Grier when we were little. Mia was so much like Clem and she got in trouble all the time. Mrs. Grier has a zero free spirit tolerance policy.”
Deb cringed. “That’s what I’ve heard. It makes me wish there was another option. A parish school or a private school or something.”
“One of the hazards of a small town,” Tulsi said with a shrug. “At least we’ll all be in it together.”
“That’s true,” Deb said, lifting an arm to wave as the bus rumbled to life.
“Bye!” Tulsi called out, laughing as Clem made a silly face through the window before the bus pulled out onto the street. “That girl. What am I going to do without her for an entire week?”
“Start with getting a coffee with me?” Deb said, with a nervous laugh. “I have the morning off from the office. I know you have tons of friends, but even after a year and a half I haven’t quite found my tribe. If you know what I mean.”
“Of course, and I do,” Tulsi said, sympathizing immediately and feeling bad that she hadn’t been the one to reach out. “It can be so hard to make new friends once you’re a mom. We’re all so busy with work and—”
An alarm blared from her back pocket and Tulsi scrambled for her phone. “Sorry, it’s my friend Mia. I’ll just be a second.”
“No worries.” Deb smiled as Tulsi stepped away.
“You poor thing,” Mia said by way of greeting. “What a turd Clementine is! I can’t believe she ran off like that. Pike said you were white as a sheet when you came in the shop.”
“I was really scared,” Tulsi admitted, wondering what else Pike had said about her. “But we had a talk and I got her on the bus before it left. Hopefully, she’ll behave herself at camp.”
Mia snorted. “Well, we can always hope. I don’t think she can get into too much trouble, as long as they lock up all the archery equipment.”
“Oh, God,” Tulsi said, eyes squeezing shut. “Don’t say things like that, or I’m going to go chase down the bus.”
Mia laughed. “Don’t chase down the bus. This will be good for her. She’s going to have an amazing time at camp and you’ll have an amazing time with me. I was just filling Pike in on all the activities planned for the week. He’s really, really excited about them. I can tell.”
Tulsi made a noncommittal sound, wondering if Mia was being sarcastic, but too anxious that Pike might be listening in on the conversation to ask.
“You want to come over and have coffee with us?” Mia continued. “Sawyer already left for work, and Pike and I are just sitting around until I open the shop.”
“I would love to,” Tulsi lied. “But I’m having coffee with one of the other moms. But maybe you and I could meet up for lunch before my meeting? I’d love to pow-wow before I go to the Head Starts office.”
“Sure,” Mia said. “I was going to close up from twelve thirty to one, does that work?”
“That’s perfect. I’ll meet you at the diner for patty melts. My treat.”
“Do you want this to be just us?” Mia asked. “Or is it okay if I bring Pike along if he hasn’t found something important to do with himself by then?”
“I’d rather it be just you and me, if that’s okay,” Tulsi said, trying to keep her voice light. “I’m so nervous about the meeting, I don’t think I’m going to be very good company. I’d rather catch up with Pike when I’m not so stressed out.”
“That’s fine. He doesn’t look like he’s chomping at the bit to horn in on the girl talk anyway. See you at twelve thirty, and try to enjoy your day off, okay? You deserve some fun after how hard you’ve been working.”
“I’ll try. See you later.” Tulsi said her goodbyes and tucked her phone back into her jeans. After a brief debate on the virtues of quiche vs. eggs and bacon, she and Deb headed across the street to Tea for Two. Deb had decided on quiche, but Tulsi’s head was too busy swirling for her to care too much about breakfast. She couldn’t stop thinking about Pike’s easy smile—what it meant and if it even mattered.
Whether he hated her or wanted to be friends, did it make a difference? No matter how much the stupidly forgiving part of her would like to have Pike in her life again—even as a friend, no matter how painful that would be—there was too much at stake. She’d gotten lucky this morning, but if Pike and Clem spent too much time together, sooner or later her luck was going to run out.
And then her happy life in Lonesome Point, the safe, steady childhood she’d fought to give Clem, and everything that really mattered to Tulsi would be destroyed. And no friend was worth that kind of sacrifice. No matter what Pike felt or didn’t feel, Tulsi was going to continue to hold him at a distance. She had too much to lose to even think about a friendship—or anything else—with Pike Sherman.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
Pike
 
Pike was in trouble. Deep trouble.
Turned out being nice to Tulsi wasn’t nearly as hard as he’d thought it would be. In fact, a part of him had been thrilled to see her rush into the shop behind Clementine. It had been easy to smile at her, easier to tease her, and when their eyes had met, and he’d watched his steamier memories of their time together playing out behind her eyes…
All he’d wanted to do was pull her into his arms and kiss her until they brought the heat from their past surging into the present. It was obvious Tulsi still wanted him, and he wanted her so badly the only thing that had stopped him from taking her against the wall of his sister’s lingerie shop was the little girl standing between them. And Clementine would always be between them. Even if his cock could convince his brain that going to bed with Tulsi wasn’t dangerous, Pike couldn’t forget that there was a child involved. Tulsi was a mom, with a little girl who depended on her.
Watching Tulsi pet Clementine’s hair, as her daughter hugged her tight, had nearly been enough to break his heart all over again. Tulsi was never more beautiful than when she had that sweet, loving look in her eyes, and she obviously loved her daughter more than life itself.
He had to remember that side of her. It wasn’t okay to fantasize about bending Tulsi over a stack of boxes in the stock room. No matter how tempting it was to imagine her heart-shaped ass tilted toward him as he slid inside her, no matter how much he wanted to hear her calling his name, begging him to make her come—that could never happen.
Fantasizing about his ex wasn’t going to help him loosen the mental hold she had on him. And no matter how much he wanted another taste of Tulsi, falling back in bed together would be a bad idea. He couldn’t afford that kind of emotional mind-fuck and on the off chance he still had the power to affect Tulsi the same way, he owed it to her daughter to keep his distance. He had to put his anger and desire aside and think of what was best for Clementine.
Even before he’d met the little girl in person, he’d had a soft spot for her, but now he was a bona fide fan. Mia’s stories hadn’t done her justice. Clementine was a bundle of energy with personality to spare. The fact that Tulsi had ended up with a kid, who was more like a young Pike or Mia than a shy, did-as-she-was-told Tulsi, was a satisfying bit of irony. She clearly had her hands full and didn’t need any more drama in her life than the drama introduced by her little blond look-a-like.
They really did look almost exactly the same. It was as if Clementine had been cloned from a strand of Tulsi’s DNA, leaving Pike no clue what the father had looked like.
“So Clementine’s never met her dad?” he found himself asking before he could consider the wisdom of letting Mia know he was still dwelling on their morning visitor.
“Nope. No letter, cards, money for diapers when Clem was a baby, nothing,” Mia said, popping the last bite of her English muffin into her mouth. “Tulsi talked to the bastard on the phone once not long after she found out she was pregnant, but it obviously didn’t go well. She never told me the specifics, but she cried for two days after and never mentioned the asshole again.”
Pike scowled, not knowing what bothered him more—that Tulsi had been so emotionally attached to the jerk or that the man had abandoned her. Tulsi was far from Pike’s favorite person, but no woman deserved to be treated that way, especially not when she was only eighteen years old. When Pike had been twenty-two, eighteen hadn’t seemed young. But now, looking back on those years as he was approaching his thirtieth birthday, he realized that Tulsi hadn’t been much more than a baby having a baby.
Still, she’d stepped up and done everything she could to be a responsible parent, something he admired her for no matter how much she’d hurt him.
“You still hungry?” Mia pushed her chair back from the table and carried her plate to the sink. “I can fry up some bacon before I go down to open up the shop if you want.”
“No, I’m good.” Pike stood and stretched, ignoring the twinge in his knee that assured him his ACL was still healing at a snail’s pace. “I’m going to go for a run, clear my head.”
Mia shot him a look over her shoulder. “Why do you need to clear your head? Tulsi and Clem are fine, Pike. You don’t have to worry about them.”
“I’m not,” he said, with what he hoped was a casual shrug. “I wasn’t.”
“You sounded worried.” Mia turned, wiping her hands on one of her rainbow colored dishtowels. “But they’re good, I promise. They’ve done great without that asshole. I know you saw them arguing today, but they really are the cutest little family. They love each other so much.”
“I could tell.” Pike ignored the sudden flash of discomfort in his chest. He’d probably had too much coffee. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had more than one cup. Usually, he was in too much of a hurry to get to the gym to linger over breakfast.
“Then why are you a sad clown?” Mia’s brow furrowed.
“I’m not a sad clown.” Pike rolled his eyes as he reached around her to drop his coffee cup in the sink.
“Are you nervous about seeing Dad tonight at dinner?” Mia pressed. “I know he was awful last time, but he’s mellowed out a lot this past year. He only gave Sawyer shit for about two weeks after we moved in together. You guys are going to have a great visit. No need to stress.”
“I’m not stressed.” Pike backed out of the kitchen before Mia could succeed in making him that way. “It’s eight thirty in the morning, sis. I’m still half asleep.”
“Well, I’m here if you need to talk about Dad or the break-up or whatever,” Mia called after him. “I know break-up pain can linger, Pike. Don’t be afraid to bend my ear if you need to!”
“Okay!” he called back before shutting the door to the guest room and changing into his running clothes and knee brace, wishing he’d never invented the stupid break-up story. The longer he was in Lonesome Point, the more the lies seemed to mound up around him. He hadn’t technically lied to Mia this morning, but he hadn’t told the truth, either.
But what was the truth, he wondered as he slipped out the back door to Mia’s shop and started down the road at a slow jog. The past was clear, but Pike had no idea what was going on between him and Tulsi now. Logically, he knew that moment of chemistry in the stock room was better off forgotten, but he couldn’t seem to keep from replaying every moment of their brief interaction as he ran. The way Tulsi’s lips had parted and her breath rushed out. The way surprise had lowered her defenses, giving him a glimpse into what she was feeling. She’d seemed sad, lonely, and as hungry for a taste of what they’d once had as he was. He’d felt her longing thrumming in the air, plucking the strings inside him only Tulsi had ever been able to touch.
Even after an hour long run, a half hour of PT exercises, a cold shower, and another hour spent answering email from his agent, doctor, and physical therapist, he still couldn’t get her face out of his head. By the time Mia got back to the shop after her lunch date, Pike was itching to get out of the apartment and do something to get his mind off a certain curvy little blonde with eyes that saw to the bottom of his soul.
He dug Chad’s card out of the pocket of the shirt he’d worn last night and punched the number into his cell.
“Hey Cutter, it’s Sherman,” Pike said when the other man answered on the first ring. “I was wondering if you’d be up for that beer. I could use a couple before I head to my parents’ house for dinner tonight.”
“Sure thing, just a second.” Chad conferred with someone in the background before getting back on the line. “My secretary says I’ve got a meeting in ten minutes, but it won’t take long. Just have to tell this woman she’s not getting any more easy money and I’ll be free for the afternoon. Want to swing by the office and I can show you around before we hit the Blue Saloon’s happy hour? I’m on Main, next to the old theater.”
“Sounds good. See you in a few.” Pike hung up and grabbed his black Stetson from the bureau, settling it on his head before moving quietly down the stairs. He waved to Mia, who was busy with a gaggle of women loudly discussing the evils of the underwire bra, and escaped out the front door of the lingerie shop before he could attract attention.
Outside, the bright summer day made him grateful he’d remembered his hat. He rarely wore a cowboy hat when he wasn’t at the ranch, but it felt good to have protection from the glaring sun, as well as the citizens of Lonesome Point. On the whole, the people in his hometown had been respectful of his privacy the few times he’d returned home, but a near mobbing at a Halloween carnival a few years back had made him wary. He usually kept his hat pulled low and his eyes on the sidewalk when he went outside, making it clear he wasn’t looking for attention, but today he couldn’t resist looking around.
Main Street had undergone a facelift in the past few years and was starting to look more like something out of Disneyland rather than the well-worn town of his childhood years. The old west style buildings had been refurbished and repainted, antique gas lights lined the street, and horse hitches graced the front of several buildings, giving the people who organized historic trail rides a place to tie their horses when they ended their tours. His grandmother’s restored ghost town was bringing in more visitors than ever before and the city council expected tourism to double after the newly renovated portion of Old Town opened next summer.
Lonesome Point was experiencing a second heyday, but even if it weren’t, the rest of his family would never consider living anywhere else. This town was in their blood. Pike was the only Sherman in eight generations to buy a home outside of southwest Texas. Maybe if he and his dad had been able to get along, things would have been different, but they hadn’t, and Pike was happy on his Montana ranch.
This town was where he’d grown up, but it wasn’t home anymore. His home was in the Bitterroot Mountains, where there was nothing but land and sky for miles and he could always hear himself think. He’d been in Palm Springs with Bella before the wedding, but he was going home when the week was through to enjoy a few cool, Montana mornings before, hopefully, rejoining the season already in progress.
His thoughts were still on blue sky and the sound of the wind through the pine trees on his four hundred acres when he ducked inside the Head Starts office to hear a familiar voice coming from behind the cracked office door to his left.
“Respectfully, Chad, I have to disagree. This program isn’t new age fluff. I’ve seen autistic kids transformed by equine therapy.”
The tone was firmer than anything Pike had ever heard out of Tulsi’s mouth, but there was no doubt the voice belonged to his ex. For a second he considered easing back through the door and waiting for Chad outside, but the secretary at the front desk had spotted him and was motioning for him to take a seat in an overstuffed armchair in the waiting room near the fish tank.
Pike slid into the chair and reached for a magazine to distract himself, but it was virtually impossible not to eavesdrop.
“This is real medicine,” Tulsi continued. “And a powerful healing tool for children who haven’t responded to traditional methods.”
“Listen, Tulsi,” Chad said in a condescending tone very different from the friendly one he’d used with Pike. “I understand this is your livelihood and you’ll be out of a job if you can’t find someone to pay you to work with these kids for free, but—”
“This isn’t about me,” Tulsi said, voice trembling as she cut him off. “This is about giving hope to children who have spent their lives suffering. This is about giving victims of abuse and kids who feel powerless in their own lives a way to experience control, responsibility, and the capacity to nurture another creature when—”
“Wow,” Chad laughed. “You’re really worked up about this.”
“Of course I am,” Tulsi said incredulously. “I love these kids. So much. If you could just take a look at the footage I sent, you’ll see—”
“You’re prettier when you’re angry,” Chad interrupted. “Brings out your eyes.”
“Well…th-thank you, but I’m n-not angry,” Tulsi said, stuttering the way she did when she was anxious, making Pike want to shoulder his way into the office and tell Chad to back off. There was a time and a place to give a woman a compliment and in the middle of a business meeting wasn’t it.
Besides, Pike didn’t care for the edge in Chad’s voice, that hard note that made the compliment come off as an act of aggression.
“I’m just c-concerned about what will happen to my kids if their therapy is cut off,” Tulsi continued. “I want to do whatever I can to make sure their services continue. I’m already applying for other grants, but it takes time for awards to be decided. If you could just give me a few extra months, I’m sure—”
“I’m sorry, the money’s already been promised to another program,” Chad said, not sounding sorry at all. “But we could talk about a loan. Are you free for dinner tonight?”
“Um…no, I mean y-yes,” Tulsi stammered. “But I don’t see why we can’t discuss this now. That’s why I’m here, right?”
“You’re here because you didn’t like the answer I gave you on the phone and thought you could sweet talk me into changing my mind,” Chad said, clearly enjoying lording his power over a woman who needed his help. “But if you want to hear a no turn into a yes, I’ll need more convincing than we can get into at the office. I think that kind of…meeting of the minds works better after hours. I could pick you up at six. We could get dinner, then go back to my place.”
Tulsi was quiet for a long moment, a moment in which Pike had to fight the urge to storm into the office and punch Chad in the face. He wasn’t about to go out for a beer with a man who was insinuating he needed sex in order to consider a request for charitable funding, but he couldn’t leave, either. He had to stay until he knew Tulsi was okay and didn’t agree to do something she would regret because her back was against the wall.
“If you’re asking me out, the answer is no,” Tulsi said, her voice trembling. “I thought this was a professional meeting.”
Chad chuckled again, but it was a nasty sound, not an amused one. Pike glanced up at the secretary, wondering what she thought of all this, but her gaze was fixed on her computer screen and her jaw set. She obviously wasn’t surprised, but she didn’t intend to intervene, either. She probably needed her job more than she needed to stick up for a woman being sexually harassed, but Pike had no such conflict of interests.
He surged to his feet and started toward the office.
“All right, I understand,” Chad said.
Pike paused with his hand on the door, giving the other man one last chance to dig himself out of this hole before it was too late.
“It’s clear you think very highly of yourself, Tulsi,” Chad continued. “Hopefully that will help you in your search for funding because you won’t be getting another dime from the Head Starts organization. I’m withdrawing all support, starting today.”
“That’s not fair.” Tulsi’s breath rushed out with a stricken sound. “You said two more months! Please, I’m begging you to reconsider. This isn’t about you and me, this is about innocent kids who—”
“There is no me and you, right?” Chad’s footsteps moved closer to the open door. “But if you change your mind before tonight and decide you want that loan, give me a call. Dinner’s off the table, but we can get a drink at my place and you can show me if you can do something more entertaining with that mouth than beg for my money.”
Later, Pike wouldn’t remember making a decision to move. He was simply standing outside the office one minute and the next he had Chad bent over a massive desk with his fist inches from the other man’s face. The only thing that stopped him from laying into the prick was the feel of Tulsi’s fingers wrapping around his elbow.
“Don’t. He’s not worth it,” she begged, tugging on his arm. “Come on, Pike. Please. Don’t make this worse than it already is.”
“Stay away from her,” Pike growled into Chad’s ashen face. “If you so much as look at her sideways, I’ll personally pull your head through your ass. Do you understand me?”
Chad’s breath rushed out. “Listen, man, I didn’t know you were here, I—”
“You’re a piece of shit, Cutter.” Pike released his grip on the other man’s suit coat with a rough shove. “You’re not worthy to lick her feet.”
Pike looped his arm around Tulsi’s waist. “Let’s go, Tulsi.”
He hustled her out of the office and across the waiting room to the door, fighting the urge to throw her over his shoulder and carry her out of the building. He ignored the primal voice in his head that insisted Chad should suffer the beating of his life for daring to talk to his woman that way. It didn’t matter that Tulsi hadn’t been his for years.
All he could think was—mine.
Tulsi was under his protection and no one was going to hurt her, not as long as he had breath left in his body.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
Tulsi
 
Under normal circumstances, Tulsi would have still been reeling from the nightmarish meeting with Chad. But with Pike’s arm around her, gluing her to his muscled body as he practically carried her across the street, all she could think about was how incredible it felt to be close to him. It was almost too much to wrap her head around.
Pike was touching her, holding her. Her body was pressed tight to his for the first time since he’d kissed her behind the barn at his parents’ house seven years ago, the afternoon everything had gone to hell, and her body was on the verge of a spontaneous meltdown. She tried to tell herself this didn’t mean anything and Pike would have responded the same way if it had been any of Mia’s friends being harassed by a creep. But she’d never heard him sound so angry and the possessive way he’d swept her out of the office had her stomach fluttering and her body aching to get even closer to him.
By the time he charged up the stairs into the Blue Saloon, pushed open the swinging doors, and lifted her onto a stool with an ease that made her viscerally aware of the powerful man he’d become, Tulsi had to sit on her hands to keep from wrapping her arms around him and holding on tight. She wasn’t ready to let him go. She needed more time, just a few more minutes to memorize the way they fit together, to give her something to replay over and over in her mind while lying alone in the dark for another seven years.
“What the hell were you thinking?” Pike braced his palms on the bar on either side of her, leaning in until he was so close his Pike smell—still familiar after all these years—rushed through her head, making her racing heart beat even faster. “There’s no point in trying to reason with a prick like that. You should have been out of there five minutes ago, the second things starting going south.”
“I know…I just…” Tulsi swallowed as she forced her gaze from Pike’s lips, knowing she’d never be able to form a sentence if she kept thinking about kissing him. Unfortunately, looking into his eyes only made things worse.
Their gazes connected and Tulsi’s breath rushed out even as a fire whooshed to life inside her.
God, she wanted him. She wanted him as much as she had when she was eighteen and every nerve in her body ignited with desire when they touched. She wanted to be skin to skin with Pike, to breathe his breath, to feel his pulse echoing in her chest and feel as safe and treasured as she’d always felt in his arms. She wanted to make love to him until all the walls were down and all the hurt had been healed because she had never stopped loving this man, no matter how much she’d wanted to, no matter how hard she’d tried.
The charged silence thickened the air between them, broken only by the tinny notes of a country song playing on the jukebox in the corner. Slowly, Pike’s gaze slid from her eyes down to her mouth, and for a heart-stopping moment Tulsi thought he was going to kiss her.
Instead, he whispered, “Don’t look at me like that.”
“Like what?” she asked, just as Clint, the bartender, materialized behind her.
“Hey, Tulsi, can I get you two something to drink?”
“Two whiskey shots and a draft beer chaser, a pale ale if you’ve got it,” Pike said, not breaking eye contact with Tulsi. He waited until Clint moved away down the bar to fix the drinks before he continued. “You know like what. Don’t play games with me.”
She swallowed hard. “I’m not playing games. I’m… I just…”
“Just what?” He leaned closer, until she could feel his breath warming her lips, sending a tremor of need rocking through her from head to toe.
She didn’t want to talk; she wanted to taste him. She wanted her tongue stroking against his and his big hands roaming over her body so much that it felt like she’d die if she didn’t get to be that close to him. Just one more time. Just once before he went away and left her behind all over again.
“Just what,” Pike repeated softly.
“I can’t help it,” she said, her longing so thick it felt like she was choking on it. “I’m sorry, but I j-just c-can’t.”
Pike’s gaze softened as he lifted one hand, brushing his knuckles lightly from her cheekbone to the point of her chin, stealing her breath away. “Relax, okay? It’s just me. You know I would never hurt you.”
Her lips parted to say that he’d already hurt her, hurt her so badly that she’d done something unforgivable, but before she could speak, Clint set the drinks down on the bar beside her with a loud thunk thunk thunk.
“Two whiskey shots and a pale ale,” he said, an edge in his usually friendly voice. “You want me to start a tab, Mr. Sherman?”
“No, I’ll pay now.” Pike shifted to pull his wallet from his jeans pocket, putting some much-needed distance between them and giving Tulsi a chance to pull herself together.
She couldn’t afford the luxury of easing her conscience. She couldn’t let her mouth run without thinking or give Pike any reason to suspect the truth.
“That’ll be fifteen dollars even,” Clint said, but he didn’t reach for the credit card when Pike laid it on the bar. “You okay, Tulsi? You seem a little shook up.”
“Oh no, I’m fine.” Tulsi turned on her stool, forcing a smile for the forty-something bartender who had always gone out of his way to look after her and her girlfriends when they came into the saloon.
“Are you sure?” Clint smiled, but the warmth in his eyes faded as his gaze shifted to Pike. “I can call someone for you if you need me to.”
Tulsi shook her head. “Everything is fine, but thank you, Clint. You’re one of the good ones.”
“You too, sweetheart,” he said gruffly, his skin flushing beneath his whiskered cheeks. “Just let me know if you need anything else. Anything at all.”
Tulsi nodded but kept her gaze on the bar, as he moved away, and Pike claimed the stool beside hers. She had to get a grip. She couldn’t give away her secrets or make a scene with Pike in a bar in the middle of the day. Someone would see and go tattling to her dad the way they had the night she went line dancing with Bubba’s fiancée, Marisol. Daddy was still making jabs at dinner about the spectacle Tulsi had made of herself, his attitude making it clear he equated dancing in public with working a pole down at the seedy strip club near the border.
She knew he was being ridiculous, but she hated the way he’d looked at her the day he found out about the dancing. She didn’t know if her heart could take another bruising like that one, at least not until her mom got back into town to counter Daddy’s disapproval with a hug and a whisper to “ignore it, honey,” in the kitchen after supper.
“Looks like you’ve got no shortage of protectors,” Pike said, lifting his whiskey shot and downing it with a twist of his wrist. “You’re good at the damsel in distress routine.”
“What do you mean by that?” she asked, frowning up at him.
Pike pushed the second shot her way with two long, slender fingers. “The quiver in your voice and those big, sad eyes. I mean, how could a man resist doing whatever it takes to make you feel better?”
Tulsi sat up straighter, anger cooling her lust. “You make it sound like I’m manipulating people. I’m not. I’m upset, that’s all.”
Pike seemed to chew on that, his jaw working back and forth as he fought to keep from saying something awful. But she knew Pike and his faces too well for him to hide behind a clenched jaw.
“What?” she prodded after a moment. “Go ahead, speak your mind.”
“I don’t think you’d like it,” he said, taking a long swig of the pale ale sweating on the bar. “Might hurt your feelings.”
“So?” she snapped. “It’s not like you could hurt me any more than you have already.”
Pike’s eyebrows lifted toward the brim of his hat. “Excuse me?”
Tulsi mentally cursed her inability to hold her tongue as she snatched her whiskey shot off the bar and tipped it back in one gulp, hoping Pike would let it go if she refused to answer. She hadn’t meant to start this conversation and there wasn’t enough liquid courage in the world to get her through it without falling apart.
“You’re the one who ended it,” Pike said, proving this wasn’t her day, not by a long shot. “You’re the one who was with someone else while we were supposed to be together. Or have you forgotten that inconvenient fact?”
Tulsi lifted her chin, fighting the urge to cry. “Yeah, well, you hadn’t returned my calls in three weeks. What else was I supposed to do?”
“Not fuck someone else!” Pike said, his voice loud enough to draw the attention of the older men at the other end of the bar and earn a glare from Clint.
“Keep your voice down,” she hissed, narrowing her eyes. “I thought it was over, okay? People who are in love don’t run off and ignore the person they say they’re in love with for three weeks. If I hadn’t been able to read your stats from your games, I would have been scared to death that you were dead. I have never felt more alone or miserable than I did those three weeks. Not in my entire life.”
“I needed some time to pull my shit together, for God’s sake,” Pike said, scowling, obviously still unable to see her side of things. “I was twenty-two years old and my father had disowned me right when I was starting my career. It messed me up pretty bad.”
“Yeah, well, I was eighteen and—” Tulsi trapped her bottom lip between her teeth, biting off the end of her sentence before she wrecked everything. “Forget it.” She slid off her chair, grabbed her purse, and made a beeline for the door, ignoring Pike’s call for her to wait.
She couldn’t tell him that she’d been eighteen, pregnant, and terrified. Terrified of raising a baby alone, but even more terrified of her child ending up with a father like hers. A father who cared more about his job than he did his kids, a man who would always be bitter about the things he’d been denied instead of happy with what he had.
“Tulsi, wait!” Pike called again as she started down the saloon’s front steps, but she only sped her pace toward her truck parked outside the drugstore.
Growing up, Tulsi and her sister, Reece, had worshiped their father—a retired pro rodeo rider who broke horses no other man could tame—but their love had never been good enough. Dale Hearst had wanted sons, and daughters could never measure up to the boys he’d been denied—no matter how much Tulsi loved horses or how fearless Reece was in the saddle. Tulsi grew up watching her sister fight to be loved and fail and knew it was only a matter of time before she, too, fell from grace. She would never be perfect enough to make up for not being the boy her father wanted, no matter how hard she tried.
Back when she was eighteen and Pike was suddenly gone, that was all she could think about. She couldn’t stand the thought of living the rest of her life tied to a man who craved his father’s approval so much he would shut her out of his heart while he licked his wounds. The fact that he’d cut her off the same day she’d planned to tell him the birth control pills had failed and that she was pregnant with his child had made it all that much worse.
Those three weeks without Pike had taught her that her love wasn’t enough for him, the same way it hadn’t been enough for her dad. That hard truth had shattered her, but she hadn’t been able to afford the luxury of falling apart. She’d had a baby on the way, a child she was determined would never know what it felt like to have a hole inside her heart where a parent’s love was supposed to be. So she’d made a choice, and she had never regretted it, not until now.
God, why did Pike have to come back? Why did she have to run into him today and remember what it felt like to be so close and only want to get closer?
She reached for her keys, but her hand was trembling so hard she dropped them on the sidewalk. By the time she snatched them off the concrete, Pike had closed the distance between them.
“Please wait. I’m sorry, okay?” His hand closed around her elbow, but she shook him off, unable to stand the confusion his touch inspired.
“Don’t,” she said. “I don’t want to talk to you.”
“I don’t believe you.” Pike’s hand fell to her hip, his fingers curling into the fabric of her jeans, sending a tremor of awareness shivering through her. “You want to do more than talk to me. You want the same thing I do. You want to remember what it was like between us.”
“Don’t,” Tulsi whispered, but her voice was breathy and unconvincing, even to her own ears.
Pike moved in closer, pinning her between his strong body and the driver’s side of the truck, making her breath speed as he leaned down to whisper in her ear. “You want me, Tulsi. I see it in your eyes every time you look at me. And I want you.”
Tulsi’s teeth bit into her bottom lip hard enough to send pain flashing through her jaw as she fought the urge to lean into Pike. She couldn’t touch him again, or she was going to lose the last of her self-control and put everything that mattered at risk.
“I want to taste you so bad it’s killing me,” he continued in a husky voice that made her nipples pull tight and her thighs ache. “I want to see if you still taste like springtime.”
Tulsi’s breath rushed out with a pained, hungry sound. “We can’t. It would be a mistake.”
“I know,” he whispered, “but I don’t care, baby. One more night with you would be worth it.”
Baby. The endearment cut through her like a knife.
She wasn’t his baby anymore; she was the girl he’d left behind and she needed a one-night stand with Pike like she needed a case of identity theft to empty out the last few hundred dollars in her bank account. This would be more than a mistake. One night with Pike would devastate her, wreck her, and leave her unfit to be the kind of mother Clem deserved. She couldn’t afford to give heartache an engraved invitation, no matter how much she wanted Pike.
“Leave me alone,” Tulsi said in a stronger voice, pressing her body into the heat-warmed door of the truck, putting as much space between them as possible. “I won’t do this with you. Not now, not ever.”
Pike pulled back, staring down at her with that piercing look of his. When they were younger, that look had always broken through her defenses, but not now. Now, she was strong. Now she knew what it was like to go through the hell of losing him and come out the other side and there was no way she was letting him drag her back to that miserable place again.
“I’ll pretend to be your friend for Mia’s benefit, but that’s all it is—pretend.” She lifted her chin, willing herself to stay strong as pain flicked across Pike’s features. “I don’t know who you are anymore and I don’t care to learn. What we had died a long time ago. Best if it stays in the ground.”
Pike’s throat worked as he swallowed. He was clearly hurt, but Tulsi refused to feel bad. She was doing what she had to do for her daughter, and Pike no doubt had a supermodel or two waiting in St. Louis to make him feel better. By this time next week, he’d be kissing someone else and have forgotten he ever knew a girl who tasted like springtime.
“Fine,” he said roughly. “I won’t bother you again.” And then he turned and walked away.
Tulsi watched him go, trying to convince herself that the wrenching feeling in her chest wasn’t her heart breaking. But it was getting harder to lie to herself. She was so confused. She wasn’t sure what the truth was anymore, she only knew that she wanted to go after Pike so badly it was physically painful.
But she didn’t take a step down that road. She got into her truck, started up the engine, and drove back to her too quiet house. There, she curled up in the middle of her lonely bed and cried harder than she’d cried since the first time she ended it with the only man she would ever love.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
 
Pike
 
Jim Sherman was the last person Pike wanted to see after the afternoon he’d had. But backing out would only make things worse, when he finally did get around to going home, and hurt his mother and Mia in the process. He’d already upset one woman today; he didn’t intend to add to the tally.
So, come six o’clock, Pike was dressed in a white button-up rolled at the sleeves and waiting downstairs for his sister. Sawyer was working late in preparation for taking time off for the wedding and honeymoon, so it was just Pike and Mia in the truck for the ride over. Mia chattered on about her day and the plans for the float trip while she drove, but Pike couldn’t bring himself to make polite conversation. All he could think about was Tulsi and the way her eyes had begged him to take her while her lips told him everything they’d had was dead and gone.
But she was wrong. Dead feelings didn’t make the air crackle with electricity. Dead feelings didn’t make a woman’s eyes fill with tears or a man’s heart feel like it was splitting right up the middle.
He’d experienced more conflicting emotions this afternoon than in all of the past year, and he was in no state to face his father with a cool head. He knew he was in for a rough night, even before he stepped up onto the porch where his father was waiting in his favorite wicker glider and Jim greeted him with the usual “warmth.”
“Torn ACL. Is that what’s wrong this time?” he asked, not giving Pike time to answer before offering his five cents on his son’s injury. “That wouldn’t have happened if you’d stepped up your cross-training before the season started like we did when you were in school. You’re getting older, son. That means you have to work harder, not cut corners so you can spend more time getting your face in magazines. The game is what matters.”
“Hi, Dad,” Pike said, grimacing in his father’s direction. “Good to see you, too.”
“Don’t start, you two,” Mia warned, casting a pleading look over her shoulder at Pike, before leaning down to peck her father on the cheek. “How’s Mom feeling, Dad?”
Their father grunted. “Better. She thinks it was something she ate. She’s been fine since this morning, and she’s making lasagna for dinner.”
“Good, I’ll go see if she needs any help,” Mia said, moving toward the front door. “Y’all play nice, you hear? No one is allowed to fight during my wedding week.”
Pike settled into the chair next to his father, already feeling the familiar tension creep into his shoulders. He’d spent most of his adolescence butting heads with his dad, and, no matter how much older or wiser he became, it never got any easier to look into his father’s eyes and see nothing but statistics reflected back. Jim Sherman was capable of seeing his daughter as a person with thoughts and feelings, a soul worthy of affection whether or not her business succeeded or if she was ever named Lonesome Point “Entrepreneur of the Year.” But when it came to his son, there was only pro ball and what kind of legacy Pike Sherman, pitcher for the St. Louis Cardinals, was going to leave behind.
When Jim said the game was what mattered, he meant the game was all that mattered, and every time Pike came home that painful truth only became more obvious.
“How much longer are you going to be out?” Jim asked after Mia disappeared into the house.
“I’m not sure.” Pike shrugged. “At least another two weeks. I’m doing all my PT but—”
“Rick Fogler said he saw you jogging downtown today. You should be resting and icing, not putting more stress on the injury.”
“My physical therapist cleared me to run with my knee brace,” Pike said, the muscle in his jaw leaping as he fought the urge to tell his father to mind his own business. “I’m taking care of it and doing what I’m supposed to do, Dad. Now it’s just a matter of time. I have to wait and see how I heal.”
His father exhaled audibly. “You’ve already missed the All-Star game and two weeks of play. If you don’t buckle down, you might be out for the season. The guys on Sports Center were saying the docs they talked to said this injury could be a career ender. What do you think about that?”
“I think I’d like it if you would pick up a phone and talk to me instead of getting your information from Rick Fogler or the douchebags on Sports Center,” Pike snapped. “Jesus, Dad. I’ve been playing pro ball for almost seven years. I know what I’m doing. I’m not a kid anymore.”
Jim grunted. “Well, you wouldn’t know it from the pictures in the magazines. You know your mother sees that crap, Pike. She saw that shot of you drunk on the red carpet with that girl from the vampire movies.”
“I wasn’t drunk,” Pike said, voice rising. “It was a doctored photo. Something manufactured to sell magazines. How many times do I have to—”
“There’s my boy!” His mother’s voice sounded from behind him and a moment later her arms were on his shoulders, rubbing the tension away as she leaned down to kiss his cheek. “So glad you’re home, baby. I made all your favorites. Even the green bean casserole I usually only make at Thanksgiving.”
“Thanks, Mom.” Pike sighed as he stood to pull his mother in for a hug, hating that he’d let his father get to him not five minutes into the visit. “It’s good to see you.”
“You too. I can’t wait to hear all your news,” she said, looping her arm around his waist. “Why don’t you come into the kitchen and we can have a glass of wine while Mia finishes up the salads?”
“Sounds great,” Pike said, glancing over his shoulder at his father. “You coming, Dad?”
“I’ll be in in a minute,” he said, rising from his chair and starting for the porch steps. “I need to go check on the group down at the lodge.”
Pike’s lip curled. The lodge—the hunting lodge his father had built on their property, turning their failing cattle ranch into a hunter’s paradise—was always a good excuse for Dad to bail when he was tired of dealing with his son.
“But I thought you’d already checked on them this afternoon,” his mom said, her brow furrowing. “Come on in, Jim, and do it later. I can’t remember the last time we had the entire family here.”
“I do,” Pike said. “But last time, Dad made it through the main course before he bailed.”
His mother stiffened beside him. “Now, Pike, let’s not—”
“No, let him say what he wants to say, Jenny,” his father interrupted. “He should talk ’cause he’s certainly no good at listening.”
“Like you’re one to talk, Dad,” Pike said, stepping away from his mother. “Jesus, whatever. I should have known better than to think this was going to be any different than every other time I’ve come home.”
“Please, Pike, don’t leave,” his mother begged, sounding so upset Pike wanted to kick the banister on his way down the porch steps.
“I’m not, Mom. I’m just going for a walk,” he said, turning back to see his mother’s eyes wide in her perfectly made up face. She’d dressed up for his visit and gone to a lot of trouble with the meal, otherwise he would be out of here. He didn’t need this tonight, not when he was already stressed out about his future and reeling from his encounter with Tulsi. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
He stuffed his hands in his pockets and aimed his body toward the mesquite trees, down the trail leading to the fifty acres of family property where his father’s lodge guests weren’t allowed to hunt. As a kid, Pike had spent half his life out here, riding horses and ATVs, fishing and camping with his friends, dreaming of the day when he would never have to go back home to Jim Sherman’s house again. He’d loved his dad, but he’d also resented him. No matter how hard Pike tried, no matter how many games he won or trophies he brought home, it was never good enough.
In interviews, Pike credited his father’s relentless drive and devotion to the game for getting him to the big leagues years sooner than other pitchers. When the St. Louis Cardinals’ star pitcher tore his rotator cuff seven years ago and the recruiters started scouting the minors for a mid-season relief pitcher, Pike immediately rose to the top of the list of contenders, even though he was only halfway through his first season pitching for the Springfield Cardinals. He’d been a star at twenty-two and was now well on his way to being a legend, but when people asked, Pike always passed the glory on to his father rather than talking about his own passion for the game.
The truth was, Pike didn’t know if he loved the game anymore. He still fought hard to be the absolute best player he could be because that was the way he was wired, but playing ball hadn’t been fun for a long time. Not since he was a kid and his Little League coach told his dad that Pike was a prodigy, setting a lifetime of events in motion.
Sometimes Pike wished he could go back in time and tell his younger self to play soccer instead. He was grateful for his success and knew he was living the dream, he just wasn’t sure whose dream it was—his or his father’s.
“Hey, Pike, wait for me,” Mia called from behind him.
Pike paused on the dirt trail, waiting for his sister to catch up before he started walking again. “I’m sorry,” he said with a sigh. “I was determined not to let this happen, but the man just…pushes my buttons.”
“I know.” Mia crossed her arms and kicked a rock farther down the trail. “I should have realized Dad was going to be worse this time, not better. He’s scared, Pike. I think he’s afraid you’re never going to play ball again.”
“And then what good would I be to anyone, right?” Pike said, but his joking tone fell flat.
Mia’s fingers curled around his bicep and squeezed. “Seriously, Pike, it’s not that bad, is it? I thought it was just a minor thing, and you’d be back on the mound in a week or two.”
“Honestly, I don’t know,” he said, surprised to find his chest loosening as the words came out. It felt good to finally say what his trainer and therapist had been dancing around for weeks. “It’s definitely better, but it’s not good enough, you know? My doctor wants to give it another week or two, and if I’m still not snapping back, she thinks surgery might be the only option.”
“Shit,” Mia said. “That sucks.”
“It’s okay. I mean I always thought it would be my shoulder or my elbow that took me out of the game, but…” Pike shrugged. “At least I’ve had a good run.”
Mia tucked her arm more tightly through his. “Don’t talk like that. Surgery doesn’t mean the end. Lots of athletes come back after surgery. And you’re tougher than all of those losers.”
Pike smiled. “Thanks, sis.”
“You’re welcome.” Mia slowed, pulling them both to a stop. “You think you might be up for dinner now? Everything’s out of the oven and the sooner we eat, the sooner we can leave.”
“We don’t have to rush on my account.” Pike turned, heading back toward the house, feeling calmer after only a few minutes in the woods. It wasn’t Montana, but it was definitely far more peaceful here than in his apartment in St. Louis. “I know Mom wants to catch up, and you love dessert.”
“I do love dessert, but I also love Tulsi,” Mia said, making Pike’s jaw clench.
As long as he was in this town, he couldn’t seem to get away from that name or all the thoughts and feelings it stirred up. He had to get out of Lonesome Point. The sooner, the better.
“While you were talking to Dad, I gave Tulsi a call to see how her meeting went,” Mia continued. “She was pretty messed up about it. I think she needs a shoulder to cry on.”
“Oh yeah?” Pike played dumb, trusting his hunch that Tulsi hadn’t told Mia about their chat this afternoon even as he fought the renewed urge to go beat the shit out of Chad Cutter.
“Yeah. Apparently Chad The Douchebag denied her request for funding and then, this afternoon, her dad told her he wouldn’t cut her any slack on the rent she owes him for the barn.” Mia cursed beneath her breath. “That man drives me crazy. I know you think Dad is bad, but he’s a saint compared to Mr. Hearst. I swear it’s like he wants to drag Tulsi down instead of giving her a hand up. Ever since Clem was born, Tulsi’s been able to do no right as far as that man’s concerned.”
“What? Why?” Pike asked, angry on Tulsi’s behalf. “She’s a great mother.”
“She was also an unmarried teen mother,” Mia said, rolling her eyes. “You know how this town can be. It was a big deal around here when it happened. People gossiped and some of it was really mean. Tulsi’s dad was embarrassed and I don’t think he ever got over it. It’s amazing poor Tulsi remembers how to have any fun with her dad on her ass, acting like her entire life is one big mistake.”
“That’s a bunch of shit,” Pike growled.
“Tell me about it.” Mia sighed. “But old farts will be old farts. There’s no changing them.”
Pike shook his head and clenched his jaw, biting back all the things he wanted to say. He wanted to insist that Tulsi didn’t deserve to be treated that way. Better yet, he wanted to place a call to Mr. Hearst, call him a few choice words, and then head straight to Tulsi’s to do whatever he could to cheer her up. But then…he was part of the problem and not the shoulder she needed right now.
He’d taken things too far today. It didn’t matter that he and Tulsi had a painful personal history or that he was still hurting from the decisions she’d made. He knew better than to let hurt feelings do the talking.
Hurt feelings or your cock.
Pike winced. That, too. Tulsi wasn’t a one-night stand type of girl. He should have known better than to suggest something like that. And he should have listened to her, really listened, instead of going on the defensive. For years, he’d blamed her for what they’d lost, but three weeks must have seemed like an eternity to an eighteen-year-old waiting to hear from the man she loved, a man she’d only been in a relationship with for a few months. Yes, he’d been messed up by the worst fight he’d ever had with his dad—a fight that made their argument today look like a chuckle fest—but he should have let Tulsi help him through it instead of shutting her out.
But he’d never been good at letting people in. Letting people in led to letting people down, and he’d already had enough disappointed looks from his father to last him a lifetime. It was probably for the best that he and Tulsi had fallen apart when they did. In the long run, he wouldn’t have been good for her.
But at least you would have tried to make her happy. And if you were Clem’s father you would have stood by Tulsi and never let anyone make her feel small or ashamed.
The thought was enough to twist Pike’s guts into knots all over again. If he hadn’t shut Tulsi out, he would have been Clem’s father. And if hadn’t made Tulsi feel like what they had was over, she never would have slept with that counselor at her camp. Pike would have been her first and only. They’d been on the road to forever and would have stayed on track if he hadn’t screwed it up. This was his fault and he’d been an asshole not to realize it years ago.
“You ready to dine and dash?” Mia asked as they started up the porch steps.
Pike nodded. “Sure, but…Mia?”
“Yeah?” Mia stopped and turned back to look at him with her kind brown eyes, those eyes that had no idea he and her best friend had once broken each other’s hearts.
“Is there anything I can do to help Tulsi? Maybe fund her work for a few months or something, just until she can sort things out and get back on her feet?”
Mia’s expression softened in a way Pike knew he didn’t deserve. “You’re a sweetheart, but I don’t think so. Tulsi’s got a lot of pride. She wouldn’t want charity from a friend, especially not one she had a crush on for forever.”
Pike blinked, wondering if maybe Mia wasn’t as clueless as he thought, but then his sister added in an urgent voice—
“But don’t ever tell her I told you that, okay? She would kill me dead and then die of embarrassment herself. And then Clementine would have to grow up without a mother or a cool Aunt Mia. And she needs me to teach her how to take over as the prankster of Lonesome Point when I retire.”
Pike laughed. “Like that’s going to happen anytime soon. Gram told me about those naked cowboy blow up dolls you put in her barn. She thinks you traumatized the horses.”
Mia grinned. “I was going to get her with those a long time ago at the ghost town, but the timing was off. I just wish I could have been there to see her face.”
“You should ease up. Gram’s getting up there. You’re going to give her a heart attack one of these days.”
“Nah,” Mia said, waving her hand in the air as she trotted up the steps beside him. “Sugar Britches loves it when I mess with her. It’s all part of our twisted and wonderful relationship. I prank her, she treats me like her indentured servant—it all works out.”
“She’s still dumping the ghost town stuff on you?” Pike asked, holding open the door for Mia before following her into the lasagna-scented house. His mother looked up from the island in the kitchen, as they walked in, and smiled. His dad was already parked at the table attacking a salad, obviously intending to eat dinner with the family after all.
“Totally, but I don’t mind,” Mia said. “The benefit concert was a lot of work, but it was also a lot of fun. It was amazing to see Bubba up on stage.”
Pike and Mia joined their mother in the kitchen, pouring wine, while she carved up the lasagna, and helping to bring the side dishes to the table. Over dinner, they talked about the concert and the wedding, Mom’s volunteer work at the hospital, Dad’s new ideas for the ranch, and Pike’s flight down from Arizona after his vintage Mustang died just outside of Phoenix. They avoided talk of baseball or baseball injuries, and at the end of the meal, his father walked him to the door and gave him a firm pat on the shoulder.
It wasn’t a hug or an apology, but it was as close as Jim Sherman ever got to “I’m sorry,” and as Pike followed Mia down the steps, he felt guilty all over again.
His family wasn’t perfect, but he had a mother who adored him, a father who loved him in his own frustrating way, and a sister who was one of his best friends. Meanwhile, Tulsi had a disapproving father she’d been intimidated by for most of her life, a mouse of a mom who lived in her husband’s shadow, and a sister who’d run off when Tulsi was fourteen never to be seen in Lonesome Point again. Thank God for Mia, or Tulsi might not have made it through having a baby at eighteen. His sister was an amazing woman and a wonderful friend, but when Mia dropped him at her store and left to go see Tulsi, Pike couldn’t help feeling that it should be him.
It should have been him who stood by Tulsi all those years ago, and it should be him going to her now. As he stood on the front porch of Lavender and Lace, watching Mia’s truck drive away, the truth suddenly hit him—hard, making his chest ache.
He was still in love. He was still in love with Tulsi Hearst, after all these years, after all the water under the bridge. He didn’t want to leave the past behind and move on; he wanted to reach back across time, take eighteen-year-old Tulsi’s hand and never let go. But it was impossible. She wanted nothing to do with him. She’d made that clear this afternoon.
It was like his coach said—you can lay down and quit or you can get up and fight, but there’s no going back. There was no way back to the Tulsi he’d known, but maybe there was a way to get close to her again, to bridge the distance between them and reclaim the friendship he’d lost. The truth was he wanted more than friendship, but he’d count it as a victory just to be able to look into Tulsi’s eyes and know she didn’t hate him anymore.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Tulsi
 
It was the worst night ever and it was all Pike Sherman’s fault.
If he hadn’t come to town, Tulsi wouldn’t have spent half her afternoon crying, lied to her best friend about why she needed cheering up, or been forced to endure a fifteen minute lecture from the director of Bibles and Bunk Beds, detailing all the ways she was failing to bring her daughter up properly. If Tulsi hadn’t needed to make sure Clementine and Pike saw as little of each other as possible during Pike’s visit, she wouldn’t have sent her daughter to camp in the first place. Clem was too young, and obviously had too much intelligence and personality for the stuffy old women running Bibles and Bunk Beds.
Tulsi had been prepared for a phone call about Clem sneaking off to explore or trying to jump off the big diving board, even though only the older kids were allowed to use the high dive. She hadn’t been prepared for a lecture on teaching Clem to keep her mouth closed and her ears open.
“It’s like they hate her for having a brain!” Tulsi sobbed, swiping another tissue from the box Mia had fetched from the bathroom moments after she came through the door and saw the state Tulsi was in.
“They don’t hate her,” Mia said, patting her knee. “How could anyone hate Clem? She’s the best.”
“It s-sounded like they hated her,” Tulsi said. “Mrs. Beatrix made it seem like she was some sort of a monster. I know calling God a jerk face was bad, but she just wanted to know why he killed all the innocent babies in the flood. That’s not being a monster; that’s having a sweet heart!”
Mia’s brow furrowed sympathetically. “Of course it is. And it’s a valid question.”
“Well, apparently the church camp people don’t like kids who ask questions.” Tulsi wadded up the tissue in her hand. “I should go pick her up right now. I don’t care if she begged to stay.”
“And then she would give you no end of grief and you’d both be even more miserable than you are now,” Mia said, pinning her with a hard look. “If she wants to stay, she’s obviously doing okay and having fun. And Mrs. Beatrix can’t mess up all the good parenting you’ve done in a week.”
“But Clem must be so confused,” Tulsi said with another sniff. “I’ve always encouraged her to speak her mind and think for herself.”
Mia held up the tiny trashcan from the bathroom for Tulsi to toss her tissue. “She’ll be fine. She’ll be home for the wedding on Saturday and we can talk to her then before she heads back to camp for the last night.”
“But what do I say?” Tulsi asked. “That part of the story’s always bothered me, too.”
“Tell her that parts of the Old Testament are weird and violent and it’s okay to be creeped out,” Mia said with a shrug, making hard answers seem easy the way she always did. “I mean, the Noah story is scary. I don’t know why people think it’s so perfect for kids. Cute two by two animals do not make up for wiping out the rest of creation in a big scary flood. I guess most kids don’t get that, but Clem’s advanced for her age. We’ve known that for a while.”
Tulsi sighed. “She’s so much smarter than me.”
Mia laughed. “She is not. Don’t be crazy. You’re smart!”
“Not the way she is,” Tulsi said, but the words didn’t bring on another round of tears. Talking to Mia was working the magic it always did, making her feel better even though talking didn’t change any of the things that had gone wrong. “I’m not always going to have answers to her questions, you know? No matter how hard I’ll try.”
“And that’s okay, too,” Mia said gently. “It’s okay for Clem to know that we’re all searching and trying to do the best we can. The only people who think they’ve got life all figured out are the ones who’ve stopped paying attention. And those people are the real jerk faces.”
Tulsi smiled as she rested her cheek on the overstuffed couch cushion. “At least she didn’t say anything worse than jerk face.”
“Yeah, that would have been bad.” A guilty expression flickered across Mia’s features. “I guess some people should start watching their mouths in front of Clem a little more than they do right now.”
Tulsi chuckled. “Don’t worry about it. I slip up sometimes, too.”
Mia lifted a wry brow. “I don’t think ‘flipping’ counts as a swear word.”
“It does too. And sometimes I say ‘damn it’ under my breath when I’m driving.”
“Rebel.” Mia poked her playfully in the leg. “All right Miss Potty Mouth, are you ready for pie now?”
“I am so ready for pie,” Tulsi said, sliding her legs out from under her. “Let me go grab plates.”
Mia waved her back onto the couch as she hopped to her feet. “Don’t worry about it. I know where everything is. You just relax. You’ve had a rough day. Let me wait on you.”
“You don’t have to,” Tulsi said as her cell began to buzz behind her on the couch, where she’d hurled it after her lecture from Mrs. Beatrix.
“I want to.” Mia pointed to the phone as she headed toward the kitchen. “If that’s the camp, don’t answer.”
“I have to. Clem might have changed her mind about coming home.” Tulsi snatched the phone from the cushion and glanced at the screen to see an out of state number. For a second, she considered letting the call go to voicemail, but on the off chance that it was one of her clients calling from out of town, she tapped the green button. “Hello.”
“Hey, T.T., what’s up? I got your message a few minutes ago. My cell died so I’m calling from a friend’s phone.” Reece’s usually soft, husky voice was raised to a shout and there was a ton of background noise—the rumble of a large crowd and the blare of buzzers—but no one called Tulsi T.T. except her sister.
“Hey you!” Tulsi smiled, amazed that Reece had called her back so quickly. Usually, it took at least three days for her sister to get around to returning a call. “Oh, nothing much. I was just feeling down about Daddy and some other stuff and wanted to hear your voice.”
“You needed someone to tell you that he’s an asshole, and you shouldn’t listen to a word he says?”
Tulsi’s smile widened. “Something like that.”
“He’s an asshole,” Reece said, shouting to be heard over a sudden roar of approval from the crowd at whatever stadium she was in tonight. “It doesn’t matter that he’s great with Clementine and has mellowed out since we were kids. He’s still an asshole, his thinking is back asswards, and he doesn’t have anyone’s best interests at heart except his own.”
“He’s still charging me rent to use the barn,” Tulsi said, ignoring the voice in her head that said it was disloyal to gossip about Dad when he’d done so much for her and Clem. “And he said he’s kicking all the therapy horses out if I miss even one month because of the funding cuts.”
Reece swore colorfully, calling Daddy a few curse words Tulsi had never even heard before, proving she wasn’t the Hearst sister with the potty mouth. “He’s leaving the ranch to you when he dies, anyway. And you’ve worked your ass off breaking horses for him for free and hiring staff to keep the rest of the ranch running. What the hell is wrong with him?”
Tulsi shrugged, smiling as Mia returned with two generous slices of apple pie topped with vanilla ice cream. “I don’t know. He says he’s trying to teach me responsibility.”
“You’re plenty responsible. It’s not your fault your funding was cut all of a sudden. Do you want me to call him for you? Tell him he’s being a dick?”
Tulsi sputtered at the thought. Reece and her father hadn’t seen each other in person for nearly twelve years and only talked on the phone for a few minutes at Christmas and on Father’s Day. They preferred to communicate with passive aggressive gifts and the occasional smart-ass greeting card. “Oh my God, no. That would only make it worse. He’d know I’ve been talking about him behind his back.”
“So what? I think it’s high—” Reece broke off, her voice dropping as she spoke to someone in the background. “Listen, I’m about to ride in a few minutes. Want me to call you back later?”
“No, no, that’s okay,” Tulsi said, pulse leaping the way it always did when she thought about her big sister’s career. Bull riding was a terrifying sport, and being the only female rider in the pro circuit ensured Reece attracted more than her fair share of attention. The combination of danger and scrutiny her sister endured on a weekly basis made Tulsi positively ill with nerves, but Reece loved her job and swore she wouldn’t trade it for anything in the world. “You go get ready. And please be careful.”
Reece laughed. “I don’t do careful. I don’t do good girl, either, so let me know if you change your mind and want me to rip Daddy a new asshole for you.”
Tulsi’s stomach roiled. “You say that stuff just to freak me out, don’t you?”
“Sometimes,” Reece confessed. “I’m sending Dad a new horse on Friday, by the way. This one is a real pisser. No way you’re breaking him in a month.”
“Are you trying to get me killed?” Tulsi asked, rolling her eyes as she took the plate Mia offered. “I got thrown twice by the last present you sent.”
Reece was quiet for a moment, making Tulsi worry she’d made her sister—who could be as volatile as their father at times—angry. “No, T.T.…I guess I just keep thinking that if you stand up to enough horses, you’ll work up the guts to stand up to Dad. No one can give you permission to stop giving a shit about his bullshit except you, you know?”
Tulsi swallowed, but before she could think of what to say, she heard Reece’s name called on the loudspeaker on the other end of the line.
“I’ve gotta go, talk soon,” her sister said. A second later, the line went dead.
“Reece?” Mia asked, popping a bite of apple pie between her lips.
Tulsi nodded and dug her fork into the golden crust where the vanilla ice cream was just starting to melt, ignoring the churning feeling in her stomach. “She’s riding tonight and had to go.”
“She’s insane. It’s amazing she hasn’t broken every bone in her body by now.”
“She’s broken a lot,” Tulsi said, stabbing another bite of pie. “But she keeps going back for more. Some people don’t learn from their mistakes; they just keep making the same ones over and over again.”
Mia hummed knowingly around her fork. “Talking to her always pisses you off.”
“It does not,” Tulsi said, aiming for a light tone and failing. “I’m not pissed off.”
“And I don’t want to eat half that pie,” Mia said. “You and Reece are just too different. You’re like the angel and devil characters from those old cartoons. You got all the sweet and she got all the trouble.”
Tulsi wrinkled her nose, not liking the comparison for some reason. Usually, she didn’t mind being called sweet. She was sweet. And shy and the kind of person who would bend over backward to avoid making waves or hurting feelings. Even when the church camp director had been making her blood boil on the phone, Tulsi hadn’t raised her voice or said anything impolite. She hadn’t been raised to talk back to her elders, even if her elders were being ridiculous. She’d been raised to nod and smile and to firmly believe that a woman caught more flies with honey than vinegar.
But Reece had been raised the same way, only it hadn’t stuck. Reece had been standing up, speaking out, and letting her sour side show since they were children. She was always ready for a fight and wasn’t shy about calling a pile of poo a pile of poo.
Meanwhile, it had nearly killed Tulsi to stand up to Chad today and fight for something she knew was right. The only person she’d ever stood up to on a regular basis was Pike. For some reason, with him she hadn’t been shy about disagreeing, speaking her mind, or showing him the core of iron at the heart of her. She hadn’t been afraid to show him anything because…he’d loved her.
Really loved her—light and dark, sweet and sour, and everything in between.
The thought made Tulsi’s pie taste like it was curdling in her mouth.
It was true. Pike was the only person who had ever known her, inside and out, even the parts she was sometimes afraid to admit were there, and that’s why she couldn’t bear to be around him. Looking into the eyes of the man she’d once trusted with her every secret and seeing someone who was only interested in a one-night stand was too much to take. She had to avoid him as much as possible until he left town, and now was as good a time as any to let Mia know the float trip was a no go.
“I’ve been meaning to talk to you about something,” Tulsi said, setting the pie down on the coffee table in front of her, her appetite vanishing in a fresh wave of anxiety. “I don’t think I’m going to be able to make the float trip, after all.”
“What?” Mia’s eyes widened. “But we’ve been planning it all summer.”
“I know,” Tulsi said, hating herself for upsetting her best friend during her wedding week, but knowing she wouldn’t survive twenty-four hours on the river with Pike. “But with my funding getting cut and all the stuff with Dad, I don’t feel like I’d be very good company.”
“But you’re going to be at the wedding, right?” Mia sat her half-eaten pie down on the table beside Tulsi’s, proving how upset she was. Mia wasn’t the type to abandon dessert until her plate was empty and every crumb had been swiped up with a finger.
“Of course! I’m maid of honor. I wouldn’t miss being a part of your big day for the world.”
“Miss it,” Mia said, wiping her hands on her napkin. “I don’t care. Just please, please come on the float trip. It won’t be the same without you and Bubba. It won’t feel like old times at all.”
“You can’t be serious, Mia,” Tulsi said, though she could tell that Mia was dead serious. “You’ll still have Ugly Ross, Pike, and Sawyer with you. It will still be a good time.”
“I don’t care about the good time,” Mia said, her eyes beginning to shine. “This isn’t about that. It’s about proving that nothing good is going to change. That even though I’m getting married and Bubba’s moved away and we’re all getting older, we’re still the same people we’ve always been. That we’re still family and we’re always going to be, no matter what.”
Tulsi reached out, taking Mia’s hand and giving it a strong squeeze. “You will always be my family. I love you with every single piece of my heart. You know that.”
Mia squeezed her hand. “Then come with me, Tulsi, please. Let’s make one more wonderful memory before I say I do.”
Tulsi’s forehead wrinkled. “You aren’t having second thoughts about the wedding, are you? I thought you and Sawyer were doing great.”
“We are,” Mia said, sniffing as she brushed a tear from her cheek. “I love him so much, but that doesn’t mean I’m not nervous, too.”
“Why?” Tulsi asked gently. “Don’t you think you’re making the right choice?” She certainly did—Sawyer worshiped Mia and was one of the kindest, sexiest, most amazing men Tulsi had ever met—but Mia’s opinion was all that mattered.
Mia shook her head so vigorously her curls stretched longer. “No, I know Sawyer’s the one for me. I guess…” She curled her feet beneath her and crossed her arms. “I don’t know, I guess I’m worried there’s no going back after the wedding. I may be codependent or whatever, but your friendship means the world to me. Sawyer’s my heart and soul, but you and Bubba are my arms and legs. I can’t imagine the three of us not being as close as we are now. I just don’t ever want to lose you.”
Tulsi opened her arms, pulling Mia in for a hug as her best friend’s face crumpled. “Oh, sweetie, you won’t ever lose us,” she cooed, rubbing Mia’s shaking shoulders. “Yes, things are changing, but Bubba is a rock, you know that. His love is forever, and so is mine. I’ve loved you since we were little kids and once you have my heart, it’s yours for keeps.”
For keeps. Which is why she still loved Pike and why it hurt so much to realize his heart wasn’t made of the same stuff as hers. But no matter how painful it would be to spend more time with him, she would do it. Because Mia needed her and that was more important than anything else.
“I’ll be on the float trip and at the wedding and anywhere else you need me,” she promised, rubbing her palm in soothing circles around Mia’s back.
“Even the trail ride, bridal shower, scavenger hunt thing on Wednesday?” Mia asked. “Or whatever my insane grandmother is planning?”
“Of course,” Tulsi said. “I’m bringing a few of my good trail horses and I promised Emily I’d come over early and help her saddle all the others.”
“Good,” Mia said with a sniff as she pulled back from the embrace.
“I’m so sorry I upset you,” Tulsi said, feeling awful. “I didn’t realize you were struggling. I’ve been so caught up in my own troubles I wasn’t paying close enough attention.”
“It’s okay.” Mia smiled. “I understand why you’re upset, but I think the float trip will be a good thing for both of us. A chance to get away from it all, you know?”
Tulsi did her best to push thoughts of sharing a canoe with Pike from her mind. Thursday morning would come soon enough and her mama had always told her not to borrow tomorrow’s trouble today.
“And you don’t think I’m crazy, right?” Mia asked, a vulnerable note in her voice.
“No,” Tulsi said with a smile. “I’m just concerned about one thing.”
“What’s that?”
“If Bubba and I are your arms and legs, what body part is Ugly Ross?”
Mia snorted with laughter. “Oh, Ross. I love him to death, but he’s just not an arm or a leg, you know? He’s more like an appendix. Sort of useless, but you’d be really upset if he suddenly started acting up.”
Tulsi giggled. “Poor Ross. I’m going to tell him he’s the vestigial organ of friends.”
“Don’t you dare,” Mia said, slapping Tulsi on the thigh with a grin. “You know I love him. It wouldn’t be home without Ugly Ross. Besides, he’s bringing all the food for the float trip, so we don’t want to piss him off.”
Their talk turned to preparations for the trip and Tulsi did her best to think only of the fun she’d have with her best friend, not how hellish it would be to have Pike so close but still a million miles away.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Pike
 
Pike and Mia pulled up to their grandmother’s house mid-morning on Wednesday to find the horses for the trail ride already saddled and tied up along the fence. Gram was waiting for them on the porch, sipping a glass of sweet tea in full Wild West attire, including a petticoat under her long skirt and a six-shooter tucked into the holster slung low on her hips.
Mia chuckled as they climbed the porch into the shade. “I thought this was a scavenger hunt¸ Sugar Britches. Should I have brought my sidearm? Are we going to be hunting squirrels on the way down to the creek?”
“It’s not a real pistol, Amelia Louise,” Gram said, pruning her lips. “It’s part of my costume for the Wild West convention next month. I figured I should practice riding in it with family first before I embarrass myself in public.”
“You look great, Gram.” Pike leaned down to press a kiss to her cheek. “You’re going to knock all those old cowboys out of their saddles.”
Gram beamed. “See, Mia, this is the way you behave if you want to be my favorite grandchild.”
Mia laughed. “You said I was your favorite last weekend.”
“Favorite granddaughter,” Gram corrected as she stood to give Pike a proper hug.
“I’m you’re only granddaughter,” Mia said, rolling her eyes. “I’m going to find Sawyer. Is he in the barn?”
“Yes,” Gram said. “I put him to work disposing of those terrible dolls you left last time.”
Mia made a stricken sound and dashed off the porch, shouting, “Don’t do it, Sawyer! Those are my naked cowboys! I have more plans for them!”
Gram giggled wickedly as she grabbed her cell phone off the table near her glass of tea and started down the porch steps. “I’ll be right back, Pike,” she whispered. “I need to snap a picture of Mia getting a taste of her own medicine. I’ve got those blow up dolls rigged to fall on her head as soon as she walks into the barn.”
Pike shook his head as he watched Gram scamper across the yard like she was sixteen instead of seventy-something. Gram could insist he was her favorite all day long, but she and Mia were two of a kind and getting tighter with every passing year. It was one of the many ways Lonesome Point had moved on without him. Back when he was in high school, Mia and Gram had constantly butted heads, but now they’d banded together to expand the ghost town and were friends as well as family.
Pike ambled down the steps and over to the line of horses, stopping near a mare with white socks and a shiny black tail he didn’t recognize. But that didn’t mean much. He’d lost track of how many horses called Gram’s barn home a long time ago. He wasn’t a part of this town anymore and usually that was just fine with him. He wasn’t the type who got homesick.
Or at least he hadn’t been until Monday night, when he’d lain awake wondering how different his life would have been if he and Tulsi had stayed together. He’d managed to keep his mind off depressing shit yesterday by helping Sawyer’s crew lay new floorboards in the ghost town schoolhouse, but last night had been a repeat of the night before. Every time he closed his eyes, Tulsi’s face floated in the darkness behind them. Every time he fell asleep, dreams of that happy life they’d never had tortured him awake again.
He didn't want dreams of Tulsi: he wanted the woman herself. At the very least, he wanted her forgiveness, but he had no idea how to go about apologizing for all the stupid things he’d done.
“What do you think, pretty girl?” Pike held his knuckles up for the mare to sniff. “Think I can convince her not to hate me?”
The animal blew out a long breath, setting its lips to flapping.
“Well, what do you know?” Pike asked, smiling as he stroked the animal’s neck. “You’re just a horse.”
“I’d be careful if I were you,” came a sweet drawl from behind him. “She bites when she’s impatient to get going, so watch your fingers.”
Tulsi. Again. He would call it coincidence that she’d appeared right when he was thinking of her, but he hadn’t stopped thinking about her for the past two days. He turned to see her stepping off the porch, a glass of tea in hand. She was dressed in faded blue jeans, a light pink tank top, and a tan cowgirl hat that had seen better days, but she still took Pike’s breath away.
“Hey you,” he said softly.
“Hey yourself,” she said, wiping one hand on her worn jeans. She looked exactly the way she had when she was eighteen and used to meet him in her father’s back pasture for a ride after school. Pike’s chest tightened as he remembered the way she would run to him and throw her arms around his neck, hugging him so tight there was no doubt in his mind that she was thrilled to see him.
Now, she stood with her arms crossed and her tea clutched to her chest, meeting his eyes for only a fraction of a second before her gaze fell to the ground and an awkward silence swelled between them. Pike wanted to say something to ease the tension, but before he could say a word, Ugly Ross and his date roared up the dirt road in Ross’s ancient bug, kicking up dust, which the hot summer wind whipped across the yard.
By the time the dust had cleared, Tulsi was gone.
Pike didn’t see her again until the group of twenty friends and family members were mounted and starting down the trail behind his grandmother’s house. He was near the front of the group, behind Sawyer and Mia; Tulsi was at the very back, trailing behind with Ross’s date, a girl with jet black hair and arm sleeve tattoos who looked like she’d be more comfortable on a skateboard than a horse. Tulsi had always had a soft spot for newbies—going out of her way to make sure they had a great first experience because she wanted everyone to love horses as much as she did—but Pike knew there was more to it this time.
She was avoiding him. It was what he’d expected, but it still made him feel like shit. She was right there, the woman he was still in love with after seven years apart, the woman he’d probably love until the day they put him in the ground, but she might as well be in another time zone. She didn’t want anything to do with him, and that near-kiss Monday afternoon was probably the last time he’d ever touch her.
The knowledge made him ache all over and by the time they reached the end of the trail, where a cool stream ran through a grove of shade trees at the back of Gram’s acreage, his knee felt like it was catching fire. His doctor has said he was clear to ride as long as he wasn’t in pain. The first two and a half miles had been okay, but as he slid to the ground to water his horse by the stream, his bum leg threatened to buckle. He clung to the saddle for a long beat, grimacing as hot licks of pain shot through his connective tissue.
“You okay?” Mia asked, frowning at him over her horse’s back.
“Fine,” Pike forced out through gritted teeth. He wasn’t going to ruin Mia’s shower by making her worry about him. He’d stick a cold can of soda on his knee during lunch and walk the horse back to Gram’s if he wasn’t feeling better come time to head to the farmhouse.
“Here, let me tie him up for you.” Sawyer appeared beside him and took the reins.
The other man was the same height as Pike but built like a brick shithouse, with massive shoulders and bulky muscles Pike had only seen on pro football players. Sawyer didn’t look like the kind of man who was big on empathy, but he always seemed to have his finger on the pulse of how other people were feeling, especially his bride-to-be.
“I can get you an ice pack if you need it,” Sawyer said too softly for Mia to hear. “I packed a few in the cooler just in case.”
“Thanks, man, that would be great,” Pike said, clapping him on the back. “I should have thought of that. I’m not very good at being a gimp.”
Sawyer smiled. “No worries. Between you, me, and Tulsi I figured one of us would need to ice something. I threw my shoulder out a few weeks ago putting up the new framing for the jailhouse, and Tulsi’s hip has been acting up since she got thrown by that last horse she broke for her dad.”
Pike’s eyes shifted to where Tulsi was helping his grandmother spread white tablecloths, from the saddlebags, on the two long picnic tables set up by the stream, gut clenching at the thought of her being thrown. “She’s breaking horses now? That was always her dad’s thing.”
“His arthritis got too bad a few years ago. Now Tulsi’s handling that side of the business.” Sawyer shook his head as he followed Pike’s gaze across the shaded meadow. “It’s hard to believe a person that small can boss around a thousand pounds of horse, isn’t it?”
“She’s tougher than she looks,” Pike said, forcing his eyes away from Tulsi before he gave himself away. “So did y’all finish up the schoolhouse this morning?”
Sawyer sighed and rolled his eyes. “We did, but we’re still a week and a half behind schedule. If we have any bad weather this winter, no way in hell we’re making the June opening. And I’m still waiting on bricks for the jailhouse that might not be delivered until November.”
Pike followed Sawyer to an uprooted tree where several of the other riders had tied their horses. He did his best to pay attention to his future brother-in-law’s talk of historical bricks and specialized mason work, but he couldn’t stop thinking about Tulsi flying off her horse and slamming into the ground. She could have done a lot worse than a bruised hip. She could have broken her damned neck.
The thought plagued him throughout the leisurely lunch of sandwiches, chips, and three different kinds of fruit salad. By the time Gram handed out her scavenger hunt sheets and everyone scattered into the trees to search for the items on the list, Pike knew he had to say something. He couldn’t leave Lonesome Point without speaking his mind about how crazy it was for Tulsi to risk her life for a few hundred bucks a month.
So when he saw her head upstream along the rocky creek bed with her scavenger hunt sheet, he gave her a few minutes’ head start before following after her. The stones beside the bank were smooth and slick and made for slow going. Pike nearly slipped twice before he caught up to Tulsi just as she tossed her hat and boots onto the bank and waded barefoot into the stream. He watched as she cupped the clear water in her hands and splashed it onto her face and neck before standing and lifting her hair as the water streamed down her throat.
Pike’s mouth went dry and his blood pumped faster, his body responding to the sensuality of the moment even before Tulsi lifted her face to the sunlight filtering through the trees and let out a sigh so sexy he felt it like a physical caress. That sigh affected him the way Tulsi’s touch always had. He could still remember the first time she’d stripped off his shirt while they were kissing, the way she’d explored his bare skin, her fingertips whispering over every dip and hollow, branding him with her touch before she pressed a kiss to the center of his chest and pronounced him the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.
That’s what she’d always called him—beautiful—but he’d never asked her to choose a manlier adjective. He knew why she’d chosen beautiful. What they’d had was too special for words like sexy or handsome. With Tulsi, it had always been about more than getting off. Her touch was a blessing that healed every hurt and there was nothing finer than the moment they came together, when he slid inside her and was surrounded by her sweetness, her love, and her good, good heart.
Almost every woman he’d slept with before or since had been more experienced, but none of them had rocked his world the way Tulsi had. Being with her was being naked in every sense of the word. Her body drove him crazy, but it was her vulnerability, the way he could look into her eyes and see a love big enough to save the world, that shattered him. Shattered him and then put him back together again, making him something better than he’d been before. He had been his best version of himself when he was with her, and a part of him had been chasing the perfection he’d found in her arms ever since. But no amount of fame or beauty or accomplishment on the part of the women he’d dated could make them live up to Tulsi. For him, she was in a class by herself.
He supposed some people got a second chance at love, but he had a feeling his one shot at forever was standing in the water a dozen feet away, humming beneath her breath as the sun caught her honey-colored hair and made it shine like a halo.
“You look beautiful,” he said, not regretting the words even though he hadn’t consciously decided to say them. But it was time to stop letting the past define the present. He didn’t want to walk away from this woman and he was sick of pretending he didn’t want Tulsi in his arms more than he wanted his stupid knee to heal.
Tulsi turned with a soft intake of breath. She didn’t speak, but she didn’t tell him to get lost, either, and he decided to take that as a good sign.
“I’m sorry I was an ass Monday,” he said, walking into the water.
“You’re going to ruin your boots,” she said when he stopped in front of her, close enough to catch the heady scent of her sun-warmed skin mixed with the musky-sweet smell of horse, a scent that brought back a hundred sense memories. When they were together, they’d spent every second they weren’t in bed on a horse. He still couldn’t smell a warm barn without thinking of Tulsi, at least for a moment.
“I don’t care,” he said, his voice rough. “The way I treated you was wrong. You deserve better.”
She crossed her arms, her cautious gaze shifting from his face to his chest and back again. “What do you want, Pike? Why did you follow me?”
“I heard you were breaking horses for your dad,” he said, because it was the truth and because he needed to buy himself time to figure out how to say all the other things racing through his head. “Sawyer told me you were thrown and hurt your hip, but it could have been a lot worse. You could have died, Tuls, and your life is worth a lot more than the few hundred dollars a month you’re clearing saddle-breaking those animals.”
“I appreciate the concern, but what I do to make a living is none of your business.” She frowned, but her mouth remained soft, making him think she wasn’t really mad. At least not yet. “Is that all?”
Pike swallowed hard, anxiety swarming across his skin like ants on a birthday cake. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been this nervous. But he’d never wanted to say the right thing as much as he did right now. Back when they were kids, he’d been too stupid to realize how easy it would be to lose what they had. Now he knew all too well that one wrong word could ruin what might be his last shot to see if there was something alive and in need of saving, hidden among the wreckage of their failed love.
His tongue slipped out to dampen his lip as his thoughts whirled. What the hell was he going to say? How did a man even start in a fucked up situation like this one?
Tulsi’s brows lifted. “Are you okay?”
Pike cursed. “No, I’m not. I’m no good at this part and you know it.”
Surprise softened her features, and when she spoke, her words were a whisper barely audible over the leaves rustling overhead. “What do you mean?”
“You know what I mean,” he said, heart slamming in his chest. “I’m still in love with you, Tuls.”
Her eyes flew wide. “What?”
“I’m still in love with you,” he repeated, refusing to back down even if he couldn’t tell if that look on her face was shock or horror. “I never stopped loving you, and I don’t think I ever will.”
Tulsi shook her head numbly side to side, but before she could tell him he was crazy, Pike slipped his arm around her waist and pulled her close, cutting off the words he couldn’t stand to hear with a kiss.
For a moment, she stiffened against him and fear that she was going to push him away shivered across his skin. But then she moaned against his lips—a sad, hungry sound that echoed through his soul—and twined her arms around his neck. She hugged him tight and opened for him, her tongue swirling against his with the same shameless passion he remembered.
But this kiss was even better than all the kisses that had come before because now Pike knew how torturous it was to live without them. This kiss was priceless, perfect, and so bittersweet that he groaned in pleasure-pain as he crushed Tulsi closer, knowing she’d never be close enough.
How had he survived for so long without her? She was the treasure he’d been hunting for, the precious thing he’d lost, and all the proof he needed to believe in miracles. Her love was the best reason he’d ever had for living, the only thing worth dying for, and now that he had Tulsi back in his arms he never, ever wanted to let her go.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
 
Tulsi
 
Tulsi stood on tiptoe, knocking Pike’s hat into the water as she drove her hands into his soft hair, kissing him with an intensity that left her breathless. But she didn’t need to breathe. She needed Pike’s lips bruising hers and his taste filling her mouth, banishing the memory of every kiss she’d shared with men who weren’t this man.
No one else had ever been able to make her feel this way—so wild and desperate. With other men, she remained in control and conscious of all the roles she played outside of the bedroom. With Pike she was pure need, pure desire. She didn’t care about playing nice or following the rules. She and Pike were a brush fire and a hot desert wind. He fueled every primal instinct inside of her, leaving no room for shame or doubt.
When he picked her up in his arms, she didn’t hesitate to wrap her legs around his waist and lock her ankles at the small of his back. She didn’t try to hold back the moan that burst from her lips as his erection pressed against her through their jeans, bringing her body even more savagely to life. She only kissed him harder, her breath coming faster as she circled her hips, grinding against the long, thick length of him, their tongues tangling and Pike’s hand tugging roughly at the top of her shirt.
He freed her breast to the warm air, fingers capturing her nipple and rolling it hard enough to send sharp waves of longing coursing through her body. She gasped into his mouth, fingers digging into his shoulders as the tension building inside of her twisted up another notch.
“God, Tulsi, you’re killing me,” he mumbled against her lips. “If we don’t stop now, I’m going to take you right here in the river.”
“Don’t stop,” Tulsi begged against his lips, hips bucking more frantically against his. “Please don’t stop. I want you so much.”
Pike spun toward the bank with a hungry sound that made Tulsi even more wild to have his skin on hers, his body driving inside of her as he filled the unbearable emptiness that had haunted her since the day he left her behind.
Tears filled her eyes as Pike laid her down on the rocks and tore at the button fly of her jeans. This was such a bad idea, but God help her, it had been so long since she’d felt this way—so awake, so alive. So terrifyingly, perfectly alive. She didn’t want to think; she wanted to get lost in the need that rocketed through her as Pike jerked her jeans down her legs and tossed them away before surging back over her, claiming her lips with another savage kiss.
“Now,” Tulsi gasped into his mouth as she reached between them, her trembling hands tangling with Pike’s as they both fought to free him from his jeans. “Now, Pike. I need you inside of me, I need—”
Her last word transformed to a cry as Pike shoved his jeans down around his hips and rammed into her, pushing all the way to the end, claiming her with one brutal stroke. He was large and thick and in the past it had sometimes hurt when he first pushed inside her, but right now Tulsi felt only pleasure—razor sharp and fierce—and relief so intense a sob ripped through her chest as Pike began to ride her hard and fast, his frantic rhythm matching the erratic pounding of her heart. He drove so deep he made her gasp every time their bodies connected, but it didn’t hurt. It was exactly what she wanted, what she hungered for. Each savage thrust was a promise that she was his, that she belonged to him and nothing else mattered. Not the past or the future or pain or regret or anything else that would try to come between them.
She squirmed her hands beneath his tee shirt and dug her fingernails into his sweat-slick back, pulling him closer. He was even more muscular than he’d been when he was younger—nothing but rock hard flesh covered by hot, smooth skin—but the way he made her feel was still the same. He made her blood burn and her heart race, made her nerves sizzle and her spirit swell past the boundary of her skin, like a bird with no permanent relationship to the ground.
As Pike’s hands slipped beneath her, gripping her bottom in his hands, angling her tight against him as he chanted things she could barely make sense of in her ear, Tulsi’s soul took flight. One moment she was in her body, the next she was nothing but light and beauty and bliss so complete it was almost too wonderful to bear. She threw her head back as she came, fighting for breath as Pike’s lips seared a trail down her throat and his pubic bone nudged at the top of her entrance, drawing out her orgasm until she felt like she would die.
“I love you,” Pike whispered against her skin, groaning as his rhythm faltered. “God Tulsi, yes, yes, this is all I want. You’re all I want.”
She sobbed his name as she wrapped her arms and legs around him and held on tight as his ragged breath rushed against her throat. At the last moment, he pulled out, coming on her stomach in thick, hot bursts that made her moan and squirm against him, wishing he was still inside of her. He felt so amazing, so perfect that her heart fought to keep reason from making an appearance for as long as possible.
This had been a mistake—she knew that—but she didn’t want to think about it now. She wanted to relish the feel of Pike’s weight on top of her, their sweat-slicked bodies pressed close, and his lips moving back and forth between her cheeks, kissing away her tears.
“Don’t cry, Tuls,” he whispered as he smoothed her hair from her forehead. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. I’m so sorry, baby. I’m so sorry.”
“You didn’t hurt me,” she said, struggling to regain control. “It was…wonderful. Perfect.”
“Then why are you crying?” His fingertip traced the trail of her tears as his worried eyes met hers. When their gazes connected, he sighed. “Never mind. I’m stupid, but I’m not that stupid. I’m so sorry, baby. I’m so sorry I fucked things up.”
“No, I’m sorry,” she said in a strained voice as she swiped at her damp face. “I’m so sorry, Pike.”
“Don’t be,” he said, his eyes shining. “Tulsi, please don’t cry. It’s my fault. You were right. I should never have shut you out. My only defense is that I was a stupid kid. I loved you like nothing else, and I thought that was enough for us to get through anything. I didn’t know how easy it would be to screw it all up. But I do now, and I swear to God, if you give me another chance, I won’t fuck up again.”
Tulsi’s eyes squeezed shut as regret twisted like a knife in her chest. It was everything she’d ever wanted to hear from Pike, everything she’d dreamt of, but it didn’t matter. There was no going back. What was done was done, and if Pike ever found out the truth, he wouldn’t love her anymore. He would hate her…and he might even try to take Clem away.
The thought banished the last of the ecstasy still shivering across her skin.
Pike was insanely wealthy, beloved by half the country, and had the best of everything at his disposal. That included the best child custody lawyers, who would have no qualms using Tulsi’s years of deception to prove she was an unfit mother. She had lied to keep Pike from his little girl and stolen six years of Clem’s childhood from her daddy. It would be all too easy for the court to rule in his favor. She could see it all playing out now—the baseball star vs. the selfish, small-town nobody in a high profile court case that would be splashed across every trashy magazine in the country.
She would be crucified. She might even deserve to be crucified—she’d been so wrong about Pike, she could see that now—but it didn’t matter. She couldn’t lose Clementine. Clem was her world and she was Clem’s. Her daughter was precocious and intelligent, but she was still just a little girl who needed her mother. Tulsi was the only one who could calm Clem down when she was having one of her temper tantrums, the only one who understood how hard it was for a kid like Clem, who was so ahead of the curve and so full of questions, to fit in with her peers.
Tulsi had been through every bump in the road with her daughter—from the long newborn nights when Clem wailed for hours with colic to the broken wrist when four-year-old Clem made her own flying machine to launch off the chicken coup. It was Tulsi who’d been there for the lonely days at the beginning of kindergarten—as Clem struggled to find friends and fit in with children who hadn’t been reading since they were three and hadn’t spent hours staring up at the night sky, trying to wrap their minds around the idea of space stretching on forever. No one else knew Clem the way she did, and no one was more committed to making sure her daughter grew up feeling loved, understood, and accepted for the person she was—flaws and all.
They’d made it almost seven years without a father figure in the picture and were doing just fine. Clem was happy and well-adjusted and Tulsi intended to do whatever it took to keep her daughter’s life drama free—even if it meant giving up on this.
This…everything that she found in Pike’s arms.
“Say something, Tulsi,” Pike whispered. “Please. At least look at me. Give me a clue what’s going on in that head of yours.”
Tulsi’s eyes opened and the hard words began to form, but before she could speak another voice cut through the silence of the woods.
“Pike, where are you?” Mia called, sounding too close for comfort. “Pike! Tulsi?”
Pike cursed as he scrambled off of Tulsi, hitching up his jeans as he reached for her discarded clothes. Pulse racing, Tulsi splashed away the stickiness on her stomach, wiggled into her underpants, and had just finished buttoning her jeans and tugging her tank top back into place when Mia appeared at the top of the bank.
“There you two are.” Mia frowned as her eyes flicked from Pike, who had just finished rescuing his hat from where it had floated downstream, to Tulsi and back again. “Didn’t you hear me calling?”
“Guess not,” Pike said innocently. “Sound doesn’t carry too well around here. What’s up?”
“I was worried,” Mia said, her brows still drawn together. “Everyone else is already back, but you two were missing. I thought maybe your knee was giving you trouble.”
“No, I’m good,” he said, glancing Tulsi’s way. “Tulsi and I were just catching up.”
“Pike was telling me I should quit breaking horses for Daddy.” Tulsi sat down on the rocks and began pulling on her socks and boots, past ready to make her getaway.
“He’s right.” Mia came to stand beside her, sending dirt skittering down the steep bank as she moved. “I’ve been saying that for months. Don’t suppose he got through to you, did he?”
Tulsi shook her head, keeping her eyes on her feet as she tugged on her boots. “Nope. I told him it was none of his business, thank you very much. My life is my life.”
“You’re getting sassy in your old age,” Mia said with a laugh. “Isn’t she, Pike?”
“She was always sassy,” Pike said, his tone far too intimate for Tulsi’s liking. The last thing she needed was for Mia to start suspecting that she and Pike had a history. She’d kept her affair with Mia’s brother a secret for years and she intended to go right on keeping it. Nothing good could come from her best friend learning the truth.
“Only with family.” Tulsi came to her feet and forced a smile. “It’s easy to tell your big brother to mind his own business.” She looped her arm through Mia’s. “I’m sorry, but I went wading instead of scavenger hunting. I hope you’re not mad.”
Mia scrunched her nose. “Of course not. I hate organized activities. The scavenger hunt was Gram’s baby. I just checked all my boxes as soon as I walked into the woods and Sawyer and I spent the rest of the time making out.”
“Hey, big brother here.” Pike fell in beside them as they started back toward the clearing where they’d had lunch. “Spare me the gory details.”
Mia laughed. “Now you know how I feel when I see pictures of you and your lady of the moment making out on some magazine cover. I swear I’ve seen at least three women fondling your butt in public. I’ve probably been scarred for life.”
“Some of those aren’t even me,” Pike said, sounding uncomfortable. “Photoshop is out of control. I’ve just got better things to do than sue the paparazzi.”
“I can’t imagine having people hiding in the bushes trying to photograph me all the time,” Tulsi said, seeing a chance to get her message across without having a one-on-one conversation with Pike. She obviously couldn’t be trusted when they were alone together, no matter how many reasons she had to keep her hands to herself. “I’m glad I’m a nobody from a small town. Being famous sounds awful.”
Pike hummed thoughtfully beneath his breath. “It isn’t for everyone, but the wives of the players are usually left alone. It’s only the girlfriends who make for interesting news. So the sooner we get married, the sooner the media frenzy will fade. What do you say, Tulsi? How’s next week sound?”
Tulsi’s jaw dropped, but before she could say a word, Mia reached out and slapped Pike’s arm.
“Stop it! Don’t tease her,” Mia said. “You’re awful, you know that?”
“It’s okay,” Tulsi said breathlessly, meeting Pike’s gaze with a warning look while Mia’s head was turned. “I know he’s kidding, and it’s not like I still have a crush on him. I got over that when I was eighteen. I’m a big girl. I can take a little teasing from an old friend, right Pike?”
“Sure you can.” Pike’s jaw clenched, but he smiled a beat later. “I’m going to run ahead and ice my knee before we head back. See you two on the trail. Good catching up with you, Tulsi.”
“You too,” Tulsi said brightly. “I’m glad we had a chance to talk. Sorry things didn’t work out with that woman you were telling me about, but I’m sure you’ll find someone great when you go back to St. Louis.”
He hesitated before nodding soberly. “Maybe. Maybe not.”
Mia watched Pike move down the riverbed in front of them before she turned back to Tulsi with a guilty look. “I’m so sorry. I can’t take him anywhere. Are you embarrassed?”
“No, it’s fine.” Tulsi smiled so hard her cheeks began to hurt, determined to hide her secret misery from Mia. “Seriously, my crush on your brother is old news. Don’t even worry about it.”
“Good,” Mia said with a sigh. “So did he tell you about his break up? I’ve been trying to get him to open up ever since he told me about it, but he’s been cagey. All I know is that it happened right before he came home and he was evidently pretty into this girl.”
Tulsi pushed away a pang of jealousy and concentrated on using this news to firm up her defenses. Pike probably hadn’t meant half the things he’d said to her. He was on the rebound and looking for comfort, but he wasn’t going to find it with her, no matter how explosive the chemistry was between them. She couldn’t afford to think with anything but her head if she wanted to keep her life intact.
“He just said he’d been through a break up,” Tulsi lied. “Not much else.”
Mia shook her head slowly back and forth. “Oh well, guess he’ll open up when he’s ready. He’s always been the kind to keep to himself when he’s upset. He just shuts down and locks everyone out.”
Tulsi made a noncommittal noise, as if she didn’t know that’s exactly the way Pike was or that one of his “shut downs” hadn’t changed the course of her life. The best thing she could do was forget she’d ever known intimate things about Pike, forget she’d loved him or succumbed to the pull between them this afternoon, and move on. Anything else would be rolling the dice, and risking everything that mattered. It wasn’t just Clem she had to consider, it was Mia, too. If Mia ever found out that Clementine was Pike’s and that Tulsi had kept her brother’s child from him…
The very thought made her shiver with fear, despite the August heat.
“Someone walk over your grave?” Mia asked.
“I guess so.” She looped her arm more tightly through Mia’s and did her best not to think any more terrifying thoughts. Everything was going to be okay. She just had to make it a few more days and Pike would be gone and life would return to normal.
And normal was good, even if it was a pale shadow of the bliss and perfection she found when she was with Pike.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
 
Pike
 
Seven years ago, all it had taken was a phone call from Tulsi telling Pike she was pregnant with another man’s child to end things between them. He’d been so hurt and jealous he hadn’t been able to think past the rage inspired by the realization that Tulsi—his Tulsi—had been with someone else.
After that miserable phone call, he’d crawled into a bottle for five days and only come up for air when his assistant coach caught him puking in the locker room and told him he’d be cut from the team if he showed up drunk to practice again. Since then, Pike had run from his pain with women instead of booze.
In the year after he and Tulsi split, he’d slept with more women than he had in his entire life to that point. He was determined to fuck her out of his system and for a while it had worked. He’d been too angry to let himself remember how good it had been between them. He’d forgotten that making love to Tulsi was as natural as breathing or how beautiful and right the world seemed when she was in his arms.
But now, he remembered. It wasn’t nostalgia that made his heart insist that Tulsi was the best he’d ever had. She was even better than he’d remembered—innocence and abandon, heart and heat all wrapped up in the sexiest little body in the world. Having her taste on his lips, seeing her hands tremble as she reached for him, hearing her sweet, sexy voice whispering in his ear had been a thousand times more earth-shattering than even his most vibrant memories. She’d devastated him, broken through every line of defense, and exposed all the lies he’d told himself to the light.
He’d never even started getting over Tulsi Hearst. She still owned him—body and soul. She was everything he wanted and needed and this time he wasn’t giving up on her without a fight. He was going to get through to her and earn a second chance, no matter what it took.
He didn’t blame her for being skittish. He’d been out of her life for seven years and had made no effort to mend the rift between them until this week. She had every right to doubt his love and push him away. She had a life in Lonesome Point and a daughter to protect and couldn’t afford to let herself get swept up in something that might vanish as quickly as it had appeared. He had to prove to her that he was someone she could trust, someone who didn’t make idle promises or run when the going gets tough. He was going to have to lay himself bare and beg for her to have mercy on his suffering heart, and he had a pretty good idea how he was going to do it.
He spent the rest of Wednesday afternoon gathering supplies, and by Thursday morning, when he, Mia, and Sawyer met the rest of their group at the float launch to start their overnight trip, he was prepared to make his case to the woman he loved. Best case scenario, he and Tulsi would wake up tomorrow ready to make the most of their second chance. Worst case, he would be leaving Lonesome Point in a few days knowing some mistakes were forever, no matter how much he regretted the things he’d done.
But he wasn’t willing to admit defeat yet. Ross and his new girlfriend, Meg, were together in one canoe, Mia and Sawyer in another, which left Pike and Tulsi in canoe number three. He would have the entire day, with her close enough to hear his every whisper, and he intended to make the most of it.
“I’ve been thinking about some of the things you said yesterday,” Pike said softly after they had pushed their canoe into the water and were floating down a peaceful stretch of river behind the other couples. “I was hoping we could talk.”
“Let’s not,” Tulsi whispered back. “Let’s just enjoy the scenery. It’s so beautiful here.”
It was beautiful. Cottonwood trees arched gracefully over one side of the river and a steep bluff loomed on the other, providing shelter from the harsh morning sun that would beat down on them later in the day. The water was a dark gray-blue, the sky bright and cloudless, and the entire world seemed to scream that today was a day for optimism and belief in the endurance of beautiful things.
But every time Pike tried to start a conversation, Tulsi shut him down. She refused to talk about anything more intimate than her favorite stretches of the river, how much she loved camping, or what kind of sandwich she wanted from the cooler for lunch.
By the time they dragged the canoes ashore and went for a swim mid-afternoon, Pike was discouraged. By the time they reached their usual campsite and started setting up tents and preparing to cook supper, he was grinding his teeth with frustration. He was in a foul mood and assembling his small, sleeps-one tent on the opposite side of the campground from Tulsi’s only made it fouler. He and Tulsi shouldn’t be sleeping apart and pretending to be old friends. They should be making up for lost time and figuring out how they were going to move forward. The passion between them yesterday had been real. It was still there, simmering below the surface—no matter how many polite smiles and cool glances Tulsi shot his way—and he meant to prove it, as soon as he could get her truly alone.
The chance didn’t come as they were making camp, helping Ross cook a supper of ribs, broccoli rabe, and roasted potatoes that rivaled the food in some of the best restaurants Pike had frequented. It didn’t come as they were cleaning up or tying the remaining food in plastic bags that they hung in nearby trees to keep it safe from animals. It wasn’t until it was nearly dark and they all went their separate ways to get ready for bed that Tulsi unglued herself from Mia’s side and started down a narrow path toward the river on her own.
After making sure the rest of the group was busy with their own pre-bedtime rituals, Pike followed Tulsi down to the riverbank, his shoes crunching onto the fine gravel beside the water just as Tulsi squatted behind a shrub.
“We need to talk,” Pike said, summoning a surprised yip from Tulsi.
“Ohmygod, you scared me!” Tulsi said. “I’m peeing, Pike! Go away!”
“No,” Pike stubbornly insisted. “I’ve been trying to have a real conversation with you all day. If this is the only way I can get you to listen, I’m not above taking advantage of a captive audience.”
“At least turn your back, for goodness sakes,” Tulsi snapped. “You’re crazy, you know that?”
“And you’re crazy if you think I’m going to let you pretend yesterday didn’t happen.” He turned, granting her the privacy she’d requested though he couldn’t see much behind the bushes anyway. “It happened, and I meant what I said. I’m still in love with you, and I’m willing to do whatever it takes to convince you to give me a second chance.”
He hesitated, waiting for a long, silent beat before he asked, “Did you hear me?”
“I heard you, but I’m not talking to you while I pee,” she said. “Or any other time. I meant what I said yesterday, too. I got over you when I was eighteen and I’m not interested in living in the past.”
“You’re lying,” he said, turning back around just as Tulsi stood, hitching her shorts up over her black underpants. He couldn’t keep his eyes from sweeping up and down her petite frame as she started toward the water with her toiletry bag. She was so beautiful, even in gym shorts and an oversized Ticklish Iguana tee shirt that hung on her slim shoulders.
How had he ever convinced himself this woman was flawed? She was perfect, from her upturned nose to the square little feet encased in her sandals.
“I am not lying,” she said, crossing her arms at her chest. “What happened yesterday was just sex, Pike. It had been a while for me, and you look good in a pair of blue jeans. That’s it.”
“Is that why you were crying when it was over?” he asked, not missing the way Tulsi’s lips tightened at the words. “That was more than sex, and you know it.”
“I don’t know anything except that I wish you would go.” She turned her back on him as she squatted by the river to dip a washcloth into the water. “Just leave me alone, Pike. This isn’t going to happen. There’s never going to be anything between us again.”
“Why are you so scared?” Pike asked softly. “And what can I do to prove that you don’t have to be? Just name it, Tulsi. I’ll do anything you ask. You can call all the shots.”
“I don’t want anything from you,” she said, the words ending in a sob. “Now please just…go.”
Pike crossed the pebbled bank between them and sat down next to her, his heart breaking when he saw the tears on her cheeks. “I hate that I keep making you cry.”
“Then leave me alone,” Tulsi said with a sniff as she swiped her tears away with her fists. “Just leave me alone, Pike. I can’t give us another chance. Not even if I wanted to.”
“Why?” he asked, reaching out to cup her sad face in his hands. “Look at me, tell me why.”
She turned with a ragged sigh, gazing up at him with blue eyes filled with so much longing and pain he felt it cut through him like a knife through hot butter. “Because everything is too screwed up, okay? We won’t ever be able to trust each other the way we did. There’s too much water under the bridge, too many mistakes. We’re doomed before we even get started.”
“That’s not what you really think,” he insisted, determined to banish the hurt from her eyes. “That’s not who you are, Tulsi. You see the best in people. You see the silver lining, not the cloud.”
Tulsi shook her head, sending fresh tears spilling down her cheeks. “Not anymore. I’m not that kind of person anymore. Not when it comes to relationships. I’ve been lonely too long.”
“I’ve been lonely, too,” he said, pushing on when she rolled her eyes. “Sure, I’ve had other women in my bed, but there’s been no one in my heart. I belong to you, Tulsi, and nothing can change that. Not time or distance or being the biggest slut in professional baseball.”
She made a sound that was almost a laugh, giving Pike hope that she was considering what he had to say.
“I’m tired of running from the truth and pretending I’m fine without you,” he said, brushing his thumb back and forth across her soft cheek. “I’m not fine. I’m broken and sad and half the man I want to be, half the man I was when you were mine. And that’s why I went to the jewelry store downtown yesterday and bought you this.”
He reached into his shorts, pulling out the diamond ring that had been burning a hole in his back pocket all day. He lifted the ring up between them, watching Tulsi’s eyes widen with shock as she realized what he was holding.
“Jesus, Pike,” she whispered, eyes as big as saucers. “You can’t be serious.”
“Yes, I can,” he insisted, keeping the ring right where it was. “I know we both made mistakes in our past, but we were kids then. We’re not kids now and I want you to know nothing is going to make me run away. We don’t have to get married anytime soon—I know we have a lot of work to do to get back to where we were—but this is where I want us to end up.”
He took her hand in his, squeezing her fingers. “I promise to love you for the rest of my life, Tulsi, and to do whatever it takes to earn your trust. Please take this ring and give us a chance. Let’s leave the past in the past and get started on a future together. I know I can make you happy if you’ll let me.”
Tulsi swallowed hard, but there was something in her eyes, something that made his already racing heart slam in his chest.
“Can the past really stay in the past?” she whispered. “Is that even possible?”
“It is,” he promised, hope spiking so suddenly he felt dizzy with it. “If we just decide to let it go. Let it all go and start over with just you and me and the way we feel about each other.”
“What about…Clementine?” she asked softly, peering up at him through her long lashes.
“Well, she invited me to play poker when she gets back from camp and announced her intentions to take me for my weight in candy, so I think she likes me,” Pike said with a cautious smile. “Hopefully, she’ll keep liking me as long as I do everything I can to make her mama happy.”
“But could you love her?” Tulsi asked, voice trembling. “Even though she’s part of the reason things ended between us?”
“How could I keep from loving her?” Pike asked, holding Tulsi’s uncertain gaze, willing her to see that every word he spoke came straight from his heart. “She’s a part of you and I love every part of you, Tulsi Hearst. I’ve been falling in love with you my entire life. I was just too stupid to realize it at first and too stubborn to fight for it when things went wrong.”
He paused, gathering the courage to lay it all on the line. “But now I know pride isn’t worth the price I’ve paid. Fuck pride, fuck the past, fuck anything and everything that stands in our way. I can let it all go because I know that none of it is worth losing you. I don’t want to live another day of my life without seeing your smile, without being able to hold your hand and tell you that I love you.”
Tulsi covered her mouth with one hand, stifling a sob as she shook her head swiftly back and forth.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, hating himself for being unable to say the right thing no matter how hard he tried.
“Nothing.” Tulsi sucked in a breath, the hand covering her mouth falling away as it rushed out. “Everything. I don’t know. I don’t know what to do, Pike. I don’t know what’s right. I just… I want this so badly.” She swiped at her damp eyes, blinking hard. “I’m so tired of fighting to forget. It doesn’t work. I still wake up loving you every morning, no matter how much it hurts.”
“It doesn’t have to hurt anymore, baby,” he said, cradling her face in his hands and pressing a kiss to her forehead as her fingers wrapped around his forearms and held on tight. “Just love me and let me love you. All the hurt can be behind us if we decide it’s time to move on and get back to what we do best.”
“Hot monkey sex?” she said in a teary voice that made the words even funnier.
Pike laughed as he pulled back to look into her eyes, his smile widening when he saw the hope softening her expression. “We are good at hot monkey sex.”
Her lips trembled into a smile. “We really are.”
“But I want to take it slow next time.” He kissed her temple then her cheekbone, heart squeezing in his chest. “I want to drive you crazy and remind you why you don’t want to be with anyone but me.”
“I don’t need reminding.” Her hands slid up his forearms in a sensual caress. “No one has ever made me feel the way you do, and no one ever will.”
“Is that a yes?” he asked opening his hand to reveal the ring sitting in his palm.
Tulsi took a deep breath before reaching out and curling his fingers back around the two-carat princess cut, the biggest stone he could get at the Lonesome Point Mining Company. “I can’t, Pike. No one knows that we have a past and even if they did, we haven’t spoken a word to each other in seven years. If I put that ring on and walk back into camp everyone is going to think we’re out of our minds.”
“I don’t care,” Pike said. “I don’t care what anyone thinks but you.”
Tulsi smiled as she shook her head. “You always were a romantic.”
“Only with you.” Pike drew her into his lap, feeling like the luckiest man in the world when she came eagerly into his arms. “Just put on the ring and we’ll tell everyone else to mind their own damned business.”
“We can’t do that. It’s Mia and Sawyer’s wedding week. It’s their time to be the focus of all the excitement.” She ran her fingers through his hair, even that innocent touch enough to make him want to get her naked. “And I think we should take some time. As beautiful as that ring is, I’d rather wait to put it on until we’re both sure this time is forever.”
“So the second chance is official?” he asked, holding his breath until Tulsi slowly nodded.
“Yes,” she whispered, a smile stretching across her face. “It’s official, but let’s keep it between us, for now. Is that okay?”
“Anything you want, as long as I get to make love to you as soon as humanly possible.”
“I’ll meet you back here after everyone is asleep,” Tulsi said, a twinkle in her eyes. “And this time I’ll bring a sleeping bag so I’ll have something between me and the rocks.”
“Or you could be on top,” Pike said, his hand slipping beneath Tulsi’s shirt to cup her breast. “I love watching you ride me while I touch you like this.” Tulsi’s breath hitched as his thumb brushed back and forth across her nipple, teasing it until it pebbled beneath his touch.
Her fingers fisted in his hair. “I can’t believe this is real. I never thought… I couldn’t even let myself hope.” She trapped her bottom lip between her teeth. “But if you don’t stop that, I won’t be able to wait until tonight and you know someone is going to come looking for us sooner or later.”
Pike reluctantly slid his hand from beneath her shirt, knowing she was right. They’d gotten lucky yesterday, but he didn’t want to risk getting caught with his pants down by his baby sister a second time. “I’ll meet you back here as soon as everyone else is asleep, and by the time we’re done, there’s going to be no doubt in your mind that this is real.”
“All right,” Tulsi whispered, pressing a final kiss to his lips before climbing off his lap and shooing him away. “Now get going. You’ve already watched me pee, you don’t get to watch me brush my teeth until things are official.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Pike stood, adjusting his shorts so, hopefully, the hard-on straining the seams of his briefs wouldn’t be visible when he walked back into camp.
He left Tulsi behind on the riverbank, but as he walked away, he vowed that he would be watching her brush her teeth soon. If he had his way, things were going to be official before he left town, and not long after, he would be bringing Tulsi and Clementine back to Montana so they could all get started on making up for lost time.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
Tulsi
 
Just leave the past in the past, Tulsi chanted silently to herself as she joined the others around the campfire, staying warm as the desert temperature fell and the stars twinkled to life in the deep blue sky.
All these years she’d been terrified of what would happen if Pike were to learn the truth, but now he never had to know. He was the one who had insisted that the past was the past and nothing in it was worth losing each other again. He loved her, she could hear it in every word he spoke, feel it in every touch. He loved and needed her and she loved and needed him and nothing else mattered. Not even her lie. If she kept her secret, everything would work out the way it should have in the beginning. She and Pike would be together and Clementine would have a father who adored her.
Love was what mattered, not paternity, and Tulsi believed Pike when he said he couldn’t help loving Clem. Tulsi felt the same way. She would love any child of Pike’s because he or she would be a reflection of the man she loved.
Every secret dream she’d been too sad and defeated to believe in was coming true. So why did she feel so scared? And so certain that this miracle was going to turn to dust in her hands before she could wrap her head around the fact that her long-lost love had proposed and wanted to live happily ever after?
Because this is crazy. You’re living in a fantasy land. How can you leave the past in the past when Clem will be there every day, learning to care about a man she’ll believe is her stepfather? Every minute will be a lie. Every second.
You’ll spend the rest of your life lying to the people who matter most and if they ever do learn the truth it will destroy your family. You should tell Pike the truth now, before you get in any deeper, before you remember how easy it is to give him every piece of your heart.
“You turning in, Tulsi?” Mia asked with a yawn as she rose from her chair and slipped her hand into Sawyer’s. Ross, Meg, and Pike had already retreated to their tents half an hour ago and now only Tulsi sat in her chair beside the dying flames. “If so, I’m going to put out the fire.”
“Don’t worry about it, I’ll put it out,” Tulsi said. “I’m going to sit and stare for a little longer.”
Mia smiled, her face glowing in the warm orange light. “Okay, sweet thing. Thanks for coming. I can’t remember the last time I had such a perfect day.”
“Me too. Love you two. Sleep well,” Tulsi said as Mia and Sawyer turned away from the fire and her thoughts continued to tumble, tangling her heart into tighter knots.
On the one hand, she’d been lying to Mia for years, so it shouldn’t be that unthinkable to consider lying to Pike. But her lies to Mia had been different. Tulsi had truly believed she was doing what was best for Clem by living that lie. If she lied to Pike, she would only be doing what was best for herself, protecting herself from the fallout that would rain down if she told the Sherman siblings the truth.
In the long run, she might be able to make Pike understand—he realized he’d played his part in the death of their relationship—but Mia never would. For years Mia had stood by her, pitching in and helping out because she believed Clementine’s father was a deadbeat who wanted nothing to do with his daughter.
If she realized that Tulsi had known Pike was Clem’s father all along, Mia would hate her.
Mia doesn’t hate anyone, not since her crazy ex-boyfriend got what he deserved. If you beg her forgiveness, she’ll eventually forgive you. That’s what it means to be family.
Tulsi’s gut said she should trust in her love for Pike and Mia—and their love for her—to carry them all through the hard process of bringing the truth to light, but she couldn’t help thinking about her friend Marisol. Marisol had made a mistake, never intending for it to hurt or embarrass her family, but it didn’t matter. Her father had still disowned her and cast her out. Now, even years later, only one of her brothers would talk to her on the phone. Marisol had lost almost everyone who had once called her family and it didn’t look like those wounds would ever heal. Before Marisol and Bubba met and fell in love, she had been completely alone in the world.
The thought made Tulsi shiver, despite the heat warming her outstretched fingers. She would never make it alone. She wasn’t that type of person. That’s why she’d put up with years of Daddy’s painful jabs and disappointed looks. She needed her father, even if he wasn’t perfect, even if he didn’t love her the way she wished he would. She needed her reserved, soft-spoken mother, she needed her angry, hard-to-get-along-with sister, and she needed her best friends and her daughter most of all.
Clementine was only six years old, but she was a brilliant kid who felt things as deeply as Tulsi did. If the truth came out, Clementine would realize that Tulsi had kept her father from her. She would realize that she’d done without something all her friends had because her mother had lied to the people she loved. Clem would always love her—Tulsi had no doubt about that—but this was the kind of news that might dull the adoration in her daughter’s eyes.
Tulsi couldn’t bear for that to happen. If Clem ever looked at her with the same mixture of disappointment and distaste that Dale did, Tulsi would lose her mind. It would kill something vital inside of her, something she needed in order to get up every morning and fight to be the best mother and person she could be. And that would be no good for Clem or anyone else.
This see-sawing had to end now. She either had to tell Pike she’d changed her mind and send him back to St. Louis alone or she had to lock the truth away deep inside and do her best to forget about it.
“Don’t tell me you’ve changed your mind.” Pike’s soft voice came from just behind her chair.
Tulsi turned, looking up to see the dying flames flickering across his impossibly handsome face. When she saw the love and worry mixing in his eyes, she realized there was only one choice to make. It wasn’t just Clem she needed to protect, it was this wonderful man who had all but ripped his heart from his chest and handed it to her for safe-keeping. Pike had always been romantic, but he wasn’t the kind to beg. The way he’d humbled himself today left no doubt in her mind that he was in every bit as deep as she was. Whether they were soul mates, meant to be, or just addicted to each other, it didn’t matter. Neither of them was ever going to find forever with anyone else and they deserved that. They deserved love and happiness after all the years of pain.
“No,” Tulsi whispered. “I haven’t changed my mind.”
“Then let’s go,” Pike said, reaching for her hand. “I’ve got a lantern and my sleeping bag is already laid out by the river.”
Tulsi rose from her chair and took his hand, threading her fingers through his as they moved quietly across the campground. This was their chance to reclaim everything they’d lost and she’d be a selfish monster to take that away from Pike, or herself. Yes, she’d made a mistake, but she’d suffered for it. She’d been lonely for Pike for so long that she’d become numb to the misery in that corner of her heart. It wasn’t until he touched her yesterday that she’d realized that the wound from losing him had never healed. Even now, when they stopped by Pike’s sleeping bag and he set the lantern down and drew her into his arms, there was as much pain as pleasure in the embrace.
“I’ve missed you so much.” Tulsi wrapped her arms around him and held on tight, pressing her face into the soft fabric of his tee shirt and inhaling his Pike smell, that amazing smell that was home and happiness and heartbreak all wrapped together. “I can’t believe you’re mine again.”
“All yours. And I’m going to make you believe it,” he said, pressing a kiss to the top of her head as his big hands skimmed up and down her back. “I promise.”
“I wish you could make me forget, too.” Tulsi swallowed hard as she tilted her head to look up at him in the near dark. “I was thinking by the fire… All this time I’ve blamed you for shutting me out after that fight with your dad, but I did the same thing. I was hurt and scared and instead of telling you why, I shut you out and lost the most important person in my life.”
“This is the past thing again, Tuls,” Pike said gently. “I thought we agreed we had to leave that behind. Beating ourselves up isn’t going to change anything. We just have to move on and know that this time we’re going to fight like hell to hold on to what we’ve got.”
Tulsi reached up to cradle his face in her hands. “I will. I swear I will. But I need you to promise me something first.”
“Anything,” he said, turning his head to press a kiss to her palm.
“Promise me we start fresh tonight and nothing either of us did before matters,” she whispered. “Promise me, Pike, and I’ll never mention the past again.”
“I swear it,” he said in a strong, steady voice. “We start right here, right now, and when we look back on our lives fifty years from now, neither one of us is going to regret giving each other a clean slate. The only thing we’ll regret is holding on to things we can’t change.”
“I’d rather hold on to you.” Tulsi pressed up on tiptoe, twining her arms around his neck.
“And I’d rather hold on to you. Forever.”
As Pike’s tongue slipped between her lips and his hands cupped her bottom and his hard, muscled body pressed against hers, Tulsi let go of everything but the man in her arms. She let go of the pain and the hurt. She let go of her worry and doubt and embraced the warm, delicious feeling spreading through her chest, promising everything was going to be okay.
As her clothes fell away, her fears did the same, until she was naked and weightless in Pike’s arms, softly crying out his name as he gripped her hips in his hands, guiding her down on top of his erection. Tulsi impaled herself on his hot, rigid length with a sigh of gratitude and delight, bracing her hands on his strong chest as she began to move.
“You’re so beautiful,” Pike said in a hushed, reverent voice. He cupped her breasts in his hands, teasing her nipples with his fingers, making Tulsi’s breath come faster and her tempo grow more urgent. “Lean down, I want to taste you.”
Tulsi leaned forward, but instead of kissing her, Pike bent until his lips were level with her breasts. He pulled one rigid tip and then the other into his mouth, suckling her with deep rhythmic pulls as his hands continued to urge her on. Heat flowed down Tulsi’s thighs and her blood pumped faster, faster, until her back arched and she came with a cry, her body pulsing in tight, delicious waves around Pike’s cock.
Before she found her way back down to earth, Pike rolled them over in the sleeping bag and hooked her right knee over his elbow, shifting the angle of his penetration until he hit that electric place deep inside of her. In moments, he had driven her back to the brink and by the time he came inside her—pulsing so hard he drew out her own release into one long, perfect, head-spinning tumble through space—Tulsi’s bones felt like they’d dissolved. She was nothing but warmth and pleasure, a puddle of happiness in Pike’s arms.
As she lay on his chest listening to the river whisper softly over the stones of the riverbed and Pike’s heartbeat slow, Tulsi knew she was where she belonged. And that was all that mattered. From here on out she was living in each perfect moment and the past could stay in the past.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
Pike
 
Pike woke up Friday morning the happiest man in the world. When he emerged from his tent to see Tulsi pouring coffee for Mia by the campfire, it was all he could do to keep from pulling her into his arms. He was already dreaming about the day when he would wake up and Tulsi would be standing in his kitchen, looking just like this—sleepy and beautiful and so happy she seemed to glow.
“What’s up with you this morning?” Mia asked, eyes narrowing at Tulsi over the rim of her tin mug. “You’re way too perky for someone who spent the night sleeping on the hard ground.”
“I didn’t mind it,” Tulsi said. “I slept like a rock. How about you Pike?” She glanced over at him, lifting a teasing brow.
“I slept like a baby on Benadryl,” Pike said, grinning as he accepted the cup of coffee she offered. “For some reason I was worn the hell out.”
“Canoeing, probably.” Tulsi bit her lip as she fought a smile. “I mean, you did most of the hard paddling yesterday.”
“Don’t sell yourself short, you did your share,” Pike said, blood pressure spiking as a vision of Tulsi riding him in the moonlight flashed on his mental screen. “You’re good at paddling. Really good.”
“You two are weird.” Mia shifted her glare from Pike to Tulsi and back again. “What’s up with you two? You have some sort of evil secret, don’t you?”
“What? Us?” Pike asked in a falsely innocent voice, not caring if his sister found out the truth. He and Tulsi had agreed to tell everyone they were dating after the wedding anyway. He didn’t see how a day made any difference.
“If you’re planning some kind of secret bachelor and bachelorette party, you can forget it right now.” Mia pointed a firm finger in their direction. “I do not want any of that nonsense. Especially the night before the wedding. We are going to paddle home, take naps, go to the rehearsal dinner tonight and then we’re all going to bed at a decent hour so we look pretty in the wedding photographs. I paid a gazillion dollars for the photographer and I refuse to tolerate puffy beer face from any of you.”
“When have I ever had puffy beer face?” Tulsi asked with a laugh.
“Never, but the last time you drank more than a shot of whiskey you almost put Sawyer’s eye out with a pool cue,” Mia said, expression growing even sterner. “And my husband needs his eyes.”
“Okay, yes, that was bad.” Tulsi’s cheeks flushed a pretty pink that made Pike want to kiss her even more. “But it was an accident and now everyone knows better than to let me hold sharp objects after I’ve been drinking. A little celebration would be fine. You deserve to cut loose and have fun the night before you get married.”
“No,” Mia insisted. “And you are not allowed to use my love of fun against me, do you hear me Tulsi Renee? I’m serious about this. I will wrestle you to the ground and sit on your tiny body if you try to make me party against my will.”
“Okay, okay!” Tulsi lifted the hand not holding her coffee into the air in surrender. “I’ll head home after the rehearsal and go straight to bed like a good girl. I swear.” She lifted her coffee, shifting the cup before it touched her lips so only Pike saw the wink she shot him over the rim.
He fought the urge to laugh. She was the sweetest temptress in the world and he couldn’t wait to help her make that “straight to bed” promise come true. He was going to take her directly home from the rehearsal dinner and keep her in bed until they had to get dressed to go to the wedding the next day.
He was so eager to be alone with Tulsi that he expected the rest of the day to drag, but the float trip back up the river was even more fun than the day before. The morning was filled with easy conversation, lots of laughs, and so many charged looks between him and Tulsi that he couldn’t believe no one else noticed they could barely keep their hands off of each other. The group parted ways when they reached the trucks, and everyone returned home to rest and get ready for the wedding rehearsal. But two hours later he and Tulsi were under the trees in his parents’ yard, standing beside the wooden pulpit the preacher had set up in the center of the path leading into the woods, watching Mia walk down the aisle toward her future husband.
Pike kept stealing glances at Tulsi as the preacher walked Sawyer and Mia through the different portions of the ceremony, hoping it wouldn’t be long before she’d be the one in white. He didn’t want to rush her, but they’d already wasted so much time.
“How long until you’re wearing my ring?” he whispered later as they sat around the crowded table in his parents’ house, his words muffled by the noise of all his friends and family talking at once.
“A month maybe,” Tulsi whispered behind her wine glass. “That sound good?”
“As long as we pick a date not long after.” He found her hand under the tablecloth. “I already know I don’t like being away from you. And the sooner we’re married, the longer we’ll have to enjoy each other during the off season.”
She took a bracing breath and nodded as she squeezed his hand tight, the excitement he felt for the life ahead of them reflected in her eyes.
Later that night, they made love in her big bed, then lay holding hands, staring up at the stars through the skylight, talking dreams the way they had when they were younger. Pike promised Tulsi he’d have all her horses brought to the ranch in Montana and help her set up another equine therapy business there if she wanted. She said she’d prefer to homeschool Clementine for a year or two, instead, so that they could travel with Pike and watch the games. Pike—who loved the idea of never being apart—promised that the other wives would love her and Clem and make them both feel right at home.
“It’s no picnic traveling as much as we do, but the families stick together,” Pike said, running his fingers up and down Tulsi’s bare shoulder as she rested her cheek on his chest. “And even if I make a full recovery and am back on the mound in a few weeks, I don’t see myself lasting into my forties. I’ve got five or six more years, maybe seven if my rotator cuff holds up. By the time our third baby’s born, we should be ready to retire to the ranch and raise kids and horses.”
Tulsi propped up on her elbow and stared down at him with a bemused expression. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”
“Dead serious,” he said, reaching down to squeeze her bare bottom. “It’s this primal thing we alpha males suffer from when we’re in love. We can’t wait to get our women knocked up.”
Tulsi giggled. “Take it easy, Mr. Alpha Male. Let’s wait and see how much you enjoy three months without sleep with the first baby and then we’ll talk about two and three. I’ve been through this once you know. I’ve still got battle scars on my soul from rocking Clem from two to four every morning while she screamed bloody murder.”
“Our kids won’t have colic,” Pike said, pulling her on top of him, groaning when he felt her wet heat brush against where he was already hard again. “Our kids will be perfect specimens of health like their father.”
He expected Tulsi to laugh, but she only ducked her head, letting her hair fall around her face.
“Hey,” he said softly, cupping her cheek in his hand. “I was just kidding. It was a joke, Tuls.”
“I know…I just don’t want Clementine to feel left out,” she said softly. “You know, if we really do have this big family and she’s the only one without a daddy.”
“She won’t be,” Pike promised. “I’ll be her daddy, too. There might be a learning curve since I’ve never done the dad thing before, but I’ll keep at it until I get it right with Clem. And we can talk adoption when we’re all ready, since her bio dad isn’t in the picture.”
He paused, waiting for Tulsi to say something, but she stayed quiet.
“Tulsi?” He threaded his fingers gently through her hair. “You okay?”
“I’m…so good,” she said, but there was a hitch in her voice and when she looked up her eyes were shining. “I love you.”
“I love you, too,” he said, unable to shake the feeling that there was something she wasn’t telling him. “Are you sure everything is all right?”
She nodded. “Perfect. You’re a good man, you know that?”
“And you’re a good woman.” He kissed her softly on the forehead, deciding to let it go. Tulsi would talk about what was bothering her when she was ready. There was no point pushing the issue, especially when there were so many more enjoyable things they could be doing.
“Very good, except when you’re bad,” he added, his hands skimming down her bare back, from her shoulders to the irresistible curve of her ass. “And I like that, too.”
“Oh yeah?” Tulsi smiled as her legs spread wider and she rocked sensuously against him. “You mean like this?”
“Just like that.” He bit his lip as his fingers pressed into the curves of her hips. Moments later, Tulsi’s breasts were in his mouth and her heat was encasing him as he thrust up inside her—hard and deep, but not quite deep enough.
“I want you from behind,” he said, groaning when Tulsi whimpered—that soft, hungry sound all he needed to hear to know she wanted that as much as he did.
He pulled out and rolled them both over, pinning Tulsi’s slim body flat on the bedspread beneath him before he slid back inside her from behind. She spread her legs and arched her hips, taking him deeper until his cock was buried to the hilt and every thrust ended with his pelvis rocking against her sweet ass.
As soon as they found their rhythm, Pike reached beneath Tulsi, sliding his hand down her stomach to circle her clit with his fingers. He kissed her neck as he played with her until she arched more powerfully into his thrusts, her breath coming in swift pants so sexy Pike couldn’t resist nipping at her shoulder with his teeth.
“Yes,” she cried out, squirming beneath him, building the tension coiling low in his body. “Do it again. Bite me again.”
And so he did, digging his teeth into the muscled flesh near the curve of her neck as he rammed inside her slick channel, groaning as another wave of heat rushed from her body in response. Feeling her juices coating his cock, realizing how intensely he affected the woman in his arms, was all it took to send Pike over. He came with a cry, circling Tulsi’s clit with his fingers until he felt her tumble over seconds later, her contractions milking every drop of release from his body.
“So good,” he murmured as they lay entwined after, catching their breath. He kissed a trail along her shoulder, his final kiss ending in a curse when he saw the teeth marks near her neck.
“What’s wrong?” she asked, shifting beneath him.
“I left a mark.” Pike ran his fingertips lightly over the faintly red skin. “Shit, Tuls, you’re going to have a bruise.”
“It’s okay, baby,” she said, obviously hearing the distress in his tone. “It doesn’t hurt. I liked it. I asked you to do it, don’t feel bad.”
Pike pulled out gently, still ashamed of himself. “But I should have had more control. And what if people see it tomorrow? What are you going to say? Your bridesmaid dress is strapless, right?”
“It’s really no big deal.” Tulsi rolled over with a happy sigh and stretched her arms over her head. “It’s probably time people realized I’m a sex maniac who likes to be bitten when my lover takes me from behind.”
Pike snorted and swatted the side of her ass, but that only made her laugh.
“It’s always the quiet ones, you know,” she said, continuing to giggle. “We’re all wild sex perverts, with dark, forbidden desires.”
Pike shook his head, but he couldn’t keep from grinning. She was too wickedly cute to keep a straight face. “How about I help you cover it up with some makeup tomorrow morning and we keep your dark, forbidden desires between you and me, wild thing?”
Tulsi rolled her eyes with a dramatic sigh. “Okay, party pooper. I guess that’ll work, too, if you think it’s best.”
Pike laughed. “I think Clem came by the ornery streak honestly is what I think.” He drew Tulsi back onto his chest and kissed the top of her head. “But I’m glad I’m the only one who knows you’re trouble.”
“Me too” Tulsi whispered. “I love you, Pike.”
“I love you, too,” Pike said, his eyes sliding closed. He was out like a light, moments later.
He slept hard, dreaming of a future with Tulsi and another sweet little girl with her blond curls and his eyes. By the next day, he had nearly forgotten about the strained moment when he offered to adopt Clem or his brief suspicion that Tulsi was keeping something important from him.
He would only remember when the truth finally came out at five thirty the following evening and his entire world was turned upside down.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
Tulsi
 
It was Mia’s big day, but Tulsi couldn’t help feeling like the luckiest woman in Texas.
As she walked down the aisle, with the afternoon sun warm on her face and a gentle breeze setting the wind chimes in the trees to tinkling, filling the air with fairy music, she felt so full of joy, hope, and gratitude she wouldn’t have been surprised to find her boots floating off the lavender carpet spread out on top of the trail. The weather was beautiful, the chairs on either side of the aisle were filled with friends and family, and the love of her life was starting down the aisle behind her.
Pretty soon she and Pike would be standing side by side as Mia’s maid and man of honor, watching two people they loved promise their lives and hearts to each other. And someday, not too far from now, she and Pike would be doing the same. They were going to have their happily ever after, with enough love in it to make up for all the hard years apart. Tulsi could see the beautiful years stretching out in front of them, filled with more sweet babies, trail rides on Pike’s ranch, family holidays and celebrations, and long nights together spent learning how to drive each other even more wild than they did already.
Tulsi reached the end of the aisle and took her place next to her friend Bubba—Mia’s other “bridesmaid”—and turned around, meeting Pike’s gaze as he walked slowly down the aisle, her heart skipping a beat as memories of last night danced through her head.
Making love with Pike was even better than it had been when they were younger, but she’d enjoyed this morning—crowding into the bathroom with him as they got ready for the day, feeling Pike’s fingertips linger on her shoulders as he zipped her into her strapless dress with the lavender bow at the waist—almost as much. Every simple intimacy was a miracle, every shared experience a memory she knew she would treasure forever. And as Pike took his place beside her and looked down at her with a loving smile so transparent she knew they must be giving themselves away, Tulsi couldn’t bring herself to care.
Let the whole world think they were crazy for jumping back into love head first, all she knew was that she was where she was supposed to be. She was by Pike’s side and she didn’t plan to leave it until death did them part. They would get around to saying their wedding vows, but in all the ways that mattered, she already belonged to him. She’d promised herself to Pike Sherman a long time ago, during that spring when loving him had changed the landscape of her heart forever.
She reached out, capturing his hand and holding tight as the bluegrass quartet began to play and Clementine appeared at the end of the aisle, drawing a collective “aw” from the witnesses. In her white flower girl dress with the lavender flowers spilling down the front and more lavender flowers in her blond curls, Clem looked like an angel. And the solemn expression on her face, as she set a slow, deliberate pace down the aisle, tossing equal handfuls of white rose petals with every other step, was so sweet Tulsi couldn’t keep tears from filling her eyes.
“I told you you’d need this before the vows,” Pike whispered, fetching his handkerchief from the pocket of his tuxedo shirt and pressing it into her hand. “That’s one beautiful little girl.”
“She is,” Tulsi said, smiling through her tears as she dabbed discreetly at her eyes.
“Just like her mama.” Pike squeezed her hand and Tulsi’s smile widened.
She was so lucky, so truly blessed. She’d been reunited with a man who loved her as madly as she loved him, she had a sweet, smart, healthy little girl, and pretty soon they were all going to be a family. She was so happy that she could only laugh when Clementine disobeyed her express orders not to deviate from the walk they’d practiced, for a solid thirty minutes before the ceremony started, and turned to perform a dramatic curtsey at the end of the aisle. A wave of laughter swept through the crowd, and Clem earned herself a brief round of applause that had her beaming as she took her seat in the front row by Mia’s mother.
Clementine grinned up at Tulsi and gave her a thumbs up. Tulsi gave her a wink and a thumbs up in return. Moments later, Mia and her father started down the aisle.
The rest of the ceremony was every bit as perfect. Mia was beautiful in an antique lace dress that ended just below the knee paired with her gray and lavender boots. And the look on her face as she promised to love, honor, and cherish Sawyer forever brought a fresh batch of tears to Tulsi’s eyes. The love Mia felt for her soon-to-be husband made her even more stunning.
It was a moving reminder that love was patient and kind, but it was also magical, a transformative force that planted seeds of hope and faith wherever it went. By the time Sawyer was given permission to kiss his bride, Tulsi was a blubbery mess, but she didn’t care. Her tears were happy tears, and she knew Pike would always think she was beautiful—even with her nose all red and her eyes swollen and puffy.
“You need another one of these, Tulsi?” Bubba held out his handkerchief as Mia and Sawyer turned to walk back down the aisle hand in hand, while the bluegrass band played “I’ll Fly Away” and their friends and family got to their feet to applaud.
“Yes, thank you.” Tulsi wadded Pike’s already soaked handkerchief in her hand and put Bubba’s to use mopping up the rest of her damp face.
Bubba patted her back with a chuckle. “Poor thing, you’re too tender-hearted for weddings.”
“It was just so beautiful,” Tulsi said, fighting another sudden wave of emotion. “I’m sorry you guys got stuck by the weeper.”
“Don’t you dare apologize.” Pike pulled her in for a hard hug that immediately made her feel a hundred times better. “I loved being by the weeper.”
“Me too,” Bubba assured her. “I might have even cried a little myself.”
“You totally did. I saw your eyes shining!” Marisol, Bubba’s fiancée, appeared beside him in a flurry of long silky brown hair and coral chiffon, wrapping her arms around his neck as she pressed a kiss to his cheek. “You big softie. Are you going to cry at our wedding?”
Bubba grunted, but he was clearly fighting a smile. “A manly tear or two might be shed. But they’ll be manly tears. That’s a whole different thing.”
“Right,” Marisol said with a wink in Tulsi’s direction. “You want to come to the bathroom with me and I’ll fix your makeup?”
“That would be amazing,” Tulsi said just as Clementine ran up to grab her hand.
“Come on, Mama,” Clem said, jumping up and down as she tugged at Tulsi’s arm. “They’re putting out the buffalo wings! I can smell them from here!”
“Me too,” Pike agreed. “They smell amazing.”
“They’re my favorite,” Clementine said. “I’m going to eat a hundred.”
“I think nine or ten will be more than enough.” Tulsi rolled her eyes with a laugh. “Why don’t you come to the bathroom with Marisol and me first. Then we’ll go get you a bib and some wings.”
Clem frowned. “Bibs are for babies and my stomach is already growling. I’m probably going to have a hole in my guts if I don’t get some wings in there soon.”
“That sounds serious,” Pike said, touching his hand lightly to Tulsi’s back. “Why don’t I take Clem to get wings and we’ll meet you at the tables by the dance floor?”
Tulsi blinked. “Oh, well—”
“That’s a great idea, Mr. Pike!” Clem dropped Tulsi’s hand and snatched up Pike’s.
By the time Tulsi pulled herself together and called after them for Clem to be on her best behavior, they were already halfway down the aisle. Tulsi watched them go, hand in hand, refusing to let the fear still lingering at the back of her mind take root. She didn’t have to be afraid of Pike and Clem spending time together. It was natural that the sight of something she’d feared for so long would cause her anxiety, but there was no need for anxiety anymore. Everything was going to be okay and it was wonderful that Pike and Clem seemed to be hitting it off.
“We’ll see you in a few,” Marisol said, kissing Bubba one last time before she and Tulsi started toward the house to find an empty bathroom. They were barely out of earshot, however, when Marisol jabbed Tulsi lightly in the ribs and asked, “So how long have you and Mr. Baseball been banging?”
Tulsi’s eyes flew wide as she glanced over her shoulder, but Bubba didn’t seem to have heard. “Is it that obvious?” Tulsi hissed as she turned back to Marisol. “We’re trying to keep it a secret until after the wedding.”
Marisol lifted one brow. “Well, I guess if someone were blind they might have missed all the loaded looks and hand-holding during the wedding…”
Tulsi fought a smile. “We’re both just too happy to hide it, I guess.”
“You shouldn’t hide it!” Marisol put her arm around Tulsi’s shoulders and gave her an excited squeeze. “I’m so happy for you. You deserve a man who can’t keep his hands off of you, but I have to admit I’m curious. Is Pike the bad boy you were talking about last time I was in town? The one you had the history with?”
Tulsi sighed, her smile fading. “Yes, but nothing is the way I thought it was. Pike’s wonderful. We just… We both made a lot of mistakes when we were younger. But we’re putting all of that behind us and moving on with a fresh slate.”
“Sounds smart,” Marisol said as they climbed the steps to Mia’s parents’ house. “That’s the only way to do it, just leave all the bullshit in the past and move on.”
“That’s what Pike says.” Tulsi held the door and followed Marisol inside the empty great room of the Sherman home. Everyone else was on their way to the tents set up next to the house, where Mia and Sawyer were holding their reception, and the house was so quiet Tulsi swore she could hear the ghosts of her and Mia’s younger selves talking about what toys they were going to play with next.
“But you don’t agree with him?” Marisol asked, glancing over her shoulder.
“No, I do,” Tulsi said. “I’m just having a harder time with it than he is I think.”
Marisol stepped into the bathroom and turned back to Tulsi with a hard look. “And why’s that? Don’t you think you deserve a fresh start? I certainly think you do.”
Tulsi lifted one shoulder and looked up at the ceiling, fighting the urge to spill her guts. The fact that Marisol was a new friend and not firmly entrenched in the old drama made her easy to talk to, but if Tulsi wasn’t going to tell Pike the truth she couldn’t tell anyone else. Pike was the person who deserved her honesty the most. Besides, she didn’t want to burden Marisol with a secret like this. She and Bubba might not be living in Lonesome Point, but they would be coming back to visit often and when they did they would be part of the family.
The tight-knit, closer-than-blood, Lonesome Point family of friends Tulsi had been lying to for years and would keep lying to until the day she died.
“Okay, spill it,” Marisol said, dropping the powder she’d just fished from her purse to the counter with a thwack.
“There’s nothing to spill,” Tulsi said, forcing a weak smile. “Everything’s fine.”
“You look like you’re about to be sick.” Marisol’s voice dropped to a dramatic whisper. “Oh my God, are you pregnant?”
Tulsi’s eyes bulged. “No! I’m on the pill and we were careful and…no. Just no.” She had been on the pill and they’d been careful last time, too. But they’d still managed to get pregnant with Clem two months after their first broken condom, when they assumed they had dodged an unplanned pregnancy and were in the clear.
The thought made Tulsi’s knees go weak. She barely made it to the closed toilet seat before they buckled. She sat down hard, her clenched teeth grinding as she fought a wave of nausea.
“I’m not pregnant,” she said, taking a deep breath. “I just don’t know if I can do this.”
“Do what?” Marisol knelt on the ground beside her, laying a gentle hand on Tulsi’s knee. “You can talk to me, you know. I won’t share anything you say with Robert or anyone else if you don’t want me to.”
Tulsi pressed her lips together as she shook her head. “I can’t tell you. I can’t tell anyone. I have to forget about it and move on. Pretend it never happened.”
Marisol was quiet for a moment. “Well, I obviously don’t know what’s bothering you, Tulsi, but I do know that you’re a good, sweet person and I’m betting you don’t deserve to suffer like this.”
Tulsi shook her head again, fighting another wave of tears. “I don’t know if I’m good. I don’t know anything anymore. And I don’t know what’s right. I used to know but…I’m so confused.”
“That’s okay,” Marisol said, taking her hand. “But being confused doesn’t make you a bad person. We all make mistakes, but the people who really love us, forgive us. And it’s our job to let them, you know? Robert taught me that, that it’s as great a gift to accept forgiveness as it is to give it.”
“Bubba’s a wonderful guy,” Tulsi said with a hard sniff, refusing to start crying again.
Marisol smiled. “He is, but even he can only do so much on his own. I had to learn to embrace his forgiveness and to forgive myself. And when I did, I was amazed how much better a partner I was to him. Getting rid of all that guilt I’d been carrying around freed up the energy to love him the way he deserves.”
Tulsi nodded and took a deep breath, but didn’t speak. She didn’t know what to say or to think about how this secret was affecting her. At times, it was easy, and she barely thought about it at all. Other times, it crept up behind her like a monster in the dark and had its hands around her throat, choking the life out of her before she could do anything to stop it.
“Want me to shut up and fix your face?” Marisol asked with a crooked smile.
Tulsi laughed softly. “Maybe. I’m not sure this is the kind of thing I can sort through in the bathroom at my best friend’s wedding. It might take some time.”
Marisol patted her leg before standing up to resume digging through her purse. “Okay, then we’ll try to take your mind off of it by making you even more beautiful than you are already. I’ve got blush, eye shadow, and mascara that will work for your coloring, but I’m going to have to use Robert’s powder. Mine is too dark.”
“Robert has powder?” Tulsi asked, giggling. “What have you done to him?”
“It’s only for right before he goes onstage,” Marisol said with a wink. “Or that’s what he makes me tell people.”
Fifteen minutes later, Tulsi was leaning closer to the mirror, shocked by the transformation Marisol had worked. She’d felt pretty this morning in her usual blush, mascara, and lip gloss, but now her blue eyes looked impossibly large, her lips fuller, and her complexion so perfect you would think she’d never spent a day in the sun, let alone years riding horses in the desert.
“You like?” Marisol asked. “Personally, I think you’re going to give all those supermodels Pike used to date a run for their money.”
Tulsi blinked her newly lengthened, thickened lashes. “You’re a miracle worker.”
Marisol laughed. “Am not. It’s just good product and a beautiful face to put it on. I’ll send you a care package with directions and one of everything we used next week. Bubba and I have four days in Los Angeles so I’ll have plenty of time to shop.”
Tulsi turned to Marisol, giving her an impulsive hug. “Thank you. This helped. I feel a hundred times better.”
“Good,” Marisol released her with a final squeeze. “Then let’s go have fun. Trouble will keep for tomorrow. Today we need to drink too much champagne and dance our butts off.”
“Agreed,” Tulsi said, following Marisol out to the party in progress.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
Tulsi
 
Tulsi spotted Pike and Clem the moment she started down the gently rolling hill toward the reception tent. They sat at a table for two in the shade near the dance floor, their heads bowed together conspiratorially over an increasingly gigantic pile of discarded wing bones. They were talking like old friends, and when Tulsi stopped beside the table, they looked up at her with matching guilty grins.
“That looks like more than ten wings apiece,” Tulsi said, lifting a critical brow.
“You look…different.” Pike’s eyes widened as he studied her face.
“Like a princess,” Clem said in a reverent tone. “I didn’t know you were that pretty, Mama.”
“Well thanks,” Tulsi said wryly. “I think.”
“Your mama’s the prettiest woman I know,” Pike said in a tone that made Tulsi feel warm all over. “With princess makeup or without it.”
“You’re sweet,” Tulsi said, knowing she was blushing. “But don’t think flattery is going to make me ignore that obscene pile of chicken bones on the table.”
“We may have had a wing eating contest,” Pike said, grimacing. “And Clementine may have won.”
“And Mr. Pike may have told me I didn’t have to wear a bib as long as I told you we just forgot about it,” Clem said, giggling when Pike shot her a betrayed look.
“You little tattle tale,” he said, laughing. “I can’t believe you ratted me out.”
“I can’t lie to Mama,” Clem said. “She’d bust my booty.”
Tulsi huffed. “And when was the last time I busted your booty, Clementine Rae? I’ve never spanked you a single time in your life, but if you’d like me to start, let me know.”
“Nope, nope, nope!” Clem stood on the seat of her chair and jumped into Tulsi’s arms, giving her a full arm and leg hug. “I missed you, Mama.”
“Me too. I’ve missed you so much, bug.” Tulsi hugged Clem tight. “Do you want to come home with me? Instead of going back to camp for the last night?”
Clem pulled back to shoot her an “are you crazy” look. “It’s just one more night. And they’re having a bonfire before lights out. We get to throw sticks in it and everything.”
Tulsi nodded sagely while Pike chuckled. “I don’t know what I was thinking. How could a boring night with Mom compare to an excitement packed evening of throwing sticks?”
Clem’s eyes narrowed as she smiled. “That’s sarcasm right there, missy.”
Tulsi grinned. “Caught me. Now give me a kiss and let’s go see if there are any wings left for me.”
Clem gave her a loud peck on the cheek, and Tulsi set her back on her feet before turning to see Pike watching her with a light in his eyes she knew she didn’t deserve. But maybe one day she would. Maybe one day she would have put enough love and truth into their relationship to make up for the secret she kept. Until then, she was going to keep reminding herself that all the good that was going to come of their fresh start was worth the growing pains of learning to live with a lie between them.
“You aren’t mad, are you?” Pike asked softly as they followed Clem to the buffet line. “She was so cute when she was begging for more wings, I couldn’t resist.”
Tulsi shook her head. “No, I’m not mad. But you’re going to have to learn to resist the cuteness sooner or later or she’ll rule you like a tyrant.”
Pike wrapped his arm around her waist. “I’ll try, but it’s hard. She’s diabolically sweet.”
Tulsi grinned up at him. “She likes you, too. But I’m going to wait to tell her about you-know-what until the next time you come to visit. Since you’re leaving the day after she gets back from camp, I don’t think she’d have time to wrap her head around us dating and intending-to-get-married right now.”
“Yeah, I was thinking about that,” Pike said. “Leaving is a dumb idea. I don’t want to be away from you again until I absolutely have to. I’m staying here until I’m either fit to play or you and Clem are ready to come visit the ranch.”
“Really?” Tulsi asked, excitement flushing through her. “You don’t have to go?”
“I don’t,” Pike said, hugging her closer. “But I can get a room at the hotel if you think me sleeping at your place would confuse Clementine. I can stay at Mia’s while she’s on her honeymoon, but after I’m sure I—”
“Don’t be crazy,” Tulsi said, waving a hand through the air. “You’re staying with me. I’ll explain it to Clementine when she gets home tomorrow. She’ll be excited. I know she will.”
“Excited about what?” Clem asked, turning around as she stopped at the end of the buffet line. “I have big ears, you know.”
Tulsi nodded. “I know you do, but we’ll talk about it later.”
“What is it?” Clem asked. “Are we getting a puppy?”
“Oh man, I want a puppy,” Pike said. “Why doesn’t this little girl have a puppy?”
“Don’t you two gang up on me,” Tulsi said with a laugh. “No more animals until Clem and I have a place of our own. I can barely afford horse feed as it is.”
“That reminds me,” Pike said as Tulsi filled a plate. “We should open a joint account in town. That way, anything you need, you’ll be covered.”
Tulsi opened her mouth to protest, but Pike cut her off.
“Don’t try to argue. What’s mine will be yours soon enough anyway, and I want to make sure my girls are taken care of.”
The sweet words were both wonderful and painful, but Tulsi decided to focus on the wonderful. Today was a day for happiness and celebration and she wasn’t going to waste another minute feeling guilty.
After Tulsi had her snack, she, Pike, and Clementine hit the dance floor, spinning in wild circles to the bluegrass band until they were hot and breathless and it was time to cut the cake. As soon as Mia and Sawyer were finished feeding each other the ceremonial first bite, Mia cut Clem a big slice. Clementine had just enough time to eat the entire thing and lick the icing off of her fingers before Tulsi’s father showed up in his pickup truck.
Dale had been invited to the wedding, but he’d begged off, citing the heat and that his wife was out of town as reasons he’d rather be in charge of picking Clem up at camp and dropping her back off. As Tulsi buckled Clem into her booster in the passenger seat, while receiving a lecture on the reasons she shouldn’t drink too much, including a reminder of the time she’d vomited in the bushes at her aunt’s third wedding, she was relieved she hadn’t had to put up with Dad for the entire wedding. So far, no one but Marisol seemed to think anything of Pike and Tulsi being joined at the hip, but Dale certainly would have noticed that Tulsi was spending all her time with a notorious womanizer.
Tulsi kissed Clem goodbye, promised Dad she’d be safe, and stood waving as the truck pulled down the drive. As soon as the truck was out of sight, she turned and hurried back to the party, but she didn’t make it past the corner of the house before Pike grabbed her and pulled her into the bushes.
They were still making out like they were kids again when Tulsi heard the sirens coming from the direction of town, but she didn’t think anything of them. She was focused on wonderful things and the bliss she found in Pike’s arms. It wasn’t until she heard Mia calling her name in a terrified voice that Tulsi’s skin went cold and the sound of the sirens filling the air took on a chilling meaning.
“Clementine,” Tulsi muttered, pulling out of Pike’s arms and dashing from the bushes, heading for the sound of Mia’s voice. She found her best friend running up the rise away from the tent, her cell phone clutched in her hand and tears streaming down her pale face.
“What is it? What is it?” Tulsi asked, gripping Mia’s shoulders and holding on tight, not knowing if she was supporting Mia or the other way around.
“My uncle just called,” Mia said, pain and fear mixing in her eyes. “There’s been an accident. Two kids were drag racing on the highway. One of them hit your dad’s truck head on and Clementine’s air bag exploded.”
“But she’s okay.” Tulsi gripped Mia tighter, her heart slamming in her chest. “Clem’s okay!”
“I don’t know,” Mia sobbed. “They said she was hit with shrapnel from the air bag and maybe the other car. She’s bleeding really bad so they’re taking her straight to the hospital. Sawyer’s getting the truck; we can go right now.”
“No,” Tulsi moaned, rage and terror rocketing through her, making it feel like the ground was tilting beneath her feet. “She’s going to be okay. She has to be okay. She has to!”
“I’ve got you.” Pike appeared behind her, propping her up as her knees buckled. “Come on. We can all fit in the truck. She’s going to be fine. Let’s get there as fast as we can and let her know she’s not alone. She’s going to need her mama.”
Tulsi fought to catch her breath and firm up her legs. Pike was right. Clem needed her. She couldn’t fall apart. She had to get to the hospital and get Clem’s hand in hers and then everything was going to be okay. She couldn’t let herself imagine any other outcome or fathom a world without her baby girl in it. Clem was everything, the best part of her and the biggest piece of her heart.
There was nothing she wouldn’t do to keep her child alive.
When they arrived at the hospital, the Emergency Room nurse met them in the waiting room to explain that Clem was in surgery to remove the shrapnel that had pierced her chest, but that the tiny Lonesome Point hospital was low on blood.
“We’re asking any family members who are a match to donate right away,” the woman with the tired eyes and black hair pulled back in a tight ponytail explained. “Just in case Clementine needs a transfusion. Do you know if you or the father are O positive?”
“I’m A negative,” Tulsi said, not hesitating for a second to do what she had to do. “But Pike is Clementine’s father and he’s O positive. Her Aunt Mia might be too, but I don’t know for sure.”
She felt shock ripple through the people behind her and Mia made a sound like she’d taken a sucker punch to the gut, but Tulsi didn’t waste time trying to explain.
“Can I go to her?” Tulsi asked the nurse. “Maybe if she just saw me in the room, or outside the window, it would help.”
“I’m sorry,” the nurse said sympathetically. “They put her under and no one but the operating team is allowed in the room. They’re taking it slow to make sure they keep her stable while they get all the shrapnel and debris out of her body.” She glanced at her watch. “It’s going to be at least another two hours until she’s out of surgery and then we’ll have to monitor her in recovery to see how she’s responding to coming out of the anesthesia. But as soon as she’s awake and stable, we’ll make sure you’re the first person she sees. The best thing we can do now is get a blood donation from Dad and anyone else who’s a match and go from there.”
Tulsi turned, flinching as she met Pike’s stunned gaze.
“Go with her please,” Tulsi whispered, motioning toward the nurse. “Help our daughter and I swear I’ll explain why I kept it a secret. Just…help her.” Tulsi fought to keep her face from crumpling. “Please, help her.”
With a final dazed shake of his head, Pike pushed past her, following the nurse through the swinging doors.
“Wait,” Mia said, releasing Sawyer’s hand. “I’m O positive. I’ll donate, too.”
Mia hurried after Pike, not sparing Tulsi a glance. But as she passed by, Tulsi caught a glimpse of the hurt and betrayal tightening her best friend’s features. Things were never going to be the same between them. They might not be civil on the other side of this, let alone friends, but it didn’t matter. All that mattered was Clem getting through the surgery and staying alive.
Tulsi crossed her arms tight at her chest, refusing to cry when Sawyer laid a gentle hand on her back.
“It’s going to be okay,” he said. “She’s a fighter and she’s strong. She’s going to be okay.”
Tulsi nodded hard and sniffed. “She will. She has to be.”
“Can I get you anything?” Sawyer asked kindly. “Water or a coffee? Find you a chair?”
“No, thank you,” Tulsi said, taking a step away, knowing she didn’t deserve comfort. “I should check on my dad and call my mom in Destin to let her know what’s happening. She’ll want to start looking for a plane flight.”
The ladies at the check-in desk let her know that her father had suffered a concussion and some serious bruising, but was in stable condition and being moved to a room upstairs.
“Can I go see him?” Tulsi asked. “Is he awake?”
“He is, but he’s put in a request for no visitors.” The blonde with the pencil shoved through her bun tapped a pink fingernail to the computer screen. “No one except his wife, no other family members.”
“What?” Tulsi shook her head. “Why? Can I at least talk to him on the phone in his room, I don’t—”
“I’m sorry,” the blonde said, casting a pointed look over Tulsi’s shoulder at the other people in line. “I’m sure he has his reasons.”
“Well, can I at least get the room number to give to my mom?” Tulsi asked in a small voice.
Dad must have decided Tulsi was to blame for the accident. She could practically hear his voice in her head—if she hadn’t asked him to drive Clem back to camp in the evening instead of letting her sleep over at his house the way he’d suggested, this wouldn’t have happened. She wasn’t sure exactly how her father was going to spin it, but somehow it would be Tulsi’s fault. It was always her fault.
She wrote down the room number and stepped outside to call her mom, relaying the terrible news in an unexpectedly steady voice. Mom was sobbing by the time Tulsi got to the part about Clem being in surgery, but Tulsi’s pulse beat slower with each passing moment until her fingers felt numb and her nose and lips cold despite the heat lingering in the evening air. Distantly, she realized she was probably having some sort of stress reaction, but she couldn’t worry about herself or her parents or Pike or Mia or anyone but Clementine.
Clementine, her baby, her heart, the ray of sunshine and trouble who made every day a blessing. Her daughter was so vibrantly, powerfully alive. God couldn’t take her away, he just couldn’t. It would be an offense against his own creation.
After Tulsi had hung up with her mother, she sat down hard on the curb near the ER parking lot, clasped her fingers together and prayed with everything in her that Clem would be okay. She prayed and begged and bargained, promising she would never lie or deceive anyone again if Clem pulled through. God might not think that prayers from a liar like Tulsi were worth answering, but Clem was innocent.
But then so were all the other children in the world who were abused, hurt, or killed every day. Innocence was no assurance that Clem would live. This was out of Tulsi’s hands. She was completely and utterly helpless to protect her daughter. With the genetic odds against her, she couldn’t even donate blood. And now, after all the years of sacrificing and keeping secrets to do what she thought was best for her little girl, Clem might not live to see her seventh birthday.
With a sob, Tulsi staggered to her feet and started walking. She walked across the parking lot, through the decorative shrubs, and into the dusty lot next to the hospital. She wasn’t sure where she was going, she only knew she couldn’t sit still another second, let alone the endless two hours or more it would take for her to be allowed to see her baby. She’d be back long before Clem woke up, but she couldn’t stay here and wait for things to get worse. If any news came between now and seven o’clock tonight, it was only going to be bad news, news that the surgery had failed and that her baby was gone.
Silent tears streamed down Tulsi’s face as her power walk became a jog and then a run. By the time the beige truck pulled over in front of her on the shoulder of the highway, she was sprinting down the side of road toward town in her pale green bridesmaid dress and boots, heart racing even as her mind slowed and the world blurred around the edges.
Later, she wouldn’t remember the exact facial features of the woman who offered her a ride and a bag of tissues from her purse to wipe the smudged mascara from her face. She wouldn’t remember asking to be taken to Dad’s ranch or telling the woman who dropped her off thank you for the ride. She wouldn’t remember much until the moment she was standing outside the pen where her sister’s latest wild stallion had recently been delivered, staring at the furious animal who had never asked to be bought or sold or tamed, pondering the lack of justice in the universe and wondering how in the hell she was going to move forward from here.
If Clementine died, Tulsi would have no reason to keep living. Pike hated her. Mia hated her. And she hated herself. Sawyer had felt sorry for her at the hospital, but he would get around to hating her, too, sooner or later. Her dad obviously blamed Tulsi for the accident and her mother would never stand up to her father. Mom didn’t stand up; she fell apart. Tulsi didn’t blame her for it, and for a long time, she’d assumed she was just like her mother. Reece was the troublemaker with the loud mouth and the will of steel, like Dad; Tulsi was the peacemaker who kept her dissenting opinions to herself and fainted in the face of trouble, like Mom.
But she wasn’t like Mom; she realized that now. There was a wildfire of hurt and grief and rage burning inside of her. If there was an enemy she could fight for Clementine’s life, Tulsi would take to the ring with nothing but her bare hands and fight until her body was bruised and her opponent’s blood filled her mouth. She would destroy anyone who threatened her baby, but there was no one to fight, nothing to do with her clenched fists.
There was only the horse, snorting and stomping as it glared at her across the ring, the misery threatening to consume her heart, and the terrible fear that there was no waking up from this nightmare.
Before Tulsi consciously decided to move, her feet started toward the fence gate, but once she realized where she was going, she didn’t try to stop herself. The world was blurring around the edges again, and she didn’t want to bring it back into focus. The clear picture was too cruel.
This was better. The numbness, the softness, the distance from the pain. She would stay here, for now, in this limbo state where she wasn’t conscious of all the things she’d lost and the precious life that hung in the balance.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
Pike
 
He was a father. Pike still couldn’t quite wrap his head around it.
He was that beautiful little girl’s father, but she might die before he had a chance to be a part of her life. She might die, and he would never get to hug her, eat wings with her again, or get her that puppy she wanted so badly. He wanted to give her everything—the world on a platter, the moon and more—but after the nurse placed a bandage at the crook of his arm and told him she’d come back with an update on Clem’s condition as soon as she could, there was nothing more he could do.
He sat beside Mia in the small specimen collection room, staring at the cups of orange juice and hard cookies the nurse had brought for them and wondering how he was going to keep from losing his mind while he waited to hear if Clem was going to make it.
“I can’t talk to her right now,” Mia said softly, breaking the silence. “I know I should. I know she must be falling apart somewhere, but I…I don’t know what to say.”
Pike sighed and reached for the glass of juice, downing it in two gulps, but the sickening sweetness felt wrong in his mouth. This wasn’t the time for anything sweet, not when life was dosing up so much bitterness and hurt.
“Why didn’t she tell me?” Mia continued in a dazed voice. “Why did she lie?”
Pike shook his head. “I don’t know. Guess she didn’t think I was good enough to be a father.”
“That’s bullshit.” Mia grabbed for a tissue from the box near the sink and mopped angrily at her face. “No matter how big an asshole you were to her—and I’m sure you were because I know your history with women—you deserved to know that Clem was yours. I deserved to know.” She sucked in a shaky breath. “I deserved to know that the little girl I’ve loved her whole life was my family and Clem deserved a father. You would have done right by her, I know you would have.”
“I will do right by her,” Pike said, swallowing hard. “She’s not going to die. I’m going to get to be her dad. It’s not too late.”
Mia reached out, taking his hand and holding tight. “Of course it’s not. She’s going to pull through. She’s so special, Pike. So smart and funny and…” Mia’s voice broke and when she spoke again her words were barely audible, “I just love her so much.”
“I love her mama,” Pike whispered.
“Oh shit, I do, too,” Mia said, rubbing his back. “I do, I just don’t know what to do with all this. About Clem and you two keeping all of it hidden. I had no fucking clue you were ever together.”
“It started when I was drafted into the minors. But I was in love with her before, I was just too stupid…” He trailed off as the tears pushing at the back of his eyes spilled down his cheeks “I still love her, but I don’t know how to get past this. I can’t stop thinking that if Clem dies, she will have spent her entire life thinking her daddy didn’t want her.”
Mia wrapped her arms around his shoulders, holding him as he covered his face with his hands and fought to pull his shit together. He hadn’t cried in years, not since Tulsi called things off the first time. That night, he’d ended up sobbing into his whiskey until two in the morning and puking through his morning run the next day.
Why hadn’t she told him? Maybe not at first, when she was so young and they were both hurt and full of resentment, but why not after Clem was born? Or at some point in all the years after? Had she really hated him that much?
The way you hated her until you laid eyes on her again?
Pike flinched against the thought. He had hated her. He’d held a grudge against that woman like it was his job because…that was the only way he could get by without her. Because sometimes hating someone is the only way to survive not being allowed to love them anymore.
He’d told Tulsi the truth the other day—he really had been falling in love with her his entire life. It wasn’t just that perfect spring that haunted him. It was every summer camping trip, every time he’d plopped down on the couch between her and Mia and given them shit for the romantic comedies they watched when they were teens. It was every time he’d warned one of his friends not to look at his surrogate little sister like she was a piece of meat and every time he’d ridden a trail with Tulsi and admired her quiet assurance with horses and the gentle way she smiled. It was just Tulsi, the sweet, beautiful, seemingly fragile woman who had the biggest heart he’d ever known and a fierce, secret strength when it came to protecting the people she loved.
The thought brought back a memory, one of those few crystal clear memories from childhood that had never left him.
He’d been ten years old and had run off down the river bank to find a stick to use for a sword fight with his friends. The entire church had turned out for the annual float trip, but all the grown-ups were busy fixing lunch when the accident happened. Pike had been the only one to see six-year-old Tulsi tumble off the fallen log, as she was crossing the river, and get swept downstream in the swift current. There hadn’t been time to get a grown-up, but even if there had, Pike wouldn’t have hesitated to run down the rocky bank and dive into the water. Tulsi was his little sister’s age, but she was this tiny thing who only came up to Mia’s shoulder. The second Pike heard her cry out for help and saw her little blond head disappear beneath the water, his heart had stopped and protective instincts, he hadn’t realized he possessed at ten, had surged to the surface.
Later, after he’d pulled Tulsi from the water, all the grown-ups had called him a hero, but it was Tulsi’s arms locked tight around his neck that had made him feel like one.
Even now, nearly twenty years later, he could still recall the wonder that had filled him as he realized he’d saved the life of the little girl in his arms. And thank God he had, because she would grow up to save his, with her love and her touch and her eyes that looked past his defenses and saw every hidden piece of his heart. No one had ever known him the way Tulsi did and he would never love anyone the way he loved her. It didn’t matter what she’d done, it didn’t matter how much it hurt.
There were only two ways he was going through life—loving Tulsi or pretending to hate her while he ignored the hollow place in his life and heart where his other half was supposed to be. And he didn’t want to hate Tulsi. No matter how hurt he was right now, all he wanted to do was hold her in his arms and tell her that everything was going to be okay.
“It doesn’t matter,” Pike murmured, swiping the last of the tears from his face with his fist.
“What?” Mia asked with a sniff.
“It doesn’t matter. None of it fucking matters.” He stood, lifting his hat and running a clawed hand through his hair. “I love her and she loves me and we have a little girl who’s going to need us when she wakes up. I’m going to go find her.”
“Can I come with you?” Mia asked, rising from her chair. “You’re right. There’ll be time to talk through the bullshit later. Right now, love is more important.” Mia’s lips trembled. “She’s my best friend and she shouldn’t be alone. She’s no good at it, especially when she’s upset.”
“Come on.” Pike held out his arm, tucking his sister tight to his side as they left the collection room and pushed through the swinging doors into the waiting room.
Pike’s eyes scanned the pale pink room with the faded blue chairs, but there was no sign of Tulsi or Sawyer. He was about to suggest to Mia that they check outside when Sawyer hurried in through the automatic doors, a worried expression on his face and Tulsi’s phone clenched in one hand. Bubba and Marisol weren’t far behind him.
“What happened?” Mia asked, stepping forward to meet Sawyer. “Where is she?”
“I don’t know,” Sawyer said, shaking his head. “I went outside to check on her and found her phone on the sidewalk, but no sign of Tulsi. The truck’s still here and I have the keys so wherever she went she’s on foot. I was about to go after her when Bubba and Marisol showed up.”
“I’ve got the rental car,” Bubba said. “Marisol and I can check my place and that side of downtown.”
“I figured we could check the shop and her dad’s,” Sawyer said. “I don’t think she should be by herself right now. I’m obviously not a doctor, but I’ve seen shell shock and I didn’t like the look on her face after she talked to the woman at the front desk.”
Mia cursed. “I should have come out sooner. I should have known this was going to break her.”
“She’s not going to break,” Pike insisted. “Not as long as Clem needs her. We just need to find her. Mia, I’ll ride home with you and Sawyer. If she’s not at the shop, then I’ll take your truck and head out to her dad’s while you and Sawyer check the other side of downtown.”
“We’ll check the church, too,” Sawyer said, backing toward the door. “She might have gone there.”
Fifteen minutes later, after arriving at Mia’s place and finding it locked and empty, Pike was on his way to the Hearst ranch. As he navigated the familiar roads, passing the small family farms and entrances to larger ranches he’d driven past dozens of times as he burned up the road between Austin and Lonesome Point that spring seven years ago, he grew more and more certain that love was the only thing that mattered.
He and Tulsi had already wasted so much time clinging to old hurts and stubbornly refusing to admit that neither of them had moved on. He was never going to move on, he was never going to get over Tulsi, and he didn’t want to. He wanted to be her lover and her friend and the father of her children—Clementine and those other blond babies he’d been dreaming about—for the rest of his life.
And then, finally, he would be living the dream—his dream. It wasn’t baseball or fame or money that filled the void inside of him; it was the blonde in the rumpled dress with her hair falling down around her bare shoulders, standing in a dusty pen, hugging a black stallion around the neck in the fading light.
Pike pulled the truck slowly to a stop a good hundred feet from the fence, not wanting to spook Tulsi or the horse. The animal was one of the largest Pike had seen and he didn’t look happy. His muscles corded beneath his coat and his nostrils flared. As Pike crossed the yard, he got a better look at the beast’s eyes and wasn’t surprised that he looked wild. This horse wasn’t even green broke and Pike’s gut said the creature hadn’t spent any enjoyable time with people. He was either fresh from the wild or he’d been abused by a former owner at some point down the line.
He was also capable of killing Tulsi if he decided to lash out and assert dominance over the woman petting his neck and gently nudging his hoof with her leg. Pike made damn sure he moved slowly and deliberately as he dropped his hat onto the grass beside him before climbing up to stand on the edge of the fence. He wanted to be within an easy jump of being in the ring, just in case he had to rush in to get between Tulsi and the horse.
“Tulsi,” Pike said in a soft voice. “You okay in there?”
“He’s trying to step up on me,” Tulsi said. “But we’re working it out. I think he’s going to figure out he’s safe in a minute or two.”
“You want me to come in and help?” Pike asked, heart skipping a beat as the stallion nipped at Tulsi’s neck only for her to gently but firmly capture his muzzle, before his teeth found skin, and push him away.
“No,” Tulsi said. “That would scare him more. He’s not as mean as he looks, but he’s scared. I think maybe someone wasn’t very nice to this big guy when he was growing up.”
“That was my gut, too.” Pike continued to use his “don’t wake the baby” voice, the one that would, hopefully, let this animal know that neither he nor Tulsi intended him any harm.
“Reece acts like she sends these horses to mess with Daddy, but sometimes she’s trying to save an animal no one else will take,” Tulsi said, stroking the horse’s neck as she spoke. “She’s not as hard as she pretends to be. She’s got a soft heart, though she hides it so well most people don’t see it.”
Tulsi sighed and whispered something only the horse could hear. Pike wasn’t sure what it was, but he was relieved to see the animal’s muscles relax and the giant begin sniffing Tulsi’s hair in exploration instead of flaring its nostrils in fear.
“I always thought I was her opposite because everyone could see mine,” Tulsi continued. “But I’ve done my share of hiding…pretending.” She pulled back, looking up into the horse’s eyes as she spoke. “I was so scared, Pike. I was scared of being hurt again and that the baby and I wouldn’t be enough for you, the way Mama and Reece and I were never enough for my dad. It was wrong and deep down I knew I’d made a mistake years ago. I just…I didn’t know how to make it better.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Pike said, wanting her in his arms so much it was all he could do not to jump the fence. But she was getting somewhere with this animal, and he didn’t want to put her in danger, so for now, words would have to do. “I’m hurt and sad I missed so much of Clem’s life. I hate that she went a day without a daddy to love her, let alone six years.”
Tulsi swallowed visibly and bowed her head, but the stallion wasn’t having any of it. He nudged her chin and she looked up, sniffing as she met his eyes and gently pushed his muzzle back down, showing him that she was still in charge.
“But in the end none of that matters,” Pike continued as he stepped down off the fence rail. “I’m not saying I’m going to get over this in a day or that we won’t have to work to figure out how to move forward without hurting or confusing Clem... But I love you, Tulsi. And nothing’s going to change that.”
“Not even this?” Tulsi’s shoulders lifted and fell as her breath shuddered out, but she didn’t break eye contact with the horse, who was now snuffling the palm she’d held up for him to inspect. “You really still love me?”
“I was thinking about love on the drive over,” Pike said, making his way slowly around the fence, closer to the gate. “And I think the country songs are wrong. You don’t fall in love; you choose it. You get close enough to a person to look into their dark corners and see things that scare you, but you choose to stay and keep loving them anyway. Because love isn’t meant to be sunshine and rainbows all the time. It’s beautiful, but it’s also painful. If you really love someone, you sign on for both, and when the painful parts come, you hold on even tighter.”
He stopped at the fence, eyes glued to Tulsi’s profile and the tears sliding slowly down her cheeks. “But whether we’re having a beautiful day or a painful one, I’m always going to choose you, Tulsi Hearst. You’re the only person I want to go through heaven or hell with. And if you don’t get out of that ring and close enough for me to hug you pretty soon, I’m coming in, and that horse and I can fight over who gets to sniff your neck.”
Tulsi smiled as she leaned in to kiss the stallion’s nose. And then she turned and started toward the gate. After a moment, the horse followed her with slow, easy steps, clearly having decided this human was a different breed than the people he’d encountered before—someone good, kind, and special.
Pike knew the feeling.
As soon as Tulsi slipped through the gate, he pulled her into his arms, crushing her against his chest, rocking them both back and forth as Tulsi cried.
“I’m so scared,” she said, her tears wetting his shirt. “I can’t live without her, Pike. I can’t imagine anything worse than waking up tomorrow and knowing I’ll never hold her again.”
Pike’s eyes filled with tears he didn’t try to stop from spilling over. “I know. I wish I could promise everything will be okay, but all I can promise is that I’ll be with you. No matter what.”
Tulsi clutched him tighter. “I’m so sorry. I’m sorry I didn’t believe in you.”
“I’m sorry I didn’t give you a reason to,” Pike said. “But I’m going to make up for it now. It’s me and you from now on. You’re not carrying this alone anymore. I’ve got your back.”
Tulsi’s fingers dug into his shoulders with a strength he knew most people didn’t realize she possessed. “I’ve got yours, too. I promise.”
“And that’s all I need,” he said, smoothing her hair from her face. He brushed the tears from her cheeks with his thumbs and met her sad, blue eyes. “We should probably head back to the hospital. I know they said two hours, but…just in case.”
Tulsi nodded swiftly. “You’re right. I want to be with her as soon as they’ll let me. Sometimes she gets angry when she’s scared. The nurses might need me to help talk her down.”
“I hope she wakes up throwing things and screaming every cuss word she learned from her Aunt Mia,” Pike said, taking her hand as they started toward the truck.
“Me too,” Tulsi whispered. “It could happen. She’s stronger than she looks.”
“So are you,” he said, opening the passenger door for her.
Tulsi climbed into the seat and turned back to look at him. “Thank you. For coming to get me.”
“Always,” Pike promised, leaning in to press a gentle kiss to her lips. She tasted sad and scared, but that was okay. He was signed up for all of it—every sweet, terrible, wonderful emotion, every peak and valley of the journey. His love was unbreakable, and there was nothing that would come between him and the woman who was his ever again.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
Tulsi
 
When Tulsi and Pike arrived at the hospital, Mia, Sawyer, Bubba, and Marisol were already in the waiting room, camped out in the far corner near the windows overlooking the parking lot. For a moment, Tulsi hung back, not knowing if she could handle a confrontation with Mia right now, but the moment her friend spotted her across the room, she jumped to her feet and hurried over with her arms outstretched.
“I’m sorry,” she said, pulling Tulsi in for a hug. “You needed me, and I was a selfish asshole.”
“It’s okay,” Tulsi said, her voice muffled by Mia’s shoulder. “What I did was horrible. I was young and scared, but you still have every right to be angry.”
“We don’t have to talk about it now.” Mia patted her back gently. “We’ll hash through it all later after we’re sure Clem is all right.”
Tulsi pulled back, looking up into Mia’s face, knowing she had to say what needed to be said now. If the worst came to pass, this might be the last time she was in her right mind for a long time. “No, I want you to know how sorry I am. By the time I started to think I’d made a mistake, Clem was already walking and I… I didn’t know how to go back.” Tulsi crossed her arms with a sigh. “And then every time I’d get to thinking that maybe I should reach out to Pike or confide in you, I’d see a picture of him with a model on some magazine and let resentment get the better of me.”
She took a breath, bracing herself for the rest. “It was an ugly, selfish way to behave, and it wasn’t fair to anyone. I just hope you can forgive me someday because I love you so much. I never could have made it through giving birth without you, let alone all the years after. You’re my sister and my friend and I’m just…so sorry I hurt you.”
Mia pulled her in for a harder hug. “You did, but you hurt yourself more, sweets. I know that and I don’t get off on kicking the people I love when they’ve already been kicked around enough. And that’s all I’ve got to say about it.” Mia nodded firmly. “So far, there’s nothing new on Clem, but Nurse Amy was here a few minutes ago and said she’d keep us updated.”
Pike’s hand settled gently on Tulsi’s back. “You want me to go check on your dad? I could sneak up to his room and try to find out what’s going on.”
Tulsi shook her head. “I’m focused on Clementine right now. When Dad’s ready to talk to me, he can let me know. I don’t have the energy to spare bending over backward to please him right now.”
Mia smiled. “Change that to ‘ever again’ and I’ll say it’s the smartest thing you’ve ever said.”
Tulsi nodded, thinking about all the things she’d learned about forgiveness in a few short hours. “Maybe I will,” she said. “I’m ready to let go of the past. If Daddy can’t let go too, then maybe it’s best if he and I don’t spend as much time together anymore.”
“How about a coffee?” Bubba asked, coming to stand beside Mia. “Sawyer and I decided we could use a cup.”
“Sounds good.” Tulsi smiled, grateful to have so many of the people she treasured most around her. Nothing could make a wait like this one easy, but with her friends around her she would get through it without losing her mind.
Bubba and Sawyer left to go get coffee from the cafeteria and the rest of them settled into their faded blue chairs beneath the television screen hung from the ceiling. The channel was fixed on a twenty-four-hour news station that repeated the same nuggets of information every fifteen minutes, but even after a large cup of coffee and the fifth cycle back into the evening news line-up, Tulsi couldn’t seem to make sense of what the reporters were saying. She was too scared to focus on anything but the fact that her baby was lying somewhere inside the doors to her right, fighting for her life.
She spent the hour leaning into Pike, grateful for his arm around her, feeling like the two of them were bracing for a hurricane about to hit shore. She could sense her own fear and dread echoed in his tense muscles, but knew she wouldn’t be holding it together as well as she was without his support.
“How are you doing?” she asked when Marisol, Bubba, and Sawyer left to make another trip to the cafeteria for snacks, leaving Pike, Mia, and Tulsi alone. She curled her fingers around Pike’s leg above the knee, giving him a gentle squeeze.
“Getting sick of waiting,” he said with a sigh, his arm tightening around her. “I just wish they’d come tell us something. It’s been over two hours since the surgery started.”
As if summoned by his words, Amy, the dark haired nurse who’d been keeping them updated, swung through the doors, a smile on her face. Tulsi saw that grin and her heart swelled with a joy so fierce it felt like her chest might explode, but she still needed to hear the words.
“She’s okay?” Tulsi surged to her feet with Pike and Mia not far behind her. “The surgery’s over?”
“She’s out of surgery, stable, and doing great,” the nurse said, her smiled widening. “The shrapnel was pervasive, but it didn’t damage any of her internal organs, which is wonderful news. We’ve got her in the recovery room and she should be waking up any minute. As soon as we make sure she’s not going to have an adverse response to the anesthesia, we’ll get Mom and Dad back to see her.”
“She doesn’t know I’m her dad,” Pike said quickly. “So please don’t say anything. We want to wait until she’s healthy and strong to have that conversation.”
The nurse’s eyebrows lifted toward her hairline, but she nodded. “Okay. Then we’ll get Mom back to see her first. If she’s up to it, everyone else can come back for a quick hello a little later, but then we’ll need to get her settled in a private room for a nice long rest. The best thing she can do right now is sleep and heal.”
“Thank you so much,” Tulsi said, reaching out to press the nurse’s hand. “And please thank all the doctors, too. I’m so grateful.”
“It was our pleasure.” Amy smiled. “I’m so happy to be able to give you good news. And just so you know, the boy who was driving the car that hit your father’s truck is out of surgery, too. It looks like he’s going to pull through, but he had a blood alcohol level way over the legal limit, so the police will remain involved. They’ll probably be in touch with you in the next few days.”
“My uncle’s the chief of police,” Mia said. “He’s known Tulsi and Clementine forever, so I’m sure he’ll handle this personally.”
Amy nodded. “Great. Y’all just hang tight for a little longer. Hopefully, I’ll be back to get you in just a few minutes Mom.”
Tulsi thanked the other woman again before turning to Pike and falling into his arms. She hugged him tight, relief making her tremble. “Thank God. Thank God she’s okay.”
“I hope that kid ends up in jail,” Pike said, pressing her to his chest. “If his drunk bullshit had taken Clem away…”
“Don’t even say it,” Mia said, letting out a shaky breath. “I can’t think about it anymore.”
“Me either,” Tulsi said, pulling away from Pike. “I should call my mom and let her know Clementine’s out of surgery before I go back to see her.”
“I’ll make sure someone tells your dad, too,” Pike said. “Then I’ll run to your place and get you clean clothes and whatever else you’ll need to spend the night. You’re going to stay in Clem’s room, right?”
Tulsi nodded. “Yes. Thank you,” she said, gratitude flooding through her chest as he smiled and leaned down to press a quick kiss to her cheek. “And if you could get a couple of Clem’s stuffed animals from her room, too, that would be great. It won’t be the same as Snuggly Blanket and Monster Princess, but I’m sure she’d appreciate something to cuddle when she wakes up.”
“I’m on it,” Pike said, with a wink, before he turned and started toward the front desk.
She watched him go, silently thanking the universe for the host of miracles that she’d witnessed tonight, before she reached for her cell.
“Let me step outside and call your mom,” Mia said, touching her hand to Tulsi’s arm. “I’ve got her number. You stay here so you can go back the second Clem’s ready for visitors.”
“Thank you,” Tulsi said. “Thank you for everything. I’m so glad we’re still friends.”
Mia grinned. “Family. And no sense staying mad at family, right? And since I get the feeling you’re going to be my sister for real before too long, it would be even stupider to hold a grudge. Just be good to Pike, and I’ll consider us square for life.”
Tulsi nodded seriously. “I will. I love him so much, Mia.”
“He’s pretty crazy about you, too,” she said, shaking her head. “I still can’t believe I didn’t see it before, but I guess sometimes we only see what we’re expecting to see.” She slipped her cell from her purse as she backed toward the sliding doors. “I’ll call your mom and be right back.”
“Thanks,” Tulsi said, Mia’s words resonating. For years, she’d done the same thing. She’d only seen what she expected to see, refusing to see the options that were right in front of her. From now on, she was determined to look at the big picture and realize that, no matter how bleak things seemed, there was always hope and paths that led out of the darkness.
A few minutes later, Nurse Amy returned and took her back to see Clementine, who looked even smaller than usual lying in a big hospital bed with tubes in her arms and bandages covering most of her chest. Tears sprung immediately to Tulsi’s eyes, but she forced a smile. She refused to cry or do anything to scare Clem more than her daughter had been scared already.
“Hey, bug. I’m so happy to see you!” Tulsi took her daughter’s small hand in hers and gave it a gentle squeeze, wishing she could draw Clem into her arms and rock her all night the way she did when she was a baby.
“Where’s Grandpa?” Clem asked, her forehead wrinkled. “Is he okay?”
“He’s going to be fine,” Tulsi assured her. “He’s already resting and doing great. How about you, baby? How are you feeling?”
“Everything hurts. All over.” Clem’s blue eyes swam with tears. “I don’t like it here, Mommy, I want to go home.”
“I know,” Tulsi said, heart breaking. “But we need to stay until you’re better. The doctors and nurses are doing a great job taking care of you and in a few days you’ll be stronger and we can go home.”
“I don’t like the nurses. They’re mean. They wouldn’t let me see you when I woke up,” Clem said with a pitiful sniff. “I said I wanted my mommy, but they wouldn’t go get you. I was so mad I wanted to push them and run away, but everything hurt too bad.”
“I’m sorry, baby.” Tulsi smoothed Clem’s hair from her forehead. “I know it’s confusing, but they weren’t trying to be mean. They just had to make sure you were okay before they came to get me. Those are the hospital rules. But now I’m here and I’m sticking to you like glue. I’ll sleep right by your bed and be there whenever you wake up.”
“You promise?” Clem said, her eyelids already drooping.
“I promise,” Tulsi said. “A team of wild horses couldn’t drag me away. Mr. Pike is getting my things from the house and he’s bringing your stuffed animals, too. Next time you wake up you’ll have animal friends in your bed, and I’ll be here to get you anything you need. We’ll rest and watch movies and play cards and do whatever we can to keep your mind off the bad stuff until you’re all better.”
Clem blinked sleepily. “Can we play for candy?”
“Of course,” Tulsi said, swallowing hard as she watched Clem’s eyes close. “Of course we can play for candy.”
She managed to hold back her tears until she was certain Clem was asleep, but then they came in a fresh wave, pouring silently down her cheeks. She was just so grateful—so grateful to hear her baby’s voice, to hear her complain about the mean nurses, to know she was still plotting ways to increase her candy stash. Her little girl was going to be okay and they were both going to have a fresh start, with even more love in their lives than they’d had before.
The past six years had taught Tulsi that her capacity for love truly was limitless. On the day Clementine was born, she’d assumed nothing could surpass the love that had flooded her heart the moment Clem looked up at her with those wise and beautiful baby blue eyes. But with every passing year, Tulsi had come to treasure her daughter even more. Loving Clem was a blessing that had taught her that the heart isn’t a fixed entity, it’s a mansion always under construction, with an endless number of rooms and always more space for love and light.
And so when Tulsi woke up in the hospital folding chair the next morning to see her father sitting in a wheelchair by Clem’s bed, watching his granddaughter sleep, she didn’t hesitate. She rubbed the sleep from her eyes, padded in her sock feet around the edge of the bed, and wrapped her arms around her daddy’s shoulders.
“I’m so glad you’re okay, Daddy,” Tulsi said, kissing his cheek. “I love you so much.”
“We almost lost her,” Dale said, remaining stiff in her embrace. “After the crash, I was trapped on my side of the truck. I sat there watching her cry and bleed and I couldn’t help. And then she closed her eyes and I thought that was it…that she was gone…”
Tulsi hugged him harder and whispered, “I’m so sorry you had to go through that, Dad. But we didn’t lose her. And we’re all here and we’re a family. It’s going to be okay.”
“You should never have sent her away to camp,” Dale said in a gruff voice. “She’s just a baby. She should have stayed home with you and me, where she belongs. So we could keep her safe.”
“She was with you when it happened, Dad,” Tulsi said gently as she stood up. “Not at camp.”
“So it’s my fault, is it?” he asked, glaring at Clem’s bedspread, his jaw clenched tight.
“No, it’s that boy who decided to drink and drive and race his friend down the highway’s fault.” Tulsi leaned over, trying to catch her father’s eye. “You and Clem were just in the wrong place at the wrong time. It was terrible luck, but you’re okay and Clem’s going to snap back from this fast, I can tell already. We don’t have to be scared anymore.”
Dale grunted, but still didn’t turn her way.
“Please, Dad,” Tulsi begged, “I love you, but I can’t do this for another six years. I’m sorry I disappointed you, I truly am, but I was just doing the best I could. Can’t you just forgive me and maybe try to…love me? The way you love Clem?”
Her dad turned to her with a stunned expression. “Of course I love you. What do you think the past six years of taking care of you and Clementine has been about?”
“About you doing the right thing even though you think I’m a fool,” Tulsi whispered, smiling even as her eyes filled with tears for the tenth time in the past twelve hours. “And I appreciate it so much, I do, but I don’t want to feel like a fool anymore, Daddy. I’m not a child, I’m a grown woman, and I’m a good mama to Clem and a good daughter to you. I just want to love you and be loved without feeling like I’m never going to be good enough, no matter how hard I try.”
Dale blinked, and Tulsi was shocked to see tears rise in her father’s eyes. She’d never seen him cry, not once in her entire life.
“I just… I hate that I let you down,” he said, his voice gravelly with emotion.
“What do you mean?” Tulsi whispered, afraid of what he was going to say.
“Don’t you think I know it’s my fault?” he continued, tears slipping down his cheeks. “For pushing you aside when you were little and never making time the way I should have? If I’d been better to you back then, if I’d taught you how special you were, instead of being so hard on you all the time, you would have respected yourself enough to pick a decent man. Then you wouldn’t have had to fight so hard to get by and do without the good husband you deserve. It’s my fault. I’m a bastard, just like your sister always says I am.”
“Oh, Dad, that’s not true.” Tulsi shook her head, stunned to realize that this was what had been going through her father’s head all these years. “I respect myself. And I picked a wonderful man, we were just young that’s all. We both made mistakes, but Clementine isn’t one of them. She’s the best thing that ever happened to me. I wouldn’t take back one minute of being her mama. And you’re a wonderful grandfather to her. She loves you to bits and pieces.”
Dale pulled in a breath and his lips turned down hard. “I tried my damnedest with her. Tried to make up for how I failed you and your sister.”
Tulsi squatted down beside his chair, looking up at him with pleading eyes. “Daddy, you have hurt me, but you haven’t failed me. It’s not too late. We can have a fresh start. Right now. I’m ready to let all the bad things go, aren’t you?”
His lips pressed so tight together the color seeped out of them, but after a long moment he nodded. “This is hitting me hard, Tulsi,” he said in a strained voice. “I barely slept last night for thinking. I don’t want to go out feeling like I’ve failed the people who matter the most.”
“Then you won’t,” Tulsi whispered. “You’ll make a change and make things better. But as far as you and I are concerned, all the sad stuff can stay in the past. I’m keeping my eyes on the future.”
Dale swiped the tears from his cheeks as he cleared his throat. “That reminds me, I was thinking…I can probably let the barn rent go until after Christmas. There’s a difference between teaching someone how to run a business and punishing them for things they can’t control. I know your funding was cut and that’s not your fault.”
“Thank you, Dad,” Tulsi said with a smile. “But I think it’s time to find another therapist for my kids. There’s a wonderful woman in San Antonio I bet I can convince to come take care of my clients one day a week. I’ve got things to think about, too, and I have a feeling my life is moving in a different direction.”
“Knock, knock,” Pike called softly from the door, making Tulsi smile.
Speaking of different directions…
“Can I come in?” he whispered. “The nurse said morning visiting hours started a few minutes ago, but I don’t want to interrupt.”
Tulsi stood, turning to face him, smile widening when she saw the flowers he’d brought. “Come on in. Dad and I are waiting for Clem to wake up. She should be awake soon. She slept really well last night, which the nurses say is a good thing.”
“Great,” Pike said, looking a little nervous as he entered the room and said good morning to her dad.
“Morning,” Dale grunted as he rolled his chair away from the bed. “I should get back to my own room. Patty’s plane landed a while ago. She’ll be here soon. We’ll both come back later when Clem’s awake.”
“Okay, Daddy,” Tulsi said, watching her dad roll slowly out of the room, hope swelling inside her.
Maybe things really would be different between them from now on. She hoped so. The real test, of course, would come when she told her parents who Clem’s father really was and that she and her daughter were moving to Montana to be with him. If her dad didn’t give her the disapproving glare and at least a thirty-minute lecture after that doozy, then she’d know they were truly on the path to a healthier relationship.
“How about you?” Pike set the flowers and a brown paper bag, she hoped contained breakfast, down on the nightstand and pulled her into a hug. “How did you sleep?”
“Not much,” Tulsi said with a smile. “But that’s okay. I’ll take a nap later when Clementine does. Are Mia and Sawyer coming by again before they catch their flight?”
“They are. Mia was talking about canceling the honeymoon, but I told her that would only make you and Clementine feel bad. And I promised I’d stick around so you two will have plenty of support until they get home next week.”
“Good.” Tulsi rested her cheek on his chest, soaking up the strength she always found in his arms. “They should go enjoy themselves. We’re all going to be just fine.”
“We are,” Pike agreed, kissing the top of her head. “I have breakfast, by the way. And three bags of hard candy from the drugstore. I didn’t know how much we’d need for candy poker, but I figured that’s a good place to start.”
“I like gummy worms better,” Clem’s sleepy voice said from the bed. “But we can start with hard candy, and once I win all that, you can go get gummies, Mr. Pike.”
Tulsi grinned as she turned to Clem, relieved to see her daughter looking more alert this morning. “Well good morning, bossy pants. A please and thank you in there somewhere would be nice.”
“That’s okay,” Pike said, laughing. “I think you should get a break from saying please and thank you for at least a day or two after major surgery. If I have knee surgery, I’m not going to say please or thank you for at least four days. And I’m going to make you two bring me milk shakes for every meal.”
Clem’s eyes widened. “Can I have a milk shake for breakfast, Mama? And lunch?”
“I think you should have something easy on your stomach and healthy,” Tulsi said, smiling as Clem wrinkled her nose. “We’ll talk to the nurses, but milk shakes might have to wait for a few days. And any candy you win has to go into the stash to eat later.”
“Your mama and I won’t eat any candy, either,” Pike said. “In a show of solidarity.”
Clem sighed. “Okay, but can we watch a movie before we play? My brain is too sleepy for poker.”
Tulsi started toward the door. “I’ll go check with the nurses and see what movies they have for kids, but if there’s nothing you like, I can always run home to get your DVDs.”
“No, you stay, Mama,” Clem said, panic flashing across her features. “Mr. Pike can go.”
“Of course I can.” Pike cast a reassuring look Tulsi’s way before sitting down in the chair next to Clem’s bed. “I’ll go get you any movie you want, but I’ve also got some videos on my phone. You want to see the tree house on my ranch in Montana? It’s pretty cool.”
“Oh yes, please.” Clem smiled as Pike pressed the button to elevate the top of the bed, propping her up. “Mia told me all about it, but she always forgets to take pictures.”
“I know,” Pike said, leaning closer to Clem as they both looked down at the phone. “She says she gets too busy having fun to take pictures.”
“But you can do two things at the same time,” Clem mumbled before continuing in an awed tone. “Oh wow. That looks like a real house! Do you live in there?”
“I visit sometimes, but it’s mostly for my little cousins when they come to stay,” Pike said. “They have slumber parties in there almost every Christmas.”
“I want to have a slumber party,” Clem said, lifting her eyes to where Tulsi stood in the doorway. “Can we go to Mr. Pike’s next Christmas, Mama?”
“I hope you’ll come before then,” Pike said, meeting Tulsi’s gaze, the love in his eyes enough to melt her heart from across the room. “I can’t wait to have you girls up for a good long visit.”
“Can we, Mama? Can we please please please?” Clem begged, but she already sounded more tired than she had a moment ago.
“Let’s concentrate on resting and getting well for now,” Tulsi said, pushing on when Clem frowned. “But as soon as you’re better, we’ll plan a trip.”
“Really?” Her daughter’s pale brows lifted. “All the way to Montana?”
“All the way to Montana,” Tulsi promised, silently adding, where we’re going to stay and be a family, the way we should have been for the past six years.
“Now you two take it easy,” she said aloud. “I’ll be back in a sec.”
She left Pike and Clementine with their heads close together, talking softly about all the different parts of the tree house and returned, with a selection of movies, a few moments later to find them watching videos of the horses on Pike’s ranch.
“Oh, I want to see,” Tulsi said, unable to resist a horse video.
“Then come over here, little mama,” Pike said, holding out one arm. “You can sit on my lap.”
Tulsi settled into his lap, not missing Clem’s curious look, but knowing now wasn’t the time to talk about anything serious. “Oh, she’s lovely,” Tulsi cooed when she saw the big-eyed filly on the screen. “How old?”
“Not quite two, but this was filmed a while back.” Pike hugged her close with one arm. “Her name’s Strawberry Sunshine.”
“Aw, that’s cute,” Clem said, watching the two of them out of the corner of her eye for a moment before she added in her most polite tone, “Mr. Pike, my mom’s short, but she’s not a kid you know.”
Pike chuckled. “I know.”
Clem cleared her throat. “What I mean is, she doesn’t usually sit in people’s laps.”
“She does mine,” Pike said, holding Tulsi tight when she tried to stand up. “Because I love her a lot and like to keep her as close as I can get her.”
Tulsi opened her mouth to say that now wasn’t the time to talk about that sort of thing, but Clementine surprised her with a smile.
“Really?” she asked. “Mr. Pike, are you Mama’s boyfriend?”
“Something like that,” Tulsi said, anxiously, wishing they could have put this off for a few days. “How do you feel about that, bug?”
“Good,” Clem said, smile widening. “Miss Emily always says you need a boyfriend, but that guy from the bank you went out with, when I was a baby, smells funny and never gives me a lollipop. Mr. Pike is better. Waaaay better.”
“Glad I meet with approval.” Pike laughed as he reached over to ruffle Clem’s hair.
“Okay, enough about boyfriends and girlfriends.” Tulsi was relieved that had gone so well, but didn’t want to risk bringing stress into Clem’s recovery. “Let’s get down to serious business—My Little Pony Movie, Princess Bride, or Alexander’s No Good Very Bad Day? Choose your adventure, Clementine.”
“My Little Pony,” Clem said. “Because the other two make me laugh and it hurts when I laugh.”
“Poor baby.” Tulsi stood, pressing a kiss to Clem’s cheek. “It won’t hurt for long, I promise. The nurse will be in soon to check on you. She can give you some more pain medicine if you need it.”
“It’s okay, Mom,” Clem said. “Don’t worry. I’m going to be all right.”
“I know you will, bug,” Tulsi said, believing it with all her heart. They were both going to be okay, better than okay.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EPILOGUE
Four months later
 
Tulsi
 
Outside, snow was falling again, blanketing the front lawn, where the kids had spent the morning rolling up snowmen, in a fresh coat of white. But inside the house, a fire roared in the great room’s fireplace, laughter echoed off the mahogany walls, and mulled cider and hot chocolate kept everyone warm and cozy as they waited for the turkey to come out of the oven. Tulsi was surrounded by all the people she adored, enjoying the best Thanksgiving she’d ever had, and watching her daughter coach the love of her life through the championship round of a family foosball tournament.
Life was perfect and getting better every day.
“Okay, it’s time to bring it home,” Clem said, thumping Pike on the back as he faced Sawyer down across the foosball table. “You’ve got this. Keep the ball on your left side ’cause that’s Sawyer’s hurt shoulder, and you’ll crush him fast. He looks tough, but he’s soft under pressure.”
“I heard that,” Sawyer said from across the table, laughing as he spun the foosball dials. “This competitive side of you is dark and twisted, Clementine.”
“And he didn’t pitch a no-hitter in the World Series, either,” Clem said, ignoring Sawyer. “And I bet he’s tired from the last round against Grandpa.”
“Got it,” Pike said with a wicked grin that matched his daughter’s perfectly. “Fist bump for luck.”
Clem gave Pike a fist bump as she backed away from the table. “Just remember, Dad, defeat does not exist in this dojo!”
“Yes, sensei!” Pike dropped the white ball into play and he and Sawyer began furiously spinning the dials while Mia and Tulsi watched the manly display from the leather couch closest to the fireplace.
“Get over here, crazy person,” Tulsi said, pulling Clementine down onto the couch and kissing her cheek. “You’re so worked up, your cheeks are bright red.”
“He’s got to win,” Clem said. “Sawyer’s taking home that trophy over our dead bodies.”
“There is no trophy, goofball.” Mia shook her head as she reached over to pinch Clementine’s leg lightly through her red tights. “You’ve been watching too much Karate Kid.”
“I love it,” Clem said, her eyes shining. “I’m going to start karate next week.”
“Is that right?” Mia humphed in surprise. “I thought you were taking ballet class, last I heard.”
“She’s taking that, too,” Tulsi said, raising her voice to be heard as Pike scored a goal and Clementine broke into a raucous cheer. “Since we’re homeschooling, we’re trying to get out and spend time with other kids at least three times a week. Keeps us from becoming hermits during the off season.”
“How’s the homeschool stuff working out?” Mia asked. “Still good?”
“Great,” Tulsi said, beaming. “I’m really enjoying it. So much so, I’m thinking about going back to school for a teaching degree at some point down the line.”
Mia’s eyes widened. “Wow. I never thought I’d hear you talk about a career outside the barn with that much excitement in your voice.”
Tulsi shrugged. “Well, it wouldn’t be for a while. Right now I’m concentrating on the family and that feels right. Especially once we start trying for number two in the spring.” She smiled as she nodded toward Mia’s tiny little baby bump. “We can’t let you and Sawyer get too far ahead or the cousins won’t be close to the same age.”
Mia grinned. “You know I agree. What does Miss Clem think about a new baby?”
“I want a baby brother,” Clem said absently, her attention still fixed on the game. “Then a baby sister, but a baby brother first so Dad won’t be outnumbered three to one.”
Tulsi hugged Clem tight, her heart swelling the way it did every time she heard her daughter talk about her dad. It had only taken a few weeks for Mr. Pike to become Daddy. All Tulsi’s worries about Clementine’s reaction to learning the truth had been for nothing. Yes, Clem was smarter than the average six-year-old, but she was also a kid whose dreams were coming true. She didn’t care why it had taken so long for Tulsi and Pike to find each other again or hold a grudge over the years she’d lost. She embraced the love in the here and now and had been thrilled to get to be flower girl all over again at Pike and Tulsi’s simple ceremony at the Hearst ranch in September. Clem had had her daddy up on a pedestal ever since, even before she’d watched him pitch in the World Series.
But that was okay. Her daddy was pretty crazy about her, too. He swore it was taking the down time with Clem after her surgery that had healed his knee. That and Tulsi’s kisses, but Clementine preferred to take all the credit.
“Yes!” Clem leapt off Tulsi’s lap and thrust a fist into the air as Pike scored the winning point. “Take that, Sawyer!”
“All right, Miss Thing,” Sawyer said, motioning Clem over. “I want to play you next. Let’s see if you play ball as well as you talk smack.”
Clementine bounded across the room giggling, high-fiving Pike on her way to the table.
“Hey, sexy mama,” Pike said, still breathing heavy from the game as he stopped in front of the couch and reached a hand down to Tulsi. “Want to go check the turkey with me?”
“I would love to.” Tulsi grinned as she threaded her fingers through his and let him pull her to her feet. Even now, after four months of nearly constant togetherness as they traveled together for the post season and settled in at the ranch soon after, simply holding Pike’s hand was enough to send a shiver across her skin.
“You’re not fooling anyone, you two,” Mia said dryly. “We all know the grandmas are ruling the kitchen right now. You’re sneaking off for alone time.”
Pike grinned shamelessly. “Got to take it when I can get it with all you people in my house.”
“Try the tree house,” Mia called after them. “That’s where Sawyer and I were earlier.”
Tulsi shot Mia an incredulous look over her shoulder.
“What?” Mia blushed. “There were no kids in there at the time.”
Tulsi wagged a naughty girl finger at Mia, but a few minutes later, she was locked in the basement laundry room with her husband, getting up to a few naughty things of her own.
“You are irresistible in this dress,” Pike said, lifting her up on top of the washing machine as they kissed, making Tulsi’s breath catch as his hands gripped the back of her thighs and spread them wide. “All I’ve been able to think about all afternoon is getting you alone.”
“My mother told me a short dress was impractical for winter in Montana,” Tulsi said, wrapping her legs around Pike’s waist and squeezing tight. “I told her I preferred driving my husband crazy to being practical.”
Pike laughed against her lips. “You didn’t.”
“Of course I didn’t,” Tulsi said, nipping at his bottom lip. “I’m the good sister. I have to keep my angel halo in place since Reece backed out of Thanksgiving and made everyone sad.”
“I’m not sad.” Pike lifted her with one strong arm around her waist as he stripped her panties down her legs with the other. “I’m so happy, my dad threatened to slap the smile off my face twice yesterday.”
“He’s such a charmer.” Tulsi fisted her hands in Pike’s heavy blue sweater, drawing it up over his head before going for his undershirt. “I’m going to slap him if he keeps being cranky.”
Pike tossed his undershirt to the floor, baring his chest, making it impossible for Tulsi to resist trailing her fingers over his soft skin with the delicious muscles bunching beneath. Her husband truly was beautiful, inside and out.
“You don’t have to defend me, baby,” he said. “I don’t give a shit how cranky he is. Nothing can bring me down.”
“I still say we need to arrange for a near death experience.” Tulsi continued her exploration of Pike’s chest as he worked the buckle on his jeans. “It did wonders for Daddy. Look how sweet he is now.”
“Dale’s great, but I don’t want to talk about your daddy right now, babe.”
“Oh no?” Tulsi batted her eyes innocently as she spread her legs and lifted the hem of her dress. “Then what do you want to talk about?”
“This naughty angel I’m married to.” Pike shoved his jeans and boxers down around his hips, baring his thick, swollen length before he reached for her. “And how I can’t wait to make love to her all night long as soon as our parents are out of the house.”
“That sounds per—” Tulsi’s words became a soft cry as Pike pulled her to the edge of the washing machine and drove inside her with one long, possessive stroke.
They came together with the same urgency they had that first time in Lonesome Point, Pike riding her hard and Tulsi welcoming every rough thrust with moans she tried her best to keep quiet, even though the walls were thick and the laundry far from the main rooms of the house. But by the time he brought her over, his teeth dragging lightly across her neck as his fingers dug into her hips, Tulsi wasn’t thinking about being quiet. She was pure feeling, so full of joy and love and passion she threw back her head and called Pike’s name as she came.
Her entire body caught fire and burned, but Pike was right there with her, making her feel treasured and beautiful and loved for exactly who she was, angel wings, hidden devil horns, and everything in between.
 
Pike
 
She felt so fucking good. Pike wanted to slow down and make it last, draw out this stolen moment for as long as possible before he had to share his wife again with all the other people who loved her. But she was so beautiful, so sexy, and when her fingernails dug into his shoulders and she came calling his name, there was nothing he could do but tumble after her.
“God, Tulsi,” he groaned as his cock pulsed inside her tight sheath and her breath came fast against his chest. “You feel so good. I love you so fucking much.”
“I love you so fucking much, too,” she said, in her sweet drawl, making him smile.
“You’re cute when you cuss.” He kissed the top of her head and hugged her tight, needing another moment to be this close to her, this precious woman who had given him the world.
The press had turned Tulsi and Pike’s whirlwind marriage into a Cinderella story, but Pike knew he was the one who had gone from sleeping in the ashes to bedding down with a princess every night. His love for Tulsi had made him happier than he could remember and had bled over into every other part of his life. He’d gone from “out of commission” to pitching the best games of his career in the World Series and batting his best average in three years. He’d ended the season with one of the highest averages for a pitcher in the post season and was determined to improve next year.
For the first time since he was a kid, he loved the game with all his heart and soul and it was all because of his wife and little girl in the stands, cheering him on. He’d always had the ability, but now he had a reason to relish every moment on the field, every minute with his family, and every second in Tulsi’s arms.
“I’m not cute,” Tulsi said with a sigh. “I’m a sex maniac. I can’t believe we had a quickie with my entire family upstairs.”
“A cute sex maniac.” Pike pulled out and reached for a roll of paper towels from above the washer. “Is it wrong that I can’t wait for our wonderful family to leave?”
Tulsi grinned. “It’s been a lovely visit so far, but no, I don’t think that’s wrong. It’s nice to have lots of people around to love, but it’s also nice to be just the three of us. We spent so much time apart that I’m still greedy when it comes to sharing you.”
“I’m always going to be greedy when it comes to sharing you,” Pike said, grabbing her panties off the floor and twirling them around his finger. “Can I keep these in my pocket as a souvenir, to keep me company during supper?”
“No, you may not.” Tulsi snatched the silk from his hand with a scandalized look. “I’m not going to eat supper with my family without underpants on, Pike Sherman. I have a wild streak, not a perverted one.”
“Not yet. But we were getting close the other night,” Pike winked, loving the way her cheeks turned pink as their eyes met and held. “I can’t wait to sixty-nine with you again. I love having your pussy sitting on my—”
“Ew, don’t say that word.” Tulsi slapped his arm as she hopped down off the washer. “You know it grosses me out. You need to think up a better nickname if you’re going to talk dirty to me and have me actually like it.”
“How about fluffy?”
Tulsi’s nose wrinkled as she stepped into her panties. “That makes it sound like I’ve got a 1970s disco situation down there, Mr. Sherman, and we both know that’s not true.”
“No, it’s not, Mrs. Sherman,” Pike said, still in awe that they shared the same last name and that this sweet and sexy woman was his for life. “Then how about muffin? Like my sweet love muffin?”
Tulsi rolled her eyes.
“My Lil Cooter?”
She pretended to gag.
Pike laughed. “Punani?”
She cocked her head and the hint of a smile curved her lips. “That could work. I can imagine you saying you like my punani sitting on your face and not being totally grossed out. Or my punani riding you in the morning or my punani—”
Pike snatched her up in his arms, growling against her neck when she squealed. “You keep talking like that and you and your punani are staying here with me until tomorrow morning.”
“Promises, promises,” she said, wrapping her legs around his waist and kissing him sweetly on the lips. “Thank you, baby, for the best Thanksgiving ever.”
“Thank you,” he said, “for making every day something to be thankful for.”
“Aw,” Tulsi said, her eyes starting to shine. “That was so sweet I almost threw up a little.”
Pike grinned. “You think you’re pregnant already?”
Tulsi rolled her eyes. “No. I told you, I’m on the pill until March.”
“But the pill didn’t work against my super sperm the first time,” Pike said, wiggling his eyebrows. “So maybe you are.”
Tulsi laughed as she ran an affectionate hand through his hair. “I swear, you’re like a stallion in heat.”
“Alpha Male,” Pike corrected, squeezing her butt one last time before he set her on her feet. “Alpha Male in heat, who loves you so much he can’t wait to make more babies with you.”
Tulsi took his hand, smiling up at him. “Still thinking three more?”
“Five. Enough to fill every room upstairs. And we can add on if we’re not finished after that.”
“Our families are going to think we’re nuts if we have that many kids,” she said, reaching for the door. “You realize that right?”
Pike shrugged, following her down the hall, past the entrance to the home gym and the rec room Clem had taken over as her playroom. “They already think we’re nuts for getting married so fast, and you know how much I care what other people think. Your opinion is the only one I care about.”
Tulsi sighed happily as she looped her arm around his waist. “My opinion is that we should have lots of sweet babies, but we should have pie first. I’m starving. I don’t know if I can wait for the turkey to come out of the oven.”
“I’ll distract the grandmas, you go for one of the pumpkin pies and two spoons,” Pike said. “Then we can sneak out to the tree house and eat it straight out of the pan.”
“I like the way you think,” Tulsi said, slipping out from under his arm and dashing for the stairs. “Race you.”
“Cheater!” Pike bolted after her, but let her stay in the lead because it was more fun to sneak peeks up his wife’s skirt as she ran than it was to beat her at a race.
Upstairs, they scored their pie, but ended up sharing it with Clementine, who caught them on the way out to the tree house. Later, they all settled into the dining room with the floor to ceiling windows and breathtaking views of the snow-covered Bitterroot Mountains, but there was nothing bitter in Pike’s heart. He was decadently happy and after supper, when everyone had settled into the comfy couches in the great room to watch a movie and nap off the food coma, he drifted off to sleep with heaven in his arms—his wife curled against him on one side, his daughter on the other, and all the love he’d ever need living in the air between them.
There were people who said Pike was a lucky bastard for making such a comeback so late in the season, but Pike knew the biggest stroke of luck he’d ever received was the day his path had crossed Tulsi’s again, and they got back on the road to forever.
***
The End
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This ride is going to last a lot longer than eight seconds…
 
Female professional bull rider, Reece Hearst, graduated from the school of hard knocks. With honors. Because life is like bull riding—when it sends you to the dirt, you do whatever it takes to get on your feet, even if you have to crawl. Like when officials stripped her of her rodeo queen title on the basis of vicious gossip years ago and not even her father would believe her side of the story. Reece could have stayed in the dust, wallowing. Instead, she fixed Lonesome Point in her rearview, joined the pro circuit, and never looked back. But now a serious injury threatens to end her career and she’s back in Lonesome Point, living next door to the family that once made her life a living hell.
 
After multiple tours of duty in Afghanistan and his father’s death, all Grayson Parker wants is to get his family’s cattle business back in the black and live a quiet life. But the return of Reece Hearst opens old wounds, throwing his ordered world into chaos. Grayson was serving overseas when Reece was a teenager and can’t believe the girl he once knew has grown into a heartbreaker as hardened as she is beautiful.
 
Grayson finds a kindred spirit in wounded Reece and soon longs to be the man to show her that there is life after pain and loss. But can two people as damaged as Reece and Grayson find their way to happily ever after? Or will the scars on their hearts forever keep them apart?
 
 
CHAPTER ONE
 
Reece
 
Reece Hearst stepped off the bus in downtown Lonesome Point just as the sweeper chugged down Main Street, cleaning up the mess left behind by the annual Christmas Eve parade. The crowd had vanished long ago and the carnival lights in the square had gone dark, but the smell of funnel cakes and hot chocolate still hung in the air. Garlands of red and green stretched across the street and a banner with old western lettering wished the citizens of Lonesome Point a Very Merry Christmas. A rare southwest Texas snowfall sifted down to complete the scene, and from one of the closed-up shops Reece could hear the faint strains of Bing Crosby crooning carols into the night.
At that moment, Lonesome Point looked like a place anyone would be lucky to call home, but Reece knew better. She knew this town was a shit hole like every other back asswards town that pock-marked the desert from here to the border of Mexico.
If she had anywhere else to go, she would be on her way there right now. She hadn’t been home in nearly twelve years and that’s the way she liked it. If fate had been on her side, she would be in a casino in Vegas with her rodeo friends right now, not shuffling down a Lonesome Point sidewalk with everything she owned stuffed into the duffel bag on her shoulder, wondering how the hell she was going to get to her family’s ranch in a town with no taxi service.
“Fuck me very much,” Reece muttered, running a hand gingerly through her ratted blond curls, careful not to touch the dent on the side of her head where her latest bull had tried to make sure he was her last.
She’d taken a pain pill fifteen minutes ago, but it had yet to kick in and her head throbbed like a thumb with a splinter shoved under the nail. Fifteen hours wedged in a Greyhound Bus had done nothing good for her skull fracture and the rest of her ached like she’d been run over by a stampede. Every old injury and long-healed break had woken up to haunt her with the ghosts of rodeos past.
Reece had known from day one that injuries were a part of professional bull riding. But back when she was eighteen and full of piss and vinegar and determined to show every dumb cowboy who thought a “little girl” could never make it on the pro circuit what she was made of, she’d never imagined that she’d be facing down her thirtieth birthday feeling like she was a hundred years old.
Every inch of her body hurt, every organ felt bruised, and even the thought of climbing the tree next to her old bedroom to break in to her family’s ranch house was so exhausting she was tempted to sit her ass down on the curb and let the snow numb her to sleep.
The fact that her mom and dad—especially her dad—were out of town until January second was the main reason she’d come back to Lonesome Point to lick her wounds and sort out her next move. But now she almost wished someone was at home. The weak part of her liked the idea of calling her mama to come pick her up, of Patty fussing over her and helping her put clean flannel sheets on her old bed. But her mama didn’t go anywhere without her daddy and even years apart hadn’t dulled Reece’s contempt for that man.
Dale Hearst was an asshole. Reece knew that for a fact, no matter how many times her little sister, Tulsi, insisted his heart had grown ten sizes in the past five months. Dale’s near-death experience last summer may have made him a changed man, but he couldn’t change the past or fix all the things he’d broken. Reece didn’t care how many voice messages he left begging her to give him a chance to make things better between them; she wasn’t going down that road. She didn’t need Dale and he didn’t need her. Not really.
He had sweet, loyal Tulsi. Tulsi, who had proven once again that she had zero self-preservation instincts by bailing on the business she’d worked years to build and running off to marry the prick who’d knocked her up and left her seven years ago. If Reece had any energy to spare worrying about anyone except herself, she’d be scared as hell for her little sis. It was a rare man who could be trusted with all the power and money in a relationship and there was no way to know what a man was made of in the six weeks Tulsi had waited before saying “I do” to Pike Sherman.
It didn’t matter that Tulsi and Pike had grown up together. Pike and Reece had grown up together, too, and she’d watched him fuck his way through half the girls in their senior class before she left town a few weeks before graduation. Pike had been an arrogant son-of-a-bitch back then and she doubted he had changed that much. Reece wouldn’t be surprised to hear the bastard was cheating on Tulsi before their first year of marriage was finished, but there was no point trying to talk sense into her sister now.
Reece knew better than to waste energy shutting the barn door after the horses were out. She would just have to be there to answer the phone when Tulsi eventually called crying and, in the meantime, keep making excuses to avoid joining her sister for happy family holidays on her husband’s ranch.
The thought made her lip curl. Happy family holidays. It sounded like about as much fun as another skull fracture.
With a sigh, Reece let her duffel strap slide off her arm and the bag drop to the sidewalk with a thud. She lifted her face to the snow and closed her eyes, concentrating on the feel of the crystals melting on her warm cheeks, trying to clear her head and decide what to do next.
But her thoughts continued to churn and tangle. Since the accident last week, she’d had a hard time focusing. Combine that with dizzy spells that hit without warning, sending her staggering, clutching for the nearest wall, and she had a recipe for making sure she wasn’t driving anywhere. Reece was fine with taking risks with her own life, but she wasn’t about to get behind the wheel of a car in her present condition.
That meant no rental car—not that it mattered since the closest car rental facility was an hour away and no doubt was closed at ten o’clock on Christmas Eve. Lonesome Point had no bus system, no taxi service, and Reece hadn’t talked to any of her old friends who lived in the area since high school. That left her with two options: walking the thirty miles to the ranch in the snow, or hitching a ride. But at this hour she’d be lucky to cross paths with even one car headed down the narrow country road toward the Hearst ranch and no matter how stubborn she was she wasn’t sure her battered body was up to that kind of hike.
She was still standing with her eyes closed and her head spinning, letting the snow soak slowly through her padded flannel jacket, when she heard a burst of laughter from down the street. She opened her eyes to see a man in a cowboy hat and a woman in a stupidly short skirt, wearing reindeer ears perched crookedly on her head, stagger down the steps of the Blue Saloon Hotel.
“Merry Christmas, Clint,” the woman called over her shoulder, her words slurred. “We love you! See you on New Year’s Eve!”
Reece snatched her duffel off the ground and hurried down the sidewalk toward the saloon. She didn’t want to hitch a ride with a couple of wasted douchebags, but maybe there were other people in the saloon who were in better shape than the man fumbling with his keys as he tried to open the door to his truck.
“You should get a room,” Reece called out on her way past the cowboy and the woman giggling as she kissed his neck. “You’re in no condition to drive, man.”
“Screw you, bitch,” the woman called out, giving Reece the middle finger with so much enthusiasm that she staggered and nearly fell.
“Yeah. Screw you, too,” Reece mumbled to herself as she plodded up the steps to the saloon. “Hope you flip over in a ditch.”
The people of Lonesome Point, as fucking charming as ever. A drunk driver had nearly killed Reece’s niece last summer, but assholes always assumed the rules didn’t apply to them. Thankfully, however, Drunk Cowboy seemed more reasonable than his girlfriend. Reece heard him saying a room sounded like a good idea, followed by an in-depth description of what he was going to do to Reindeer Antler’s pussy when he got her there.
Reece hurried her pace up the steps, desperate to be spared further gory details. As she pushed through the swinging doors to the saloon, she was greeted by a blast of heat streaming down from the unit above the door. Almost immediately, her flannel coat began to feel uncomfortably warm. She set her duffel down at the closest end of the gleaming bar and stripped off her jacket, letting her eyes skim the darkened room.
In the far corner, near the jukebox wrapped in Christmas lights, sat three cowboys old enough to be her grandfather sharing a bottle of whiskey. They all looked three sheets to the wind and about a minute away from falling asleep in their chairs, so no shot of finding a ride there. Her gaze flicked to a young couple with their heads bent together at a table by the stage, but their trendy clothes made Reece suspect they were out-of-towners and probably staying at the hotel. There was another, older couple in matching denim jackets parked at the center of the bar, chatting up the bartender, but judging by the volume of their laughter, they were loaded, too. Reece was about to shrug her coat back on and start looking elsewhere for a ride when she saw the man in the black sweater at the far end of the bar.
He was sitting in the shadows and had his gaze trained on the half-empty beer in front of him, but even in the dim light, with nothing more than a profile to go by, Reece could tell he was damned good-looking. The faint streaks of gray that threaded through his black hair at his temples made her peg him near forty, but his broad shoulders and muscled chest left no doubt there was a powerful man beneath that sweater. With half his body hidden behind the bar she couldn’t tell exactly how tall he was, but he was clearly a big guy, the kind who could throw back a few beers and still be fine to drive a woman home.
The kind who might even enjoy driving a woman crazy after he’d driven her home…
The thought made Reece’s lips twist in her first genuine smile in days. It had been way too long since she’d scratched that particular itch. And if there was anything that could keep her mind off the misery of being back in Lonesome Point and the even more miserable reasons she’d been forced to come home, it was a hot night with a brooding stranger.
She didn’t need to see the guy’s eyes to know he was the broody sort. His strong jaw was clenched, his brow furrowed, and as Reece hitched her pack back on her shoulder and sauntered across the room, she could practically feel the “dark and tortured” vibes pouring off of him. Something had this big guy down, but Reece wasn’t the kind to lend a sympathetic ear. Let other women fuss and coo over his wounded soul; she preferred to keep things physical.
Besides, most broken people couldn’t be fixed anyway, and it was a waste of energy, better spent screwing, to try.
“Merry Christmas Eve,” she drawled as she leaned against the bar a few stools down from Mr. Dark and Tortured, running her fingers along the brim of the cowboy hat sitting next to his drink. “Buy a girl a beer?”
The man looked up, revealing intelligent looking blue eyes beneath his dark brows and confirming that he was indeed damned fine to look at. His sharply sloped nose, high cheekbones, and full lips were grounded by a strong jaw that leant an earthiness to his features and the fine lines surrounding his eyes made Reece wonder what he looked like when he smiled. He was probably even more handsome, but he didn’t look like he was in the mood to hand out any grins tonight. He didn’t look particularly pleased to have had his solitude interrupted, either.
Reece was anticipating being told to buy her own damned beer, but after a long, silent beat, Broody turned to the bartender and lifted a hand.
“Whatever the lady wants,” he rumbled in a gravelly voice that made Reece’s skin prickle. “Add it to my tab.”
“I’ll have a Blue Moon, extra orange slice.” Reece smiled at the bartender as she slid onto the stool next to her tortured cowboy. “Thanks for the drink. You been here long?”
“About an hour,” the man replied, moving his hat to his other side and resuming his moody glaring into the amber liquid inside his pint glass. “I’m heading out soon.”
“I meant in Lonesome Point, not the bar,” Reece said. “You look like you’ve been around long enough to get sick of the small town bullshit.”
He stretched his neck from one side to the other but kept his attention fixed on the bar. “Small town, big city…bullshit’s all the same.”
Reece nodded, mulling that over while she thanked the bartender and squeezed her two orange slices into her beer. “I guess so, but there are more places to get away from it in the city. More places where nobody knows your name.”
“I don’t know your name.” Broody’s attention shifted her way as she took a long drink of the ice-cold beer.
She moaned softly in appreciation as the cold bubbles dulled the edges of her headache. She knew it was probably just the pain pill kicking in, but there was still something magical about an ice-cold beer.
“No, you don’t.” She grinned up at him as she wiped the foam from her upper lip with a sensuous sweep of her thumb, not missing the way the man’s eyes lingered on her mouth. “And why don’t we keep it that way? I won’t tell you my name and you won’t tell me yours. We can be each other’s place where nobody knows our name.”
Mr. Tortured nodded and the hint of a smile curved his full lips. “Sounds like a plan, Shortstack.”
Reece arched one brow. “Because I’m short and stacked?”
Adorably, the man blushed in response. “It was the first short person nickname that came to mind. Haven’t taken a good look at the other.”
“Well, go ahead,” Reece said, holding his gaze, relishing the tension beginning to thicken the air between them. “I don’t mind.”
After a moment, the man leaned closer, but his eyes didn’t waver from hers. “I don’t treat women that way.”
“Then how do you treat women?” Reece asked, shifting until her leg brushed his. “I’m curious.”
“Curiosity can be dangerous,” he said in a husky voice that made Reece’s nipples tighten and her next sip of beer go straight to her head. “What if I’m not a nice guy?”
“What if I’m not a nice girl?” Reece countered, setting her beer down and bringing her hand to rest on his thigh, relishing the rock hard muscles beneath the denim.
Oh yeah, this man definitely had what she was looking for, and then some.
“You don’t scare me, Broody,” she added, fingertips digging lightly into his thigh. “And I don’t need anyone to protect me from the big bad world. I’m made of tougher stuff than that.”
“I can tell,” he said, still holding her gaze. “Do you always come on this strong?”
Reece lifted one shoulder and let her smile go naughty at the edges. “It depends. I figured the bar would be closing soon and we didn’t have time for bullshit. So what do you say? You want to drive me home and then…stick around for a while?”
“How about we have another beer,” the man said as he grabbed the back of her stool and pulled her close with one easy flex of his arm, sending awareness sizzling up her spine and a heavy feeling spreading through her core. “I’d like to talk a little first, see if you’re capable of letting someone else steer a conversation before we think about anything more.”
“So you’re one of those, are you?” Reece purred, leaning into his chest as the world began to spin lightly around her. “No worries, cowboy. I like a man who knows how to steer.”
One beer was affecting her more than three shots of bourbon usually did, but Reece wasn’t inclined to worry about it. Her headache was gone, her body aching in ways more pleasant than when she was limping down the street, and this night was shaping up to be far more exciting than she’d been expecting. Broody was gorgeous, an excellent flirt, and strongly hinting that he was a man who liked to take control in the bedroom. It was enough to send shivers of anticipation dancing across her skin.
By the time she finished her first beer, she was pressed tight against his chest while his big hand cupped her bottom beneath the bar. By the time she was halfway through her second, she was in his lap, whispering dirty things into his ear. By the time pint number two was empty, Broody had his arm locked around her, gluing her back to his front while he paid the tab.
Reece remembered arching her back, rubbing her ass against the bulge in his jeans, and his whispered warning to behave until they got out of the bar. She remembered kissing him in the parking lot and feeling the world whirl as he claimed her mouth with deep strokes of his tongue. She remembered hoping he fucked like he kissed and how turned on she was before they even managed to get into his SUV and out onto the road.
The next morning she would recall scraps of teasing conversation and flashes of images from the road to Broody’s house—a line of cypress trees lit up in the high beams and the moon peeking out from behind dark clouds as the snow showers blew over—but after that…nothing.
Nothing until she woke up wearing a strange man’s tee shirt, alone in a strange man’s bed and looked out the window to see a gut-wrenchingly familiar view.
“Oh, shit,” Reece whispered, clutching her aching head as her eyes scanned the dusty yard, mammoth barn, and impeccably maintained fences stretching out toward the gently rolling hills in the distance.
She’d been on the property when those fences were first going up, back when she’d still been taking riding lessons from Mr. Parker, before her eighteenth birthday, when the coach she’d respected had shown his true colors. Ugly, fucked up, “you’re not jailbait anymore” colors that had sent a wrecking ball swinging through her entire life.
“Shit, shit, shit,” she repeated, heart racing as her stomach tried to turn itself inside out.
Neil Parker could be in the house right now. She had no idea who Broody was—a friend visiting for the holidays or one of the men Neil had hired to take over handling his cattle—but she couldn’t stick around to find out.
Thanks to her stupid decision to mix painkillers and alcohol, she couldn’t remember what she and Broody had done in this bed last night. But whether he’d given her the most exquisite pleasure she’d ever known or proven to be all talk and no action, it didn’t matter. She didn’t have the luxury of waiting for him to come back to bed and refresh her memory. She had to get dressed and get the hell out of here.
She never wanted to see Neil Parker again. Even nearly twelve years wasn’t long enough to banish the memory of his thick arms pinning her to the wall of the barn or his cold, rough hand shoved up her shirt. It had been so much worse than if he’d been a stranger or one of the losers she’d dated back in high school. She’d trusted Neil, idolized him. He’d been the supportive, indulgent, proud father figure she’d never had and then he’d poisoned every memory with what he’d tried to do.
As Reece struggled into her jeans and yanked her sweater back over her head, her traitorous brain replayed scenes of that rainy spring afternoon again and again, until she was shaking all over and felt like she was going to be sick on the Navajo rug spread over the bedroom’s hardwood floors. Her duffel felt like it weighed fifty pounds more than it had yesterday and her knees threatened to buckle as she stepped into the hall and came face-to-face with a portrait of Neil hanging on the wall beside the staircase.
Cursing beneath her breath, Reece fled down the stairs, clinging to the banister as the world tilted on its axis. She didn’t have time for a dizzy spell; she had to get the hell out of here before it was too late. Heart pounding in her throat, Reece made it through the foyer and out the door without seeing a soul. As soon as she was outside, she aimed her body for the hills in the distance, and the ranch on the other side, and ran.
The only good thing that had come out of last night was that she was now only a couple of miles as the crow flies from home. Because Neil Parker hadn’t just been her coach, he’d been her closest neighbor and her father’s best friend. Her father, who had believed his old buddy’s side of the story instead of his daughter’s. Her father, who had agreed she should be stripped of her Clayton County Rodeo queen title for fraternizing with a judge.
Her father, who she was even more grateful was in Montana right now. If she had to look him in his pale green eyes this morning, she didn’t know if she’d be able to keep from confronting him and that wasn’t the way Reece worked. She didn’t dredge up the past. She didn’t hope for the future. She lived for the moment because the past was too messed up and the future too damned scary to look it in the face for too long.
Until the accident, she’d been able to hold both the past and the future at arm’s length. But as she fled across the snow-covered field, the cold air rasping in her lungs until she tasted blood in her throat, Reece could feel all the things she secretly feared ganging up on her. They chased her through the woods to the home she’d left years ago with nothing but three hundred dollars in her pocket and a suitcase full of anger and dreams.
 
Look for GLITTER AND GRIT in December 2014
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