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			THE FORTUNES OF TEXAS

			Follow the lives and loves of a complex family with a rich history and deep ties in the Lone Star State

			FORTUNE’S SECRET CHILDREN

			Six siblings discover they’re actually part of the notorious Fortune family and move to Chatelaine, Texas, to claim their name...while uncovering shocking truths and life-changing surprises. Will their Fortunes turn—hopefully, for the better?

			FORTUNE’S FAUX ENGAGEMENT 

			A chance meeting with some high-school frenemies compels Jade Fortune to pretend that Heath Blackwood, the most sought-after bachelor in Chatelaine, is her fiancé! Talk about awkward—especially when the new-in-town tech titan is desperately seeking answers about his own past. But to Jade’s surprise, Heath’s happy to play along with her spur-of-the-moment ruse. Maybe their fake fling could be the stuff dreams are made of? 

		
	
			
			Dear Reader, 

			This was my first time writing in the world of the Fortune family. I enjoyed Heath and Jade going from a fake engagement to having genuine feelings for one another. I especially loved writing about Jade’s basset hound, Charlie. If you’re familiar with my other stories, you know how much I love my canine characters, and Charlie was no exception. Dressing him up in a Halloween costume was such fun. Too bad he didn’t agree! I hope you enjoy reading about Charlie and his humans, Jade and Heath. 

			Let me know what you think. You can reach me at authorcarrienichols@gmail.com. I always love connecting with readers. And check out my website, carrienichols.com, for updates on new releases. 

			Thanks, and happy reading!

			Carrie
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			Chapter One

			Jade Fortune’s feet skidded to a stop the moment she spotted the shiny black Mercedes G Wagon. She wouldn’t have been surprised if her favorite red Chuck Taylors had left skid marks on the pavement.

			Heath Blackwood must be in town. Her heart began pumping faster.

			It had to be him. Heath was the only one she knew in Chatelaine, Texas, who drove that particular color and model of SUV. Not only did he drive a G Wagon, but it had been showroom clean every time she’d seen it. Just like the one parked in front of the Daily Grind.

			“I can barely manage dust-free for a day. And I’m not just talking about my truck,” Jade muttered, glancing down at her companion, who’d been forced to stop when she did. “How do you suppose he does it?”

			The answer was a short, baying bark.

			She nodded. “You’re right. It is a mystery.”

			Charlie looked up at her with his soulful basset hound eyes as if wondering why she was carrying on this particular conversation with him. Considering it didn’t involve any of his favorite words—treat, walk, ride or nap—he wasn’t interested.

			“Sorry, but this is what happens when you’re thirty-three, single and haven’t had a date in ages. You end up carrying on most conversations with your dog,” she told him.

			He shook his head, his long ears flapping noisily. He’d also succeeded in scattering doggie drool everywhere.

			“Ewww.” Jade pulled a paper napkin from the front pocket of her jeans. When you owned a basset, you learned to be prepared. She swiped at her pant leg. “Drool or no, we’ve been together longer than any of the guys I’ve dated, and you’ve been the most loyal, so you’re forgiven.”

			Charlie wagged his tail and gave her a cheerful bark.

			“You’re right, I have no business complaining. I’m in a good place in my life. I don’t need a man to prove that.”

			After a dozen years of drifting through life and a series of dead-end jobs, she was settled. And content. Living on the Fortune family ranch and updating and expanding the petting zoo kept her busy. She also set up workshops and day camps to teach school children about animals and agriculture. Both were more rewarding and fulfilling than anything she’d ever done.

			Sure, she had experts guiding her with the zoo part, but she was as hands-on as possible, even picking up a rake or shovel and cleaning up after the animals when necessary. She spent a lot of time studying so she could teach many of the offered workshops herself, depending on subject matter and the age of the students. Jade also tracked down and invited experts to come to lecture whenever possible. That approach worked best for older kids who might require more in-depth knowledge than she could provide.

			Her work life might be stable, but she doubted her single status was about to change anytime soon. With Dahlia and Sabrina happily ensconced in loving relationships, her mother and, to a certain extent, her sisters were now trying their best to matchmake her. She’d gone on a couple of casual dates but wasn’t likely to become serious about anyone else while she had this pesky crush on the utterly gorgeous, utterly unobtainable Heath Blackwood.

			Yes, she was happy and in a good place but...

			Sometimes, late at night when she couldn’t sleep, the thought of Heath Blackwood’s broad shoulders and deep blue eyes gave her tingles and—

			“Nope. I’ve got to cut that out. I’m sure he doesn’t even know I exist.” She tossed the napkin in the trash can in front of her original destination, Longhorn’s Farm & Feed.

			Jingling the leash, she said, “C’mon, Charlie, let’s get this poster inside the store before you slobber all over it too.”

			Standing in the entrance to the feed store, she allowed herself another glance across the street to the Mercedes parked in a prime spot at the coffee shop. Well, the Daily Grind was Chatelaine’s version of a coffee shop. Granted, it had a barista and sold a variety of coffee concoctions along with yummy pastries just like the iconic shops in Dallas or Houston, but that’s where the resemblance ended.

			The shop was located in a modest bungalow that had been converted into an eatery in the 1930s and hadn’t changed much since except for the wide porch that ran the length of the front of the building, which now acted as take out for coffee and pastries A few tables were scattered there for customers who preferred to sit outside to enjoy their coffee.

			That parked Mercedes meant Heath Blackwood was probably in the shop. So close. She made an impatient sound with her tongue and turned away to continue into the feed store but paused in the doorway to adjust to the dimmer interior after being in the bright October sunshine.

			Inside the store, Jade unrolled the poster and brought it to Phyllis Castleberry, who was manning the cash register today. Phyllis was reputed to be in her seventies, but her age was not a subject you discussed with her or with anyone else if you knew what was good for you. Same with her teased and sprayed bottle-blond helmet of hair.

			“Hey, Phyllis, can I leave this with you? It’s all about Halloween Happenings at the petting zoo. Starting in the middle of the month, we’ll be offering hayrides, pumpkin decorating fun and a costume parade for kids and their pets.”

			Phyllis raised one of her pencil-enhanced eyebrows. “Pets in costumes? I gotta see that. Are you dressing Charlie up?”

			“Of course. It’s part of his duty as grand marshal of the parade,” Jade told her and glanced at her beloved pooch, who plopped his butt onto the floor with a long-suffering sigh. Jade would swear that Charlie’s canine brain understood a lot more of what was said than most people gave him credit for.

			Phyllis put her arms on the counter and leaned over so she could get a look at Charlie. With her short stature, she needed the boost and to brace herself to see him on the floor. “Such a sweet thing. If a trifle slow.”

			Yup, that’s what Jade was talking about. She glanced down at Charlie, who looked up at her with what Jade considered a dog version of an eye roll. She nodded in commiseration. If she thought it would do any good, she’d correct Phyllis, but in the short time she’d known the woman, Jade had learned nothing short of an act of God could get the older woman to change her opinion. On anything.

			Best to change the subject. “So, about the poster. Can I leave one here?”

			“Of course, dear.” Phyllis glanced at the poster, her lips moving as she read. “Ooh, that sounds like fun. I’ll be sure to bring my granddaughters on my day off. I hope you realize how much we appreciate all you’re doing for the young people in town.”

			“Thanks,” Jade said, and she did mean it. She liked Phyllis, the other woman’s opinion of Charlie’s intelligence notwithstanding. “We really believe in giving back to the community and—”

			“It’s such a shame,” Phyllis interjected with a sigh.

			“What is?” Jade braced her hand on the counter and stood. Had something happened that she didn’t know about? News traveled at the speed of sound in Chatelaine, but Jade wasn’t always paying attention.

			“You.” Phyllis hitched her chin toward Jade. “You’re obviously so good with kids, it’s too bad you don’t have a few of your own. You really ought to get married and start a family.”

			The older woman reached under the counter and pulled out a roll of clear tape. She lined up the edges of the poster along the top of the counter and taped the poster to the glass countertop. “You should think seriously about starting a family. You’re not getting any younger, ya know. After all, the Good Lord gave us a finite number of childbearing years.”

			“Thanks. I’ll be sure to give it some thought,” Jade said, working hard to keep her voice level. Thirty-three wasn’t ancient, she wanted to shout but didn’t. And she had to admit that every so often, she swore she heard a faint ticking and feared it might be her biological clock. Too bad she—

			No. She wasn’t going to fall into that trap. There was nothing wrong with her or her life. She was content and fulfilled, and that was a lot more than some married people could say.

			Phyllis made marriage and kids sound easy, but first Jade would have to find a guy who was interested in doing that with her. And they weren’t exactly coming out of the woodwork.

			“There.” The other woman smoothed the tape over the poster. “I know Chatelaine isn’t like the big city, but we have our share of single men. Take Heath Blackwood, for instance...”

			An image of broad shoulders and smoldering sex appeal sprang forth in Jade’s mind. Looks, money and success all in one package. Yeah, and for those reasons, he was on the radar for every single female within a 150-mile radius. Probably some married ones too. What sort of chance did she stand?

			You can’t expect to attract a man if you don’t put forth some effort in your appearance.

			Jade shoved her father’s caustic comments back into the box she kept them in and slammed the lid shut. She had never been able to compete in the looks or elegance department with her beauty queen mother or her two younger sisters. So she’d stopped trying ages ago.

			Her mother, Wendy, maintained that Casper, her father, had loved his children and only ever wanted the best for them and that’s why he could be harsh. Whether that was true or not, Jade would never know now that he was gone. She tried not to dwell on the past and the regrets she had when it came to her relationship with her dad.

			“Or there’s always Carl Evens, the greens keeper at the country club. No, wait. Shari at GreatStore says he started dating someone. Ooh, speaking of which, I think there’s a new assistant manager working there. Maybe—”

			Charlie chose that moment to bark. Standing, he tugged on the leash, his nails clicking on the cement as he headed toward the exit.

			Thank you, Charlie. Who says you’re not the smartest dog ever? “Well, I guess we’d better get going. Thanks for your help with the poster.”

			“Of course, dear, anytime.”

			Once outside, Jade blinked against the bright sunshine and glanced across the street before she could think better of it.

			The luxury SUV was still parked in front of the Daily Grind.

			“That must be some sort of sign. Right?” Jade mumbled. “Quick change of plans, Charlie.”

			The dog woofed as if he didn’t like the sound of that.

			“I think I could go for a latte,” she told him. He whined but fell into step beside her as they crossed the street. Latte. Yup, that’s the only reason she was heading to the coffee shop. And maybe a pastry. Nothing at all to do with the man who was inside.

			The walk-up window on the porch was Chatelaine’s version of a drive-through.

			“You wait right here.” She tied Charlie to the post in the small area out front that the owner of the shop had made for dogs. There were several filled water bowls. Charlie began to snuffle as she turned away, but Jade was ready for him and handed him an emergency dog bone she kept in her purse before he could let out an embarrassing full-blown basset howl at the indignity of being left behind.

			She had just reached the top step when she spotted Heath sitting at one of the tables on the porch. She quickly and, she hoped, smoothly did a course correction toward the walk-up window at the far end of the porch, getting in line behind several people. No sense going inside if Heath was out here, right? And besides, if she stayed outside, she could keep an eye on Charlie.

			Her gaze went back to Heath. He wore a pair of black-framed glasses as he sat hunched over his open laptop. She’d never considered glasses sexy...until now.

			He seemed to be absorbed in whatever was on his laptop, a coffee cup and an untouched Boston crème donut perched beside him. Maybe after getting her latte, she’d say hello and tell him about her workshops. She’d been at the table when he’d been introduced to his triplet sisters, but they hadn’t spoken. She liked to think he’d been so caught up in meeting the Perry triplets that he hadn’t acknowledged her. For sure she’d taken notice of him. To think he had noticed and immediately dismissed her was too depressing.

			Either way, she could ask him if he’d be interested in giving a lecture to her kids at one of the ranch’s day camps. She knew his tech company worked with farmers and ranchers. Yeah, that sounded like a good reason to approach him.

			“Are you sure this is the right place?” a woman who’d gotten in line behind Jade asked.

			“The sign said the Daily Grind,” answered another woman. “That’s what they told us back at the spa.”

			“It doesn’t look like any coffee shop I’ve ever seen,” the first one scoffed.

			Jade couldn’t help grinning at their conversation. She had to agree that the Daily Grind was unique, but so was Chatelaine. And that was fine with her.

			“Remember, we’re not in Dallas anymore,” the other woman pointed out.

			The line advanced, and Jade shuffled forward as the two women’s conversation flowed behind her. Something about them reminded her of the snobbish girls from her high school days. Her family’s money had not spared her from the castigating tongues of those girls. So, she had spent her high school years trying to blend into the background, to avoid detection. Getting noticed for any reason meant becoming a target.

			But, considering she’d reached her full adult height of five foot nine by the time she’d even started high school, it hadn’t been easy. Making it worse was the fact most of the boys had not yet grown to their full height, so she towered over many of them, including her twin, Nash. He eventually flew past her and now loved patting her on the head and calling her a good little sister to make up for those early days.

			“How do people stand it? How do you live in a place with no Nordstrom? It’s practically barbaric,” said one of the women with a condescending snort.

			Chatelaine might not be as large or upscale as Dallas or Houston, but it was now Jade’s hometown, and she was proud of it. The people here had welcomed her and her family. She’d never seen her mother so excited or happy as she had been since moving here. In fact, the last time Jade had been with her mother, the woman had been positively glowing. Jade never remembered her being like that in the past. Of course, times had not always been easy during Wendy’s marriage to Casper Windham, but she’d made the best of it. Yet this...this was different. Wendy’s happiness wasn’t just her putting on a good face. You couldn’t fake radiant.

			“Well, I’m going to blame you if this coffee is crap,” one of the women griped to her companion. “Why couldn’t you have waited until we got somewhere decent to feed your caffeine habit?”

			That’s it! She’d heard enough out of these women. Chatelaine may not have a Nordstrom, but they had damn fine coffee.

			Plastering on a smile, Jade turned around. “You don’t have to worry about the coffee here, ladies. I’ve had coffee in Dallas and Houston, and I’d put the Daily Grind’s coffee up against those bougie shops any day.”

			Now, standing face-to-face with the women, Jade regretted her outburst. Heat rose to her cheeks from the uncharacteristic tirade as she tried to figure out why they looked familiar. One was a blonde with hair cascading down around her shoulders, the other a brunette, her shiny hair cut in a symmetrical bob.

			The blonde, dressed in a couture designer outfit, looked trim and elegant despite the warm sun and her advanced state of pregnancy. The diamonds in the rings on her left hand sparkled in the sunlight, and Jade was tempted to caution her not to blind anyone. Also dressed in a chic outfit, the brunette carried a large, brightly patterned Dolce & Gabbana tote bag.

			Jade did a double take when the head of a tiny dog popped over the top of the designer bag. The red toy poodle blinked at Jade. She’d bet that dog didn’t drool all over everything and silently apologized to Charlie for even thinking it. She vowed to give him an extra dog treat when they got home. “Cute dog.”

			The brunette patted the poodle’s head but pulled her hand away when the dog began kissing her fingers. “This is Zaza.”

			Jade nodded, but before she could say anything more the blonde was saying, “Jade? Jade Windham, is that you?”

			Pocket-size dog forgotten, the hair on the back of Jade’s neck stood up. How did...? Oh God, it was Alexis Baker and Nina Carpenter. No wonder they looked familiar. They were her high school nemeses, but she hadn’t seen them since graduation. And she could have gone happily for the rest of her life without crossing paths with them ever again. They’d been just as snobbish back then. Not to mention, they’d made Jade’s life miserable with their cutting comments disguised as helpful advice if others were present and just plain mean digs if they managed to get her alone.

			“I’m not surprised you ended up in the back of beyond,” Nina, the brunette, said with a brittle smile.

			Jade’s cheeks flushed. What was wrong with her? She was a grown woman. High school was fifteen years ago, middle school over twenty. So why did she feel like she’d been thrown back into second period biology with the school’s ultimate mean girls?

			“Actually, it’s Jade Fortune now.” Oh no. Why did she have to say that? She didn’t want to get into that and not with Alexis and Nina of all people.

			Jade had, along with her brothers and sisters, changed her last name to Fortune when their mother learned she was related to the well-known Texas family. They’d done it mostly to please Wendy. And it wasn’t as if Jade had been close to Casper Windham and would miss using his name.

			“Oh, that’s right. I heard something about all that. Y’all found out you were Fortunes. May as well take advantage of the situation, right?” Alexis tossed her long blond hair over her shoulder, ignoring the woman behind her, who sputtered when that hair slapped her in the face.

			Yeah, not much had changed.

			“We decided to embrace our family connection,” Jade answered, keeping her voice as even as possible. Why hadn’t she minded her own business? They might not have noticed her. But, no, she had to stick up for her new home. Now she’d called attention to herself and had to suffer the consequences. Felt like high school all over again.

			Remembering their snide comments about the town, she asked, “What are you both doing in Chatelaine?”

			“We were invited to enjoy the spa at Fortune’s Castle,” Nina told her.

			Jade did her best to hide her surprise. Her mother was redoing Fortune’s Castle, turning her inheritance into an exclusive resort and spa. Last time she’d spoken with her, Wendy had mentioned that she’d invited Heath to stay at the hotel in one of the finished penthouse suites. She’d also invited some women to come for a day to sample the services of the spa. Too bad her mother included these two in her invitation.

			“You were invited?” Jade asked and winced. Did that make her sound pathetic?

			“Of course, we were on the list.” Alexis said with a sniff. “Nina is a major social media influencer, so she was invited. And she asked me to come along as her guest.”

			“I wouldn’t have wanted to come way out here by myself,” Nina said with a shudder.

			Jade ground her back teeth but ignored the biting comment.

			“A last girls’ trip before Junior is born,” Alexis said and patted her stomach.

			It wasn’t easy, but Jade smiled and found her manners. “Looks like it won’t be too long. Congratulations. A boy, you say?”

			“Thanks.” Alexis waved her hand, holding it so the diamond-studded engagement and wedding bands were on display. “Yes, Conrad and the whole family are thrilled to death. I’m carrying the first grandson.”

			“How wonderful.” Jade nodded. Why had she given in to temptation and come over here? Oh yeah, in hopes of running into Heath Blackwood. And here he was, sitting right over there and could probably hear everything these catty women were saying to her. Would he agree with them? Was it her imagination, or had the place descended into silence?

			“Is it true what we heard today? You’re running some sort of animal thing?” Nina asked.

			“A petting zoo,” Jade clarified.

			“Who would have thought you’d end up running a zoo of all things? But I’m sure there’s a lot more to it than cleaning up animal dung all day.” Nina giggled. “At least you’re wearing the right footwear for the job—”

			“Jade?” Candace, the barista manning the window, leaned out. “You’re next. What can I get you?”

			The ability to click my heels and be home at the ranch would be nice.

			Jade managed to smile. “A Royal English Breakfast latte, please. Oh, and I’d love a Boston crème.”

			“Sorry. Out of those donuts. How about a double chocolate chip muffin instead.”

			“No, that’s okay. But thanks, Candace.”

			Maybe if she didn’t turn back around, Nina and Alexis would leave her be and go about their own business. And maybe pigs would fly.

			Nina snapped her fingers. “That reminds me, I assume we’ll be seeing you again next weekend.”

			“Next weekend?” Jade racked her brain trying to figure out what they could be talking about. Her mother hadn’t mentioned anything else going on at Fortune’s Castle.

			Alexis nodded. “Our fifteenth high school class reunion. You are planning to attend, aren’t you? You can tell everyone the exciting ins and outs of running a petting zoo. I’m sure everyone will be fascinated to learn what it’s like to scoop poop all day.”

			The two women giggled, and Jade clenched her hands. She loved her job, and they were making fun of it. “My boyfriend wasn’t sure if he could get away to come with me, so I hadn’t made plans yet.”

			Oh no. Where had that come from?

			“You have a boyfriend?” Nina gave her a critical once over.

			Jade wiped at the damp spot on her jeans from Charlie’s drool. “My fiancé actually.”

			Oh, Jade, where is your head at? When you’re in a hole you are supposed to stop digging, not get a bulldozer.

			“Fiancé? Really?” Alexis giggled.

			“That’s him right over there,” Jade said and made a vague motion with her head in the general direction of Heath’s table. What were the odds that they’d know him?

			“Say what? You can’t mean him. That’s Heath Blackwood,” Nina squeaked.

			So much for not knowing him.

			Alexis tsked her tongue. “You couldn’t possibly be engaged to someone like Heath Blackwood.”

			“Oh, it’s not official yet or anything, but he asked me, and I said yes. So...” Had she taken leave of her senses?

			Nina gave someone a saccharine sweet smile. Jade turned her head to see who she was looking at.

			Heath, no longer hunched over his laptop and intent on his screen, was watching them. His forehead wrinkled in a frown. Had he overheard the conversation?

			Shoot me now.

			Or worse. Maybe he knew Nina and Alexis. Perhaps he was business associates or golfing partners with their husbands, and he was coming over to say hi to them. And they would rat her out.

			She groaned inwardly. Why oh why had she opened her big mouth and let all those stupid lies spew forth? Maybe her dad was right. There was something seriously wrong with her.

			Where were the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse heralding the end of the world? She’d just claimed to be Heath Blackwood’s fiancée. That surely was the end of her world. Because if anyone had overheard her, her life in Chatelaine was over. She’d be laughed out of town if anyone got wind of this.

			And it would be her own damn fault.

			

			Jade Fortune.

			Heath had spotted her as soon as she came out of the feed store and crossed the street. Dressed in worn jeans, a T-shirt and red sneakers, Jade was long and lithe but round in all the right places. Seeing her made him catch his breath.

			He’d been mentally kicking himself for not introducing himself since seeing her that day in the coffee shop. But he’d been caught up with meeting his sisters. Digging into his mother’s past and meeting his sisters had been the reason he’d come to Chatelaine.

			But not speaking to Jade that day didn’t mean he hadn’t noticed her so now he felt like doing a fist bump when she got in line for the takeout window. At first it appeared she’d been planning to go inside but changed her mind at the last minute to stay outside. Had she noticed him? Is that why she’d decided to line up at the window?

			Ego much, Blackwood?

			Maybe he should go up and actually introduce himself this time. Then they could talk. He huffed out a short laugh. This wasn’t one of those Jane Austen type movies his mom had watched all the time. No need these days for a formal introduction in order to speak to her. Except the thought of talking to her made his mouth go dry. Made him feel like he was in his youth. When the girls hadn’t paid any attention to the gangly, fatherless boy from the wrong side of the tracks.

			But, man, they’d sure noticed once he’d achieved success with his start-up tech company and he’d shot up into the tax bracket he now occupied. Except all the females who threw themselves at him now left him cold. Probably had something to do with the fact that his success is what drew them.

			He came to the decision to suck it up—hey, he was a grown man, not a tongue-tied teen—and go over there. Damn. Now she was talking with those two women, so he stayed seated. He didn’t want an audience in case he stumbled over his words. Why did Jade make him feel so awkward?

			Truth was, she was the only one he was interested in talking to, so he may as well wait. From the first moment he’d laid eyes on her in town, he’d been fascinated. She could only be described as authentic. Each time he’d seen her, she’d been wearing jeans and a T-shirt or flannel, depending on the weather. Her long shiny hair had been tied back in a no-nonsense style instead of puffed out and sprayed, like so many of the socialites at the country club. Jade didn’t seem interested in putting up a front, not like the two women behind her. He’d swear those two were all show and no substance.

			He admired what Jade was doing for the children of the community. As a boy, he’d attended the sort of workshops she provided. They were free or very little cost, so his mom could afford it, and they satisfied his thirst for knowledge. Those workshops had also fueled his imagination, and he credited them with helping him, a fatherless boy, reach his potential, fulfill his dreams and beyond. He’d created his own innovative company to help farmers and ranchers. His first idea had made him millions. It had been a special weather forecast application useful for both farmers and ranchers.

			Moving on from weather apps, he’d been researching drones and lasers, wanting to take his company in a new direction. He liked the idea of using drones, along with artificial intelligence, to target and kill invasive weeds with lasers. This was an up-and-coming technology for farmers, and he wanted in on the ground floor, dumping his profits back into research for this technology—

			Hang on. Did someone just mention his name? Glancing around, he brought his thoughts back to the present and the coffee shop.

			The blonde who was carrying a purse that looked large enough to stock a small country was staring intently at him. A tiny red curly-haired creature popped its head out of the large tote. Was that a dog?

			The two uppity women glanced his way, and Jade was looking increasingly uncomfortable. Was something wrong? It might not be any of his business, but he decided to pay closer attention to the conversation because it was affecting Jade.

			From what he could gather, the ladies were acquainted with Jade, but he’d never seen them around town until today.

			He caught enough of the conversation to be angry on Jade’s behalf. Running the petting zoo was not something to be denigrated. It wasn’t just the kids who benefited but the entire town. In the short time he’d been part of it, he’d come to like the people who lived here.

			What the...?

			Intent on preventing those women from humiliating Jade, he pushed his chair back so quickly it fell over with a clatter. All three women turned at the sound.

			He tossed his glasses onto the table and stalked across the porch, coming to Jade’s rescue his only goal.

			“Sweetheart, I’ve been waiting for you,” he declared as he approached.

			Jade’s eyes widened. “Well, I—”

			He threw his arms around her, cutting off what she’d been about to say and pulling her close.

			Leaning down, he whispered in her ear. “Play along.”

			She parted her lips as if to speak but his mouth claimed hers before any words came out.

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			It was supposed to be a quick peck on the mouth, but once his lips met hers, he couldn’t move away as quickly as he planned. He savored the feel of those soft lips against his. At the beginning of the kiss, she’d held herself stiff against him, but she began to relax, her softness molding to his hardness. As if she belonged there. For a moment, he wished she did. The kiss was invigorating, like the hint of autumn that was in the air today.

			“You can’t be serious,” one of the women sputtered and broke the spell Jade had cast over him.

			He pulled his mouth away from Jade’s but kept a proprietary arm around her waist. “Why not?”

			“Because you’re so important and...and I don’t see a ring,” the blonde one said with a smug expression, as if she’d caught them in a lie. She flipped her hair over her shoulder.

			Well, she had caught them, but he wasn’t going to turn on Jade now.

			“We’re getting it sized,” he lied smoothly. He turned to Jade. “Sweetheart, aren’t you going to introduce me to your...friends? I don’t know them, although they seem to know all about me. Or think they do.”

			“Of course they know you. You being so important and all,” Jade said with an amused grin.

			Ah, she had a sense of humor. He liked that and silently saluted her. Tapping a finger to the end of her nose, he retorted, “And you didn’t believe me when I tried to tell you that.”

			Jade laughed, and his gut tightened again, but for a very different reason this time. She had a clear, robust laugh and he loved it, wanted to hear it again. Wanted to be the one making her laugh.

			Still smiling, she held her hand out toward the other two. “Heath, this is Nina Carpenter and Alexis Baker.”

			“Actually, it’s Alexis Heede now,” the blonde said with a disdainful sniff.

			So not a gracious loser, he thought dryly. He could be all wrong, but he imagined Jade being well mannered, even in defeat.

			Evidently, Alexis figured she was important enough for that information to be common knowledge. Yeah, he had made the right choice to back up Jade’s lie even though he didn’t condone lying.

			“And I’m still Carpenter, but that’s all about to change next year. That’s part of why we were checking out the spa at Fortune’s Castle. I’m deciding on venues for a bachelorette party. It’s going to be a fabulous blowout. My fiancé said to spare no expense. He is such a dear. But I’m sure you know him, Heath. He’s Trevor Trudeau of Trudeau, Fitch and Wilson.”

			Heath made an exaggerated grimace. “If I admit I don’t know him, will that change my status as someone important?”

			Jade gave him a playful slap on the arm. “You are such a tease. I’m sure he knows all about your husband, because Heath isn’t just important, he knows everyone who is important.”

			Touché. Heath met Jade’s gaze and silently indicated that he knew what she’d done there, because he hadn’t known her two former classmates.

			The barista stuck her head out the window. “I hate to break up this reunion, but your latte is ready, Jade.”

			Heath stepped forward and pulled out his wallet. “I’ve got this. You can sit at the table I saved for us, sweetheart.”

			“Speaking of reunion, can we expect to see both of you next weekend at the class reunion in Cactus Grove?” Nina asked, her smug gaze bouncing between them.

			Jade shifted her feet. “Well, I...that is, we—”

			“We wouldn’t miss it. I’m looking forward to meeting the rest of Jade’s friends,” Heath said. After that kiss, he wasn’t about to let Jade Fortune slip away before he had a chance to get to know her better. He’d been attracted to her since first laying eyes on her shortly after he’d arrived in town, but that intoxicating lip-lock had been a game changer. Talk about chemistry.

			Jade looked up at him, her expression surprised. “You are?”

			“Now who’s teasing?” He gave her a quick kiss. He did it because he’d been dying for a repeat performance and wanted to see if he could recreate the zing he felt when his lips had first touched hers.

			Yep, still there. Not a fluke. And it felt...right. More right than anything else he’d experienced with a woman.

			The barista stuck her head out the window. “Are you ladies ready to order? You’re holding up the line.”

			“Well, we’ll let you place your order. Hope to see you both next weekend,” Heath said and led Jade to his table. He carried her drink in one hand and placed the other on the middle of her back in a proprietary gesture. Those two women weren’t the only ones whose gaze was glued to them, but he didn’t care.

			There was only a scattering of customers on the porch, but that’s all it would take for word to get around town about him and Jade. The gossips would be linking their names together. He thought about that for a moment and realized he didn’t mind being linked with Jade, a woman he admired and who inexplicitly made his pulse race.

			“I can’t tell you how sorry I am about all this,” she was saying as she slipped into a seat at his table.

			He set her drink in front of her. “Don’t worry about it.”

			“How can I not worry about it? You realize these people—” she paused and glanced around “—overheard most of that. I’ve probably ruined your life.”

			He barked out a laugh, which he regretted when he saw her misery was genuine. He covered her hand with his. “You have done no such thing. If anything, you’ve raised my status.”

			“How do you figure that?”

			“Being engaged to a Fortune can only help me in Chatelaine.”

			She quirked a brow. “Is that why you didn’t tell them I made it all up?”

			He had a much more specific reason for not contradicting her, but he wasn’t ready to share that. Not yet anyway. So, he shrugged.

			“Oh, geez.” She clapped a hand over her mouth.

			“What? What’s the matter?”

			She took her hand away from her mouth and waved it around. “I just realized. What if you are involved with someone, and they hear about this? I’ve probably messed—”

			He grabbed her flailing hand. “There’s no other woman. At least those two got something right.”

			“You’re sure?”

			“I’m positive.” He squeezed her hand before releasing it.

			“Thank goodness,” she muttered and peeled the cover off the drink, pulled out a tea bag and squeezed it. She wore no rings, and her nails were trimmed and unadorned, but he found her hands appealing. What would they feel like on him? Would her touch be bold or tentative?

			He shook his head, hoping to scatter those thoughts. She stirred the drink, mixing the foam that floated on top.

			“What is that?” he asked.

			“A Royal English Breakfast tea latte.”

			“That’s a thing?”

			“Like I told Alexis and Nina, the Daily Grind can hold its own with any bougie shop out there.”

			He grinned. “You did, didn’t you?”

			She heaved a sigh. “I should have kept my mouth shut. Maybe they wouldn’t have even noticed me.”

			“I find that hard to believe.” He’d noticed her from across the street.

			She brought the tea to her mouth and blew on it before taking a sip. “Why would you say that?”

			“You’re very noticeable, Jade Fortune.” His focus the last time they’d been together at the coffee shop had been on meeting his sisters for the first time but that didn’t mean he hadn’t noticed her even if he hadn’t said anything.

			She laughed and shook her head. “You say that like it’s a good thing.”

			“Believe me, it is.”

			“I’ll bet you’re sorry I noticed you and dragged you into my mess like something straight out of a high school drama club production.”

			“Like I said, I was happy to come to your rescue.” And he meant it. When he’d gotten up and walked over, he’d intended to just divert the women’s attention, but once he opened his mouth, he’d found himself backing up her claim.

			“How can you be so cavalier about this?”

			He shrugged because he wasn’t sure he knew the answer to that himself. He didn’t want to admit he was drawn to her. Not yet anyway. “If I hadn’t come to your rescue, I might never have found out how important I am. So there’s that.”

			She laughed. Oh man, he liked that laugh.

			“I would have said they were hitting on you by appealing to your ego, but they’re both attached so...”

			Now he laughed. “Even if they were trying to flirt with me, do you think I’d fall for it?”

			“I don’t know. I wouldn’t have expected you to back up my outrageous claim, but you did.”

			He frowned. “Why is it so outrageous that we could be involved?”

			“Well, because...because...” She shook her head. “We don’t even know one another.”

			“We can change that. We have week before the reunion.”

			Her eyes widened. “You mean you really intend to go?”

			“I told those snobs I was, so I will.” And he could use that occasion as an excuse to get to know Jade Fortune. Not that he needed an excuse, but he liked to cover his bases.

			Jade seemed to give it some consideration and finally nodded. He let go of the breath he’d been holding and smiled. “Good.”

			“So, you’re the one who grabbed the last Boston crème,” she said, pointing her chin at the uneaten donut on the table and sighed. “Lucky you.”

			She wanted the pastry, that much was clear. Did he want to just be a gentleman and give it to her or... “I’m willing to share.”

			“No. Honestly.” She blushed. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

			He rose and took several steps back to the counter that held napkins and creamers and scooped up a cellophane-wrapped napkin and plastic cutlery packet. Sitting back down across from Jade at the small square table, he ripped open the packet. “There. I even have a knife to divide it.”

			“You’re my hero,” she said then blushed as if realizing what she’d said.

			“That’s good to know.” The blush highlighted a smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose. He hadn’t noticed those before, and he shifted in his seat as he took note of them now. He’d love to take his time counting them, punctuating his exploration with kisses and the tip of his tongue.

			Damn. If he didn’t knock this off, he’d be blushing too. To concentrate on something other than those alluring spots, he cut the pastry in half. Some of the pastry cream filling squirted onto the plate from the donut.

			“Sorry. I seem to have made a mess of this,” he muttered. He should have known better than to try and divide it with such a heavy-handed movement. He should have just given the donut to her, but for some silly reason, sharing the pastry seemed more intimate than just giving her the entire thing.

			“That’s okay,” she said and stuck a finger in the cream and brought it to her lips.

			He cleared his throat and shifted in his seat, unable to take his eyes away from her mouth.

			“You’ve got some...” he said, and before his good sense could take over, he reached out and touched a fingertip to the corner of her mouth and wiped off the spot of filling.

			Her eyes widened at his touch, and he quickly drew away, bringing the finger to his own lips. Damn, what was he doing?

			What was it about this woman that not only piqued his curiosity but had his imagination in overdrive?

			

			Oh no! What in the world was she doing scraping the filling up with her fingers? Jade had no choice now but to taste the pastry cream. Talk about being obvious. She ate it then wiped her hand on the napkin.

			She swallowed hard. Twice. It was either that or drool. And it certainly wasn’t the pastry causing it. The donut was delicious but couldn’t compete with the delectable man seated across from her. And he was watching her every move.

			Maybe he was afraid of what she might say or do next. Not that she could blame him. She certainly wasn’t acting like the Jade Fortune who was awkward around men.

			“I’m so sorry. I don’t know what made me say that we were engaged,” Jade said, trying not to let her misery show on her face. She thought about that kiss. Had he done it to be kind? Pity was the absolute last thing she wanted from Heath Blackwood.

			“It’s okay,” he replied with a negligent lift of one shoulder.

			Why was he being so nice about this whole debacle? It just made her feel worse. If he’d been angry or gave her a hard time, she’d feel a whole lot better about the situation. “No, it’s not okay. I never should have made that claim. What was I thinking? Oh, wait. I wasn’t.”

			“Yeah, I got the feeling maybe you were just reacting to the vitriol those two were throwing at you.”

			“They used to bully me in school,” she admitted. Oh, why had she said that? Talk about looking pathetic in front of the hottest guy in Chatelaine. Maybe she should have checked her horoscope before leaving home today. It might have warned her not to open her mouth.

			“I hate dealing with bullies.”

			“I can’t imagine you have to deal with them.”

			“Believe it or not, I wasn’t always this important,” he said with a lopsided grin.

			She pressed her palm against her chest. “No! Say it isn’t so.”

			He laughed and she joined him. It felt good to be sharing not only a pastry but a joke with a handsome man.

			See, Dad, maybe I’m not such a failure after all.

			“But it is true that I didn’t grow into my greatness until much later. I was referred to as a shrimp well into high school,” he confided.

			“I had the opposite problem. I reached my full height in eighth grade.”

			He winced. “Ouch, you must have towered over the boys.”

			“That’s for sure.”

			“I’m not sure I would have let that stop me if I’d known you in high school,” Heath murmured.

			“Oh, you would have. I wasn’t exactly Miss Popularity.”

			“Don’t be too sure. You have a lot of appeal.”

			“Those two didn’t seem to think so.” She hitched her chin toward Alexis and Nina, who were walking back to a white Range Rover. Unlike Heath’s SUV, theirs was dusty, and Jade got some perverse pleasure out of that. That was pretty juvenile, but she couldn’t help it.

			“Forget about them. Tell me more about yourself.”

			“Not much to tell. You may find this hard to believe, but I don’t always go around claiming to be engaged to strange men.”

			“Wait.” He drew back. “How did I go from important to strange?”

			Her cheeks heated. “Let me rephrase that. I don’t claim to be engaged to strangers.”

			“Then I’m honored you chose me.”

			“Again, I apologize. I still don’t understand why you didn’t tell them the truth.”

			“And humiliate you? No way.” He looked over her shoulder for a moment as if deciding on something. “When I was in elementary school, I won a statewide science award. Some of the other boys, I’d say they were male versions of Alexis and...”

			“Nina.”

			“Right.” He paused for a moment as if deciding something. “As I was saying, they used to make fun of me because I never had a dad come to anything. I told everyone they’d get to see my father at the ceremony for that science award.”

			She put her hand on his arm and squeezed in sympathy. She’d had a dad, but he didn’t always come to things like that. Not that she’d done anything outstanding like win a science award. “What happened?”

			“Well, since I didn’t have one, he obviously couldn’t come. Luckily, my mother, bless her soul, saved the day and told the others that he’d been called out of town on important business. She spared me from public humiliation because those kids couldn’t imagine my mother backing me up.” He huffed out a breath. “But that’s because they didn’t know my mom.”

			“I’m glad it worked out.”

			He shrugged. “It did and it didn’t.”

			“How so?”

			“She saved me but, in the process, I hurt her. Even though we didn’t talk about it much, I knew she felt guilty because I didn’t have a father. And I’m sure she knew I always longed for one, especially when I saw the other boys with their dads. Playing ball, going fishing, stuff like that. So, with my lies I piled on more guilt. That was my bad.” He looked straight ahead, but his gaze was unfocused, as if he were lost in the past.

			“You were a kid. I’m sure she took that into consideration. On the other hand, I don’t have that as an excuse. I’m an adult and should have handled that whole situation better. Again, I’m truly sorry I dragged you into it.”

			“Those girls were giving you grief you don’t deserve. I think what you’re doing for the kids and this town is terrific.”

			She swallowed. “You do?”

			A tingle ran down her spine. Heath Blackwood knew about her camps and classes. Talk about catching her off guard!

			“Why are you so surprised?”

			“It’s just that I drifted for a long time, but this feels right. Yet at the same time, I sometimes wonder if my family felt sorry and just gave me something to do. Patted me on the head and said, ‘Sure, make a zoo.’”

			“It’s not just the zoo but those workshops you’re doing. They meant so much to me as a kid.”

			“Really?” Maybe she wasn’t just wasting her family’s time, space and money with her zoo and activities on the ranch after all.

			“Yes, really.” He grinned. “I went to a lot of them as a kid. Where do you think I got the idea for my start-up company? I used to daydream about the stuff I learned and about making it better.”

			“Well, you’ve been very successful. Would you be willing to come and talk to the kids sometime? Let them know a little bit about what you’re doing.” Please say you’ll come.

			His smile lit up his blue eyes, and they resembled the sky on a sunny day. “I thought you’d never ask.”

			“I... I would have asked earlier, but I wasn’t sure if you’d be interested. I know how busy you are.”

			“Not too busy to help the next generation of innovators.”

			“I can’t thank you enough. First for pulling my butt out of the fire and now this. How will I ever repay you?”

			“Have dinner with me?”

			Her heart skipped a beat. “You want to have dinner with me?” She’d imagined this scenario ever since she’d realized she had a crush on him, but those had been pipe dreams. This was real.

			“Yes, that’s why I’m asking.”

			“But...but...”

			“Why wouldn’t I want to have dinner with you?”

			Yeah, why? She might not be able to compete with her mother and sisters in the glamour department, but she was honest enough to know she was attractive. And fishing for compliments was beneath her. But this whole situation had her flummoxed. “Well, because—”

			He tsked. “Jade, don’t tell me you let those women get inside your head.”

			“I wasn’t going to let them, but then it was like I was back in high school and feeling all awkward. How could I have let them do that to me? And to involve you was unforgivable.”

			“It’s easy to get sucked back into situations from the past. And I involved myself. I could have denied even knowing you, but as I mentioned before, I know what it’s like to be bullied.” He winked at her. “And what matters now is that you’re giving back and helping kids. What are those women doing to help shape the future?”

			“Nina is an important social media influencer.”

			“I rest my case.” He laughed.

			Glancing at his watch, he scowled. “Unfortunately, I have to get back. I have a video meeting with my research and development team this afternoon.”

			“Okay.”

			“About tonight...”

			Jade kept her smile in place. He was probably coming to his senses and going to cancel. “It’s—”

			He pulled out his phone. “Give me your number and I’ll program it in and text you so we’ll have each other’s numbers. But if you don’t hear from me, I’ll pick you up at seven.”

			“Uh, do you know where I live?” she asked.

			A spot of color appeared high on his cheeks. “Yeah, I guess that would help.”

			She gave him her address and he typed it into his phone.

			After doing that, Heath leaned down and gave her a peck on the cheek. “Until tonight.”

			Jade sighed, admiring Heath’s confident, loose-limbed stride as rushed down the steps of the coffee shop. Did all of that just happen?

			She brought her fingers to her cheek, touching where his lips had been.

			On his way out, Heath passed a couple with a baby coming up the steps as he was going down, but she only had eyes for him. She stood up to clear off the table before she left.

			“Jade?”

			She glanced at the couple on the porch and quickly revised her original assessment. The man was her brother Ridge. He and the woman with him, Hope, weren’t a real couple.

			As far as Jade knew, Ridge had found Hope passed out in his barn back in July. No one knew if Hope was even her real name because she claimed to have amnesia.

			No, wait. Using the word claimed wasn’t fair. Jade truly believed Hope was telling the truth about her lack of memory. Jade had come to know the mysterious woman in the past three months and didn’t believe her capable of deception. She was definitely a good mother and took excellent care of baby Evie.

			But that didn’t prevent Jade from worrying about her brother. She could see how much he was starting to care of Hope and the baby. Given their matching tiny birthmarks and how much the baby resembled her, it seemed obvious that Hope was the infant’s mother.

			What if Hope recovered her memory and discovered she was a married woman? A husband and family could be searching for her at this very moment. Jade hated to think of Ridge falling for Hope and the baby only to be heartbroken when the truth was discovered. And the truth would eventually come out. She couldn’t imagine a woman and child going missing forever and no one noticing.

			“I thought that was Charlie tied up out there.” Ridge came over and gave Jade a brotherly one-armed hug. “Evie recognized him too. She started cooing and kicking her feet.”

			Jade hugged Hope and kissed the top of baby Evie’s head. She couldn’t help but fall in love with the sunny, smiling baby. Maybe someday she’d—

			“Was that Heath Blackwood with you? What were you two doing together?” Ridge gave her an assessing look.

			“We...uh, we were just chatting. He’s interested in giving a workshop for my kids sometime.” And that was the truth. Or part of it.

			“Well, rumor has it he was kissing you.”

			“Oh...um, that.” Heat rose in her face. She should have known that little incident wouldn’t go unnoticed.

			“Maybe your sister would like her privacy,” Hope suggested gently.

			Ridge huffed out a short laugh. “Then they shouldn’t have been kissing in public. Jade?”

			Great. She was going to have to confess. The whole of Chatelaine would probably know about all this by tonight anyway, so what did it matter? How the heck could she have gotten herself into such hot water? She’d love to place the blame on Alexis and Nina, but she was the one who’d opened her mouth.

			“Would you mind going ahead and ordering for us?” Hope asked him. “I would love a Boston crème.”

			Ridge glanced between the two women. “Fine, but I expect a full explanation when I get back.”

			It was a reprieve at least. Time to get her thoughts together. Maybe find a way to tell them what had happened without making herself look foolish. Yeah, right. “A word of warning. Those donuts are all gone. Heath and I shared the last one.”

			Ridge raised his eyebrows at her. “You two split a pastry?”

			Why, oh, why, hadn’t she kept her mouth shut?

			Hope touched Ridge’s shoulder. “I’ll have an eclair with my latte. Can you hurry before they’re all gone too?”

			Ridge grumbled but went to the walk-up window.

			“Thank you,” Jade told Hope as her brother strode away.

			Hope laughed and sat down, settling Evie on her lap. The baby was drooling and gumming a teething ring. “Don’t thank me yet, I’m just as curious as he is. After all, this is Heath Blackwood we’re talking about.”

			“You’ll get the whole sordid tale. I promise.” Jade sat down in the chair she’d recently vacated.

			“Ooh, this is sounding better and better,” Hope said, rubbing Evie’s back in soothing circles.

			“While we wait, why don’t you tell me how you’ve been? I’ve been thinking about you. Are you still having those dreams?” Jade asked, although they sounded more like nightmares.

			Hope had told her about her dreams of a middle-aged couple holding their arms out to her and the baby, but when Hope doesn’t turn over the baby, their faces become mean.

			A woman came out of the coffee shop with a giggling child darting ahead carrying a pastry box. “Give me that,” the woman called in an exasperated tone.

			Hope’s face drained of all color. Jade reached over and placed her hand over her friend’s. “Hope, what is it? What’s wrong?”

			“I don’t know.” She began to shiver and wrapped her arms around Evie and clung to her. “I want to go home. Now.”

			Evie started to fuss and squirm, and Hope kissed the top of the baby’s head, rubbing her cheek against the baby’s fine hair. “Shh, sweetie, it’s okay. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

			Now it was Jade’s turn to shiver. She couldn’t imagine what horrific event put that much fear into Hope. Whatever happened was bad enough that she’d blocked it out, and it was giving her nightmares and panic attacks.

			“Nothing is going to happen to either of you,” Jade promised, trying to comfort her friend. “What do you want me to do?”

			Hope gnawed on her lower lip. “Tell Ridge that Evie and I need to go home. Right now.”

			Jade nodded, wondering where Hope meant when she said “home.” Had the other woman regained her memory? Did she want Ridge to take her home, as in where she came from? Or did Hope consider the Fortune family ranch to be home?

			The baby continued to fuss. Probably picking up on her mother’s stress. And Hope was certainly stressed. Her face had drained of color, and her gaze darted about as if she expected something to happen.

			Jade was torn between soothing mother and baby and getting her brother’s attention as quickly as possible. She could have stayed with Hope and yelled across the porch to him, but she figured that hot kiss had caused enough of a spectacle in the Daily Grind to keep the gossip flying around Chatelaine for the foreseeable future.

		
	
		
			Chapter Three

			Rising from her chair, Jade touched Hope’s shoulder in a reassuring gesture that mirrored the loving pats Hope was giving the baby. As worried as Jade was about Ridge getting hurt because of his deepening tenderness toward Hope and baby Evie, she herself was developing feelings for them too.

			As much as Jade wanted to, up to now, she’d refrained from giving Ridge any unsolicited advice. She knew how it felt to have her family all up in her business, and she was sure they would be all over this whole fake engagement thing.

			“Ridge, Hope wants to go home.” Jade told him.

			Jade patted Evie. “I have to get home, too. Got lots to do.”

			“Got a big date planned, Sis?” Ridge joked.

			For once she could answer in the affirmative. At least she guessed it was a date. Heath was taking her to dinner, so of course it was a date. Wasn’t it? Or were they as fake as the engagement?

			“Sis?”

			“Well, I...”

			“You do.” Ridge peered at her, then glanced over to where Heath’s Mercedes had been parked. “With Heath Blackwood?”

			The questions and speculation had already started, and Ridge didn’t even know about the fake engagement, just tonight’s date. “Look, you better get Hope home. We’ll talk later.”

			“We definitely will,” Ridge promised.

			Yeah, she had a lot of explaining to do. Maybe her family hadn’t heard about what happened in the coffee shop today.

			Nope, that’s not a likely scenario. The whole town probably knew about it by now. At least Heath had backed her up, saving her from public humiliation.

			Grinning, she went to fetch Charlie and go home to get ready.

			She’d barely gotten the basset settled into his special car seat in the dusty pickup she used for ranch business when her phone started buzzing with calls and incoming texts. She checked Charlie’s harness and pulled out the phone from the pocket of her jeans. Most of the messages were from her family, asking about a rumor going around town about her and Heath Blackwood.

			Despite the barrage of messages, she grinned all the way home. She had a date! An honest-to-goodness date. When was the last time that had happened? And that date was with the gorgeous Heath Blackwood. Simply saying his name under her breath sent a tingle down her spine. As if that wasn’t good enough, it was October but still warm enough to wear the dress her mother had insisted Jade buy for the annual Ranchers’ Reception at the LC Club this summer. She could bring a shawl or shrug with her in case the evening turned cool. If she couldn’t find something in her closet, she could ask one of her sisters. One of them would certainly have something appropriate... Yeah, she had a bit of explaining to do. Why, oh why, had she opened her big mouth and spouted off all that nonsense about being engaged to the gorgeous newcomer? If she was going to be thrown back into adolescent behavior, why couldn’t she have invented a boyfriend who conveniently lived in Canada?

			That was something a kid in middle school would do, but she’d acted like one, so why not?

			

			Jade pressed the remote for the gate to the driveway of her home. Each one of the six log homes she and her siblings occupied had its own entry gate. She wasn’t sure what the purpose was for the gates, but they were there when they moved in.

			She groaned. The gates certainly didn’t serve to keep people out because she spotted three golf carts lined up in front of her home. She hadn’t expected the in-person third degree from her family to start quite so soon.

			“They didn’t even give us a chance to get home,” she said to Charlie as she passed the carts so she could pull her truck closer to the house.

			One of the carts was decorated with large dahlia flower decals, so she assumed her sister Dahlia was among the visitors. She’d bet the other two were her mother and sister Sabrina.

			“I should have known this whole fiasco wouldn’t stay a secret for long,” she moaned as she pulled into the driveway.

			As she always did when arriving home, Jade took a moment to thank her mother for buying the 3,500-acre ranch that she and her siblings now lived on. In addition to the ranch home and offices, the place had six magnificent log homes surrounding the shore of one side of Lake Chatelaine.

			When Wendy had first discussed purchasing the ranch and invited all her children to move to what she was calling the Fortune Family Ranch, she’d said there were log cabins available for each of her children. Jade soon discovered that “log cabin” was a bit of a misnomer. Yes, they’d been constructed using logs, but they were large and luxurious, well beyond the realm of cabins. More like the ones she’d seen featured in slick magazines about those exclusive ski resort communities in Colorado.

			Jade had felt guilty at first, as if her family was handing her charity by giving her the home, but when all her siblings moved into their respective log homes, she decided her guilt was misguided.

			Charlie perked up and wagged his tail and began barking. The one Jade called his happy bark. She followed to where the dog was looking. Sure enough, her mother and two sisters were seated on her porch.

			“Nothing like being obvious about butting into my business,” she muttered to Charlie, who barked a response. When the siblings moved onto the ranch, it was understood that everyone would be afforded their privacy. The log homes had been built far enough apart to give the illusion of being alone in the Texas countryside.

			Jade parked her battered ranch pickup at the end of the driveway and got out. She went to the passenger side and opened the door, unhooked the dog’s harness and hefted all sixty-five pounds of him out of the seat.

			“You need to grow longer legs or lose a few pounds,” she told him with a grunt as she set him on the ground.

			He went running over to the porch to greet his visitors as fast as those short legs would carry him. Jade’s mom and sisters greeted him, showering him with affection and, Jade suspected, dog treats. Dahlia was the only one who owned a dog, an Australian cattle dog named Tripp, but they all carried dog biscuits, and Charlie knew it.

			“Hey, to what do I owe the honor?” Jade asked as she approached the porch that wrapped along the length of the house. As if she didn’t already know the reason for the welcoming committee.

			“We just wanted to chat,” Wendy said with a cheerful smile.

			Her mother was doing her best to look and sound like this was some innocent visit. And failing miserably, because they all knew this was a mission. A mission to find out the truth about what they’d heard. And, considering how rampant gossip in Chatelaine was, there was no telling what they’d been told. The truth, fantasy or something in between. Jade voted for in between. She may not have been in Chatelaine for very long, but she had lived here long enough to know the gossip was like that old game of telephone. As the story got passed along, each person added their own spin on it so that it grew with each retelling.

			“You know you could have gone inside,” Jade told them and hopped up the two steps to the porch.

			“We may all live on the same ranch, but we didn’t want to barge in and invade your home.” Wendy rose and gave her daughter a quick hug. “We respect your right to privacy, dear.”

			Jade returned the embrace and laughed. “And yet I suspect you’re all here to do exactly that. Invade my privacy.”

			“Oh, no, don’t say that.” Wendy frowned. “We just—”

			“Jade’s right,” Dahlia interjected and stood. “Come clean, Mom. We’re all here to find out the truth about Jade’s supposed engagement with Heath Blackwood.”

			“‘Supposed’? You make it sound as if that’s impossible,” Jade said, feeling defensive. The fact that she would have thought so too before the incident at the coffee shop didn’t stop her from being annoyed. They were right, but it still sounded a bit insulting.

			Of course, that meant she and Heath needed to play this out. If they didn’t attend the reunion, everyone would assume the engagement was fake. Alexis and Nina would be sure to spread the word to her former classmates. So backing out of this whole thing wasn’t feasible.

			“Not impossible at all, dear, except you never once mentioned him, and I don’t believe you two are acquainted enough to get engaged. If it’s true, you’ve done an excellent job of keeping your relationship a secret.”

			“How did you even hear about any of this?”

			“The barista is one of Miriam Stemple’s granddaughters, and she told her mother, who told Miriam.”

			“And Miriam is...?” Yep, the game of telephone.

			“We go to the same beauty salon and—”

			“Never mind, I get it.” Jade heaved a sigh and opened her front door. “Might as well come in so I can explain what’s going on.”

			Her mother and sisters trooped into the house, along with Charlie, who went from one guest to the other, greeting them and checking to see if anyone had any handouts.

			“Hey, I saw that,” Jade said and pointed at Dahlia. Her sister had taken a dog biscuit out of her pocket for Charlie. “I was just telling him he needed to cut back.”

			“But who can resist that face?”

			“Evidently nobody which would explain why he gets excited anytime y’all come to visit.”

			“Oh, here. I almost forgot.” Wendy paused to pick up the insulated soft-sided cooler she’d left on the floor next to her chair on the porch.

			Jade took the package. “What is it?”

			“Lasagna. I was in a mood today and made way too much.”

			“In a mood? Before or after you found out about my fake engagement?”

			Wendy gave her a smile and a pat on the arm. “Does it matter?”

			“I suppose not.” But Jade knew the answer. “Feels like there’s a lot here. I live alone, Mom.”

			“I know you do, dear, but you can divide it into smaller portions if you want and freeze it. Or—” Wendy paused as if for effect “—you could invite someone to share it with you.”

			“And would that someone go by the name of Heath Blackwood, hmm?”

			All three women grinned at Jade. Now that her two younger sisters were happily attached, Jade knew her mother would be wanting that for her. Heck, she wanted that too. But claiming a fake engagement probably wasn’t the best way to go about that.

			They followed Jade into the spacious open kitchen of the log home and gathered on stools along one side of the long granite-topped island. She put the lasagna in the refrigerator and removed the gallon jug of apple cider. She set the cider and cups on the island along with a box of cinnamon sugar donut holes she’d splurged on. At least she wouldn’t be tempted to eat the entire box.

			After Jade got through telling them what had happened at the coffee shop, Wendy shook her head slowly and said, “I never liked those two girls.”

			“Yeah,” Dahlia agreed, wiping her hands on a napkin. “I remember them from school. They wouldn’t have anything to do with underclass students.”

			“That was so nice of Heath to come to your rescue and back you up,” Wendy said.

			“Well, I...” Jade started but Sabrina jumped in.

			“Why should Jade feel grateful? Maybe Heath Blackwood is the one who should be thanking his lucky stars that the beautiful and talented Jade Fortune picked him to be her fake fiancé. I’m sure there were plenty of other guys in the coffee shop,” Sabrina said.

			“I doubt if there were plenty, but Sabrina’s right, Mom,” Dahlia put in.

			Sabrina glanced over at her sister. “Of course I am.”

			Wendy looked startled for a moment, then smiled. “Yes. You’re absolutely right.”

			Jade glanced at the women in her family and was appreciative of the support. She blinked back tears. As annoying as they could sometimes be, Jade was grateful for her family. Apart from her father, they’d always had her back, even when she was stumbling along trying to find her place in the world.

			“Thanks. But Mom is sort of right. I really put my foot in my mouth with that claim,” Jade said. “I was lucky Heath didn’t leave me stranded and humiliated in front of those two.”

			Sabrina shook her head. “But he didn’t. He stood up for you, and he’s even agreed to go to the reunion, hasn’t he?”

			“How did you know that he agreed to attend my reunion?” Jade asked, narrowing her eyes.

			Her sisters laughed. “Have you forgotten this is Chatelaine? The customers of the Daily Grind were given a play-by-play, and every last one of them couldn’t wait to spread every juicy tidbit.”

			“So, my original point still stands. He wouldn’t have done any of that if he didn’t like you,” Wendy said with a smile at her oldest daughter. “Sounds like he may like you a lot.”

			“And why shouldn’t he? What’s not to like?” Sabrina and Dahlia asked at the same time.

			She quickly steered the conversation onto other topics, but after her mother and sisters left, Jade contemplated what they’d said. Was it possible Heath liked her as much as they seemed to think?

			

			Heath parked his SUV in the lot of Fortune’s Castle, the rambling mansion Wendy Fortune had inherited from her grandfather Wendell when he died. He gazed up at the structure as he exited his SUV. Fortune’s Castle was aptly named because it was a replica of a medieval castle complete with ornate pointed arches, flying buttresses, gargoyles, and stained-glass windows. The result was odd while at the same time strangely impressive. It was something you’d expect to find in France or Germany, not Texas.

			He certainly hadn’t expected anything like it when he’d come to this dusty little town to make contact with his sisters. His mother’s death had prompted him to begin his search in earnest for his biological father. Although he was still trying to fit the pieces of the puzzle that were his background. Why had he been separated from his sisters? Why had his mother chosen to leave Chatelaine?

			His cell phone buzzed as he made his way across the parking lot to the cobblestone pathway that lead to the entrance. The phone screen identified the caller as his sister Lily, who, with her marriage to Asa Fortune, was also a member of that elite family. Chatelaine might be small, but it felt as though it were crawling with Fortunes.

			“What’s this I hear about you and Jade Fortune being engaged?” Lily asked before he could even say hello.

			“Good afternoon to you too.” He should have known word of what happened at the Daily Grind would spread through Chatelaine at the speed of sound.

			“Sorry.” She sighed into the phone. “It’s just that we’ve been going crazy wondering what this sudden engagement was all about.”

			Now that he had found his half sisters and made contact with them, he would have to get used to having others taking an interest in his personal life. “‘We’? You mean as in you and Asa?”

			His sister was gloriously happy with her marriage to Asa after a bit of a rough start. He didn’t know the whole story, but he did know her marriage had started as a marriage of convenience, like something from one of those romance novels his mother loved. But according to both his sister and Asa, it was now a real marriage and both couldn’t be happier about it. And Heath was thrilled for them both.

			“I mean ‘we’ as in me, Tabitha and Haley,” she clarified. “I have a feeling Asa will tell me to mind my own business.”

			Heath grinned even though he knew his sister couldn’t see him. “Smart man.”

			“Hey, I resent that,” Lily shot back.

			Heath winced. Damn, he was still navigating this whole brother and sister thing. He was grateful he’d found his half sisters and even more so that they were able to start forming a bond despite having three decades lapse before they met. “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

			“Hey! I was just teasing. I’m told it’s something siblings do a lot of. I’m just as new at this as you. We may not know exactly what happened thirty years ago, but now that we’ve all found one another, I thought we were going to be real siblings.”

			“And by ‘real siblings,’ I take it you mean teasing and getting into one another’s business?”

			“Well, yeah. I think it’s a requirement or something.” She paused and sighed again. “And to be honest, Heath, it’s because we care about you. You’re our big brother.”

			According to his research, he was two months older than his triplet sisters. Half sisters, he amended, then regretted the amendment. They might not have shared the same mother or even grew up together, but the bond they were now forming was as strong as if they had.

			“Thanks for the concern, and I apologize for the remark about getting in my business.”

			“Apology accepted, but that doesn’t let you off the hook. I was appointed spokesperson,” Lily informed him. “I’m supposed to find out what the heck is going on and report back.”

			“In other words, you drew the short straw.”

			She laughed but didn’t give him an answer, and he wasn’t going to press.

			Heath sighed. He should have known this was coming. But frankly, he was still getting used to having sisters, to having any extended family. With his mom gone, there wasn’t anyone to take an interest in his personal life. So he decided to go with the truth. “It’s just a cover story.”

			“Cover story? Cover for what?”

			He tried to think of a way to explain the situation so that no one thought poorly of Jade. Because he hated to think his sisters might blame her for taking advantage of a situation. “Jade got a bit carried away when confronted with some nasty women she’d gone to school with and claimed we were engaged.”

			“And you simply went along with it?” Lily asked, sounding skeptical.

			He leaned against the G Wagon and crossed his feet at the ankles. “It was entirely my choice to back her up.”

			“Oh?”

			It was just as he’d feared. He tried again to explain without having to get into the whole background of what prompted him to go along with Jade’s assertion. “Would you rather I denied it and humiliated her in the Daily Grind?”

			“Well, no. I can’t claim to be close friends with her or anything, but I do like Jade.”

			“So do I,” Heath admitted gruffly.

			“Oh?” This time, Lily made that one-word sound totally different. Gone was the skepticism to be replaced with curiosity.

			“Yeah,” he said with a hint of a challenge in his voice. “I like Jade.”

			“And there’s absolutely nothing wrong with that unless...”

			“Unless what?”

			“You don’t have a wife stashed away somewhere, do you?” Lily asked.

			“Nope. Not even a girlfriend or sometime girlfriend.” The last woman he’d dated had dumped him when a better prospect had come along. She’d hinted around about marriage, but he hadn’t taken her up on it. Yet he hadn’t even dated Jade Fortune, and he’d jumped in to lay claim as her fiancé. What did that say about his feelings toward a woman he barely knew?

			“But why did she claim you two were engaged?”

			Heath explained the confrontation with those two snotty women at the coffee shop.

			“Well, I’m proud to call you brother, Brother,” Lily said after he’d finished his explanation.

			Warmth filled his chest. He quite liked being a big brother. If only he could figure out why his mother had never told him about his biological father or that he even had half sisters. What was so wrong that she’d left town and never told James Perry he had a son?

			

			Later that evening, Jade did a pirouette in front of the full-length mirror in the dressing area of the master bedroom, letting the fabric swirl around her thighs. The black dress, which ended at her knees, had bright gold and orange flowers tossed across the full skirt and a round neck with extended shoulders and front princess seams.

			She didn’t wear dresses very often, but she had to admit this one was flattering, even with her less than generous curves. And her mother and two older sisters wouldn’t be there to outshine her, so it was all good.

			Jade frowned at her reflection. “That was uncalled for,” she told herself firmly.

			It wasn’t as if her closest female relatives went out of their way to make her look like the frumpy wallflower that she was. Her mother had been a beauty pageant winner in her younger days and was still a gloriously attractive woman. And the fact was that both of her sisters took after their mother in the glamorous looks department.

			She shook her head. No time for a pity party, because she had a date with Heath Blackwood. The thought made her giddy and she laughed at her reflection. If this was a dream, she never wanted to wake up.

			A knocking sound sent her rushing into the hallway and toward the front door. Several feet before she reached it, she slowed down. Eager much, Jade?

			She inhaled deeply, trying to center herself. She could see the silhouette of Heath’s broad shoulders through the inset frosted and beveled glass of the red painted door. Smoothing her dress, she smiled and threw open the door. “Welcome.”

			“Hi,” Heath said and handed her a bouquet of sunflowers.

			The paper wrapped around the flowers crinkled as she accepted the gift. She couldn’t resist sticking her nose in the circle of blossoms. The subtle fragrance was natural and irresistible, whisking her back to her childhood. “Oh, thank you. I love these.”

			“I wasn’t sure what to get, and those looked...uh...as good as any,” he said, a faint blush high on his cheeks.

			“I think sunflowers look happy. How can you not smile when you see them?” And how could she resist smiling at him. Tonight, he wore a light blue Oxford style shirt, black dress slacks, and shiny black Cole Haan pinch tassel loafers.

			He slipped his index finger under his shirt collar. “Yeah, I guess I was thinking that too.”

			“Is that what you were going to say? It’s okay to admit that they made you smile,” she teased.

			He chuckled. “Are you sure someone won’t come and demand my man card?”

			The delicious sound of his deep chuckle sent tingles down her spine. “We just won’t answer the door if they do. Problem solved. Let me put these in some water before they wilt. C’mon in.”

			“Nice place you have here.” He stepped inside and glanced around at the expansive living room with its soaring ceiling.

			“It sorta comes with the job or the family, depending how you look at it. Another reason this ranch is perfect for us. It’s not a bad perk, and each one of us has a mini mansion cabin like this.”

			“It is impressive. I love your fireplace.”

			She turned toward the two-story fieldstone wood-burning fireplace set between two soaring windows that went from floor to ceiling. “I love it too. I just wish I had more opportunities to use it. If the cabin was in someplace like Montana or Wyoming, it would come in handy a lot more.”

			“That’s true, but then you wouldn’t be here in Texas, and we wouldn’t have met.”

			She didn’t have a regular flower vase—when was the last time she’d gotten flowers?—so she filled a decorative antique pitcher with water. “And you wouldn’t be forced to explain a fake engagement to your family.”

			Heath grinned. “A small price to pay, and my sisters seem to think it’s all very romantic.”

			“Sounds like my sisters.” She set the pitcher with the flowers on the mantel.

			He walked over to her floor-to-ceiling windows. “This home is perfectly situated to capture the views of the lake.”

			“Yes, I know I can’t complain. I’m really lucky. When my mother first bought this ranch, I was skeptical, but now I think it’s the best thing she did.”

			“Do you like living so close to family?”

			“Yes, and we’re not so close that we trip over one another. If Mom had her way, we’d get together as a family to share a meal once a week,” she said and tried to interpret the look that came over his face at her comment. But the expression disappeared almost as soon as it had appeared. If she hadn’t been looking closely, she would have missed it. Did it have to do with Heath not growing up with his sisters? But, from what she understood, the Perry triplets didn’t grow up together either.

			“Yeah, thirty-five hundred acres gives humans and animals plenty of space to spread out,” he said and smiled when she gave him a quizzical look. “I’ve spoken with your brother about using some of my company’s technology for the ranch.”

			“That’s right. I forget your technological advances have real-world applications.” And that he was just as rich or more so than the Fortunes. And Casper Windham. Was Heath like her father? More interested in business and money than family or the people around him? She didn’t think so, but then, she had to believe Casper had courted Wendy at some point. Why else would she have married him?

			Heath glanced at his watch and she got the hint. “I need to let Charlie in before we leave. He has a secure and fenced area, but I don’t like to leave him outside while I’m gone,” she said, moving to open the side door.

			Charlie came bounding inside. Probably knew they had a visitor and was hoping to get some more treats.

			Her smile turned into a frown as he rushed past her, because the parts of him that were supposed to be white weren’t. He was covered in some sort of brown grime.

			“Charlie! What in the world did you get into?”

			“Is there a problem?” Heath asked from somewhere behind her.

			Charlie perked up at the sound of a new voice. Her pet loved meeting new people. Well, more like he loved meeting potential victims for his mooching. Each new person he met might fall for his “she’s starving me” act.

			Afraid of what was coming next, Jade made a grab for him, but Charlie slipped through her arms like a greased pig. But not before he’d transferred whatever muck he’d rolled in onto her dress.

			The dog made a beeline for Heath, who was standing only a few feet away.

			“Watch out,” Jade yelled but it was too late.

			Before Heath could move out of the way, Charlie had his muddy front paws on Heath’s formerly cleaned and pressed slim fit chinos.

			Jade closed her eyes as if that could block out the disaster. So much for her fairy-tale night. Her dress was a mess and she was sure once she dared open her eyes, Heath’s pants would be in a similar state as well.

			“Well, hello, there. You must be Charlie,” Heath was saying.

			Even though he was being a good sport, Jade’s heart sank just the same. First, she ambushed him in the coffee shop by announcing their nonexistent engagement, and now her dog was getting mud all over him. She wouldn’t blame him at all if he left and wanted nothing more to do with her.

			“Heath, I’m so sorry.”

			“Don’t worry about it.” He continued to rub Charlie’s head and around his ears, sending her dog into a state of ecstasy. While the fastest way to her dog’s heart was food, lavish praise and attention ran a close second. “It’ll all come out in the wash. Fortune’s Castle has a good laundry service.”

			Jade was confused at first but remembered that’s where Heath had been staying. The luxury hotel wasn’t officially open yet, but the rooms on the top floor—the luxury penthouse suites—were completed. Wendy had told Jade that Heath had approached her and asked if he could stay in one of those suites during his time in Chatelaine. He’d said he didn’t mind the ongoing construction on the lower floors, and her mom had agreed, letting him stay at a reduced rate. She informed Jade that it gave her staff someone to “practice” on.

			“I’ll be sure my mother sends me the bill,” Jade told him.

			He dismissed it with a wave of the hand. “Not necessary.”

			“I don’t know how you can act so casual. He’s ruined our evening.”

			“I highly doubt that was his intention, and the evening’s outcome has yet to be determined.”

			Either Heath Blackwood was the mellowest guy she’d ever met, or maybe the evening didn’t mean as much to him as it meant to her. Had she been reading more than warranted into tonight? She blinked rapidly, hoping to prevent the tears that threatened to break free.

		
	
		
			Chapter Four

			Heath panicked when he saw how distressed Jade was. He was not good with emotional females. And the thought of having to witness Jade so upset was more than he could take.

			“Hey, hey,” Heath said and patted her back awkwardly. Despite the polished exterior he’d worked hard to pull around him like a cloak, deep down he still felt like that nerd he was in high school. Maybe that was another reason he’d jumped to Jade’s rescue and why he was attracted to her. She wasn’t artificial and slick like those two women today, like many of the women who vied for his attention. Even before his success with Blackwood AgriTech, women had shown interest. He wasn’t vain, but he knew the face he saw in the mirror every day was attractive to women. But they were drawn to him until they realized he was just a computer gadget geek in a nice package. Many then lost interest.

			Sure, when he’d made his first million, he’d dated women like Alexis and Nina like it was a rite of passage or something. But the truth was, they’d left him cold. He’d take Jade’s down-to-earth personality any day. Still...

			What had he gotten himself into? Maybe he should have denied her claim about the engagement back there at the Daily Grind. He’d let his crush on Jade overcome his common sense. He hadn’t simply backed Jade up on her claim of an engagement with him, but he’d taken it one step further and agreed to attend the reunion. When those catty women had asked if they were attending, he could have ended it then and there by saying no. But he hadn’t. Why? Because after that kiss, his thinking was muddled, and he’d agreed to attend.

			Jade sucked in a quavering breath. “How can you be so calm?”

			The dog plopped down in front of him and looked up, his soulful canine eyes seeming to beg for forgiveness.

			Heath reached down and patted the dog on the head again. “It’s okay. You didn’t mean to ruin anything, did you boy?”

			“How can you say that? Look at us.” She pointed first at her muddy dress and then his dirt covered pants. She sighed. “I’ll bet Zaza doesn’t roll around in the mud.”

			“Zaza? Who—”

			“Nina’s dog.”

			“Ah, the red one in the tote bag.” He had nothing against small dogs in general or that dog in particular, but like Jade, he preferred Charlie.

			“That’s the one.” She nodded and frowned. “I’ll bet he doesn’t get covered in mud or drool all over everything.”

			“I’d take Charlie over him any day,” Heath said because he didn’t want Jade to cry or to call a halt to the evening. Both would be disastrous. “Charlie seems like a robust dog.”

			Robust? Now you’re just babbling, Blackwood.

			“That he is.” She winced. “But he can also be stubborn and disobedient as you can see.”

			Heath laughed despite the turn the evening had taken. They wouldn’t be making their dinner reservations at the LC Club, but maybe that was a good thing. Playing out this fake engagement in public might not be the smartest move. He genuinely liked Jade and didn’t want her to have to face too much public scrutiny when the fake engagement ended.

			He had to remember that the number one priority in his personal life right now was solving the mystery surrounding his birth and his biological father. That had to come first.

			Jade was watching him, and he realized he’d lost the thread of the conversation. What had they been talking about? Yeah, the dog and the insipid comment he’d made about Charlie being robust. “I meant he’s not afraid to roll in the mud, get dirty.”

			“If those are the guidelines, then, yeah, I suppose Charlie is the most robust dog in Chatelaine. He’s not afraid to get dirty, and he’s not afraid to spread the love. As evidenced by tonight’s episode.”

			At least this silly conversation had gotten her mind off what had happened. Her melancholy seemed to have lifted. “See, now you can’t say that about that other dog. Don’t get me wrong, he looked nice enough, but I’ll bet Charlie is more authentic. Like you.”

			She narrowed her eyes. “Are you comparing me to my dog?”

			That’s exactly what he’d done, but he didn’t think she’d appreciate it if he said so. Damn. He needed to salvage this. He wasn’t the smoothest operator when it came to women, but most females overlooked that because of his bank balance. Except Jade didn’t think like that, and that’s the biggest reason he liked her.

			So what he liked best about her might be his undoing. And he did like her. He might not be in a place in his life for a permanent relationship, but that didn’t stop him from admiring her.

			“You’re taking this all wrong.” No, you’re saying it all wrong, a voice in his head chided. “I meant that when I look at you, I see a real person, not just an image you’re trying to project.”

			She looked down at her muddy dress. “Yeah, definitely not the image I was going for tonight.”

			“I happen to like real people.” He stalked over to her and lifted her chin with his thumb. “I happen to like you, Jade Fortune. Mud and all.”

			She swallowed. “Y-you do?”

			“I do.” His gaze landed on her parted lips. He needed another taste of that desirable, kissable mouth. The one sip of those exquisite lips at the coffee shop wasn’t enough to satisfy his hunger. Would he ever get enough of this woman? “May I?”

			She nodded and he leaned down and hovered with his mouth just above hers. He could feel her breath mingling with his. Heath eased forward until his lips touched hers, then cupped his palms around her face, angling her head so he could deepen the kiss. He drew the tip of his tongue along the seam of her lips and—

			A howl pierced the air.

			Jade pulled away and Heath let her go. The dog had ruined the moment, and he couldn’t decide if Charlie’s ill-timed interruption had spoiled his evening or had acted as a good reminder that this whole thing was fake. The engagement wasn’t real, and he needed to remember that.

			Charlie howled again and Heath knew why basset hounds had a reputation for being noisy. He’d researched the breed when he realized how important Charlie was to Jade.

			He looked down at the dog. “Some wingman you turned out to be.”

			“Charlie, that was rude,” Jade admonished.

			“Maybe he doesn’t like the idea of you kissing someone. Or is it me?” Talk about sounding needy. He hadn’t anticipated wanting the approval of a dog. A woman’s family maybe, but certainly not a floppy eared canine.

			“He’s never seen me kissing anyone,” she admitted, then turned red as if realizing what her comment was revealing.

			He couldn’t prevent the grin spreading across his face. “That’s good to know.”

			“Is it?” She suddenly smiled too.

			“Yes, for sure.” That bit of information, whether she’d wanted him to know it or not, made him happy. It probably shouldn’t, because this wasn’t real, but in this moment he didn’t care.

			“What about you?”

			“I doubt Charlie has ever seen me kissing someone,” he said, hoping to lighten the mood.

			“Very funny. That’s not what I meant.”

			“At my age, I’ve been in some relationships, but nothing terribly serious.” Nothing that felt like this, and this—whatever this was growing between him and Jade—wasn’t even a real relationship. Yet she was like a ray of sunshine cutting through the gray fog that had enveloped him since he’d started the quest to find out the truth about the circumstances of his birth. When he was with Jade, he wanted to know the truth of those circumstances for his own peace of mind. Jade might not care but he did.

			Heath leaned toward her again, but Charlie shook himself, sending particles of dirt and mud flying.

			“Yikes. I need to get him into a bath before he starts ruining everything. Ha! What am I saying? He’s already ruined the evening.”

			As disappointed as he was, Heath wasn’t going to let a dog chase him off. Even if that dog belonged to Jade. He was made of sterner stuff than that. “Nothing is ruined. Just modified.”

			“Modified?”

			“Much of my best work was accomplished by running into a roadblock and having to alter my original plans.” And that was the truth. One setback didn’t mean the end.

			“So you’re not angry with the way this evening is going?”

			“I got to kiss you...again. How could I be angry? And to set the record straight, I apologize for not asking before I kissed you the first time in the coffee shop. But the situation called for action. I hope you didn’t mind.”

			“I had no objection.” She shook her head slowly. “To be honest, I quite liked it.”

			He gave her a lopsided grin. “So did I.”

			Charlie chose that moment to lift his head and let out another long, loud howl. Maybe the basset hound was the smart one here, reminding them that this wasn’t real.

			“Charlie, no. Be quiet.” Jade told him in a stern voice, but he continued to make noise. “He’s doing this because he heard me say the word B-A-T-H.”

			“Charlie, quiet,” he ordered.

			The dog stopped and went over to Heath and sat.

			“Good dog. Now, shake on it.” Heath put out his hand and Charlie gave him his paw, but he’d forgotten the dog’s paws were muddied. If he didn’t know better, he’d swear that look Charlie gave him resembled a smirk. He’d bet the dog knew exactly what he was doing.

			Heath stood and wiped his hand on his pants. They were already covered in dirt, so a little more wasn’t going to matter.

			“There,” he said trying not to sound smug. “He’s ready to get cleaned up.”

			“I don’t believe it! What have you done with my dog?” Jade looked from Charlie to Heath and back. “If not for all that dirt, I’d think he was an impostor.”

			“You have to say it and mean it,” Heath said, but he was as surprised as she that Charlie had obeyed him. And eternally grateful.

			“Uh-huh, I’ll try to remember that. Impostor or not, he needs to get clean.” She turned her attention from the pooch to Heath. “Again, I’m sorry about the ruined evening.”

			“It’s not ruined,” he said and meant it. He was spending an evening with Jade; the rest was just window dressing. “We’ll have something delivered and eat it here, if that’s okay with you. You can give Charlie a bath while we wait.”

			True to form, Charlie howled at the word bath.

			“Quiet,” he said and held his breath.

			The dog obeyed, but Heath decided he’d quit while he was ahead. He didn’t want to push his luck. “I guess I proved my point. Now, about that delivery—”

			“Delivery? Have you forgotten that this is Chatelaine?” Jade shook her head. “And if that isn’t bad enough, the Fortune ranch is way off the beaten path. It’ll be impossible to get someone out here.”

			“It’s been my experience that nothing is impossible. I’ll start calling around and see what I can come up with.”

			“You could, but why don’t I save you the trouble? My mother sent over some homemade lasagna earlier today. I could heat that up, and I have the ingredients for a salad. If that is okay with you? The lasagna is big enough for two.”

			“More than okay. I can’t remember the last time I had a home-cooked meal.” But as far as he was concerned, any meal was a bonus to getting to spend an evening with Jade.

			“Let me just get a towel so you can at least wipe off your pants. Sorry I don’t have any spares to lend you.”

			“I’ve had worse on me. I test my gadgets in the real world of farms and ranches. A little mud from a dog is not that big a deal.” And wasn’t that the truth? Working ranches could be filthy, smelly places. But he liked to be hands-on with his projects. Hiring someone to do the dirty work for him didn’t sit well with him. “Just point me in the direction of the bathroom, and I’ll get washed up.”

			“Okay and I’ll pop the lasagna in the oven, clean up Charlie and get changed. The lasagna should be heated through by then.”

			“Do you need any help?”

			“No, thanks. It’s bad enough Charlie got you dirty, you don’t need him getting you wet too. Which is what would happen, believe me.”

			“Good point. I hope your dress isn’t ruined.” He’d only seen her wearing jeans, and he’d enjoyed that, but he had to admit it was also nice seeing her legs. She had sexy legs.

			“Well, the dress says it’s washable, so fingers crossed it all comes out.”

			“How about before I get cleaned up, I check out the yard and see what he got into. Not sure what I can do about a mud puddle, but I can make sure you don’t have a leak of some sort. Or a break in your fence.”

			“Good idea. I hadn’t thought of a break in the fencing. I’d hate for him to get out again if the backyard area isn’t secure.”

			Heath nodded and let himself out the door she had used to let the dog in. He knew how fond she was of Charlie, and if he could prevent any harm coming to the dog, he’d do it. This so-called relationship might be fake, but he had to admit not all of his feelings for Jade were.

			

			Jade leaned over and lathered up the dog, who complained with more than a few disgruntled snuffles and snorts. At least he didn’t try to escape. Probably knew it was futile.

			After her mother and sisters had left, she’d done the one thing she’d managed to resist despite her crush on Heath—she googled him. Besides lots of business articles about his successes with his company, she’d picked up a few more personal tidbits. Only one of them had her fretting.

			Heath was thirty years old. That meant he was three years younger than her. It didn’t matter. At least that’s what she was telling herself. And it didn’t. Not to her anyway. But what about Heath? He had to know. After all, he’d agreed to accompany her to her fifteenth-class reunion, so the math was simple. Could it be that he didn’t mind?

			After bathing the dog, she went into her bedroom and changed into dry clothes. Not exactly what she’d planned for the evening, but she found a white button-down blouse to pair with dry jeans. Maybe in some weird way, it was for the best, because she needed to remember the handsome entrepreneur was doing all this as a favor to her so she could save face with Nina and Alexis.

			She found Heath in the kitchen, washing his hands at the sink. He turned and smiled at her as she walked in. At least he was still here. He hadn’t stomped off when Charlie had gotten mud all over his pants.

			“You had a bird bath that had gotten knocked over. That’s what caused the puddle. I righted the bath and refilled it. You might want to supervise him until the puddle dries up.”

			“Thanks. I’ll be sure to do that,” she said as the timer went off on the stove. “The lasagna is almost done. It needs to sit on the counter for a few minutes so it will stay together when cut.”

			He helped her set the table and sliced cucumbers and tomatoes to add to the bagged salad she had on hand. She had to admit working alongside him in her kitchen was just as much fun as going to the country club. Maybe more so because she had Heath to herself for the evening.

			Before they sat down to supper, she got a new chew bone out of one of the cabinets and handed it to Heath.

			He accepted it with a raised eyebrow. “Thanks?”

			“Maybe if you give it to him and tell him to go lay down with it, he’ll obey.”

			Heath chuckled. “You’re really putting me on the spot.”

			“You’re the one with the special powers.”

			He showed Charlie the bone and brought it over to the dog bed in front of the fireplace. “This is for you to enjoy while we eat. Got that, buddy?”

			Charlie took the bone and laid down to enjoy it. Heath glanced across to where she stood watching them.

			“Impressive,” she said. “It probably won’t completely prevent him from begging for handouts at some point, but it might help some.”

			“You could have stopped at ‘impressive,’” he said and made a noise with his tongue.

			“Sorry,” she said and set the casserole dish on the table.

			“My reputation is in your paws, buddy,” he told the dog and went to join Jade at the table.

			The conversation came easily during supper. They decided to tell anyone who asked at the reunion that they’d seen one another when Heath came to Chatelaine on business. At least that was partly true. They’d been introduced last month when he first came to Chatelaine, but there was no need for them to go into an explanation about Heath looking for his half sisters and information about his biological father. That wasn’t anyone else’s business even if most people in Chatelaine knew he and the Perry triplets were half siblings.

			“So, your sisters know the truth about this engagement?”

			“Yeah, it would have been difficult to convince them I was truly engaged.”

			“Oh?”

			“They know how important it is for me to find out the circumstances surrounding my birth before I could make that sort of commitment to anyone.”

			And especially to someone like her, Jade finished for him, channeling her father’s voice. She needed to remember Heath was doing this as a favor for her. So she could save face after making that outrageous claim at the Daily Grind. If only she had kept her mouth shut, she wouldn’t be in this mess now.

			But was it really a mess? Or the most exciting thing to ever happen to her? The whole engagement might be a farce, but getting to spend time with Heath wasn’t. She needed to learn to live in the moment, savor the present and let the future take care of itself.

			The conversation had died down a bit after Heath made his pronouncement about needing to learn the truth about his birth before he could contemplate being in a serious relationship.

			Not wanting the evening to end on a sour note, Jade decided to change the subject. “Tell me how you got Charlie to obey you so easily.”

			He exhaled as if he too was glad to change the subject. “It wasn’t hard. I gave him a clear instruction and he obeyed.”

			“I know that but—”

			“Haven’t you done obedience training with him?” he interrupted with a frown.

			“I have. Several times. He washed out each time.” A lot like me. Thinking about her college days was too depressing, so she concentrated instead on the man she was spending the evening with. After all, growing up with Casper Windham and his brand of parenting, she’d had lots of practice pushing aside unpleasant thoughts.

			“Maybe he obeyed because he knows I’m only temporary,” he remarked.

			She couldn’t lie, his words hurt even if they were the truth. But she did her best to keep her emotions off her face and to keep her tone even. “Why would that matter?”

			“I won’t be around long enough to make him obey long term.”

			“I guess that makes sense.” She needed to change the subject because the thought of not seeing Heath after the reunion was too depressing. “So, exactly what is it that you do for a living? I heard something about agricultural tech, but I’m not sure what that is.”

			“It means my company works with farmers and some ranchers to develop applications and tools.”

			“Doing what? Or is it a secret?” she asked.

			He shook his head. “Not a secret in the broad sense. Some of our methods and equipment are proprietary, but not necessarily what the tools and apps do.”

			“Someone said something about using AI.”

			“Yeah, that’s what we’re working on now. I originally improved the weather apps used in farming equipment.”

			“Is that how you made all your money?” Jade slapped a hand over her mouth, but it was too late. The words were already out. “Oh, God, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean that. How gauche. Please ignore that. You don’t have to answer.”

			Instead of being offended, he laughed. “It’s okay. I already know I’m rich.”

			“That may be, but normally I have better manners.”

			Still smiling, he shook his head. “If it will make you feel any better, I can ask how it feels to find out you’re a Fortune.”

			How was she supposed to answer that? She had all sorts of feelings, many of which were conflicting. “To be honest, I’m still getting used to it.”

			“But you changed your last name. It’s my understanding that all of you changed from Windham to Fortune.”

			“Yes, we all did, but we did it more for our mother than any other reason. At least I did. Mom said it was entirely up to each of us, but I knew she really wanted it. I confess I didn’t need a lot of convincing.”

			“Daddy issues?” he asked and flinched. “Now it’s my turn to be gauche. I apologize. It’s really none of my business.”

			Just goes to show that this isn’t a real relationship, Jade thought. If they really were engaged, he wouldn’t be saying that. They’d feel free to share things like that with one another.

			She sighed. It was true that she still had a lot of unresolved issues involving Casper Windham. At first, she’d balked at the idea of changing her last name but came to the consensus her siblings did that her mother was here, and their dad wasn’t. She didn’t want to damage her relationship with her only living parent. Not that her mother would have pushed. “It’s complicated, but you’re not far off.”

			“Would it help to talk about it?”

			“I don’t know. It’s probably pretty boring, and I don’t like to play the poor little rich girl card.” Even during those years after high school when she’d been drifting, she knew she was lucky. She had family and resources to fall back on. That’s why now, when she’d finally landed on her feet, she did all she could to help the kids who attended her day camps.

			“That’s right. You were rich even before you became a Fortune,” Heath was saying. “Your dad was Windham Plastics.”

			She couldn’t have put it better herself. Her dad lived and breathed his company, even to the point of ignoring his family. But the business was why she had the resources to do what she, her mother and her siblings were now doing, so she had no right to complain. But that didn’t prevent some feelings of resentment when she thought about her father and his attitude toward her. “It meant everything to him.”

			“Ah, I’m getting a vibe here. Does some of that have to do with the tension I sense when Casper is mentioned?”

			“You could say that,” she acknowledged.

			His lips twisted into a grimace. “Not that I’m defending him, but businesses take a lot of time and care...successful ones even more. And from what I understand, Windham Plastics was extremely successful.”

			“It was, and I know I shouldn’t complain since it gave my brothers and sisters and me a comfortable upbringing. We were able to move to Chatelaine and make the Fortune family ranch into something we can all be proud of.”

			“From what I hear, you have every right to be proud of the petting zoo.”

			She laughed, unsure if he was serious. “Right.”

			“I’m serious. Between that and the camps and workshops you’re doing, you have a chance to change the lives of a lot of children in Chatelaine.”

			“Thank you, but I hardly think I’m changing lives.” She shook her head. Sure, she enjoyed what she was doing, and she was doing her best to adhere to ethical guidelines when it came to the animals in her care, but she doubted she was transforming anyone’s life but her own. She wasn’t struggling to find her place anymore and that felt good. Which was why she felt baffled by her behavior in front of Alexis and Nina. Seeing them and listening to them had thrown her back into the dark days of high school. And she’d managed to drag Heath into her drama.

			“Don’t be too sure. Programs like yours changed my life, and look where I am today.”

			She pulled back in surprise. “You can’t be serious.”

			“But I am. As the child of a single mother, there wasn’t a lot of extra money, but I was able to enjoy attending free lectures similar to the ones you sponsor. That sparked my interest in technology being used for farming and ranching.”

			“So, maybe I’m creating your competition with my little camps?” she teased.

			He laughed, sending tingles down her spine. She couldn’t remember any man causing her spine to tingle. She liked it. A lot. Maybe that explained her behavior at the Daily Grind.

			“I’ll forgive you. There’s room for everyone,” Heath told her.

			“That’s pretty magnanimous of you.”

			Grinning, he shrugged. “It’ll be a few years yet before I’ll be looking over my shoulder. The ones you teach are pretty young still.”

			“Yes, but you’re pretty young to be such a success as well.” And to be so rich, she thought and frowned. That truly didn’t matter to her.

			“Are there any kids that stand out that I should be worried about?”

			“Well—” she dragged out the word “—there is one that’s quite smart. His name is Billy Connor. He lost his dad about a year ago, and his mom has been bringing him around a lot.”

			“I’d be happy to meet with him, if you want.”

			“I’ll bet he’ll be thrilled,” she said without thinking. She’d been concerned about Billy. She knew him as a quiet and respectful boy, but lately he’d been disruptive during her presentations.

			He frowned. “Forgive me. Did I sound pompous?”

			“What? No. Sorry. My mind was elsewhere for a minute. Billy hasn’t been himself lately, and I’m not sure why. I didn’t mean to come across as sarcastic.” The last thing she wanted to do was take out her frustrations on Heath.

			He touched her arm. “I have a feeling we’re both a little on edge.”

			“It’s all my fault for opening my big mouth and claiming we’re engaged,” she said thickly.

			He lightly squeezed her arm. “Considering I went along with you, I’d say we’re in this together.”

			“I’m not such a martyr as to accept the full blame if you’re willing to accept half.” She laughed, feeling much lighter. “So, yes, I suppose we are in this together.”

			“Maybe we need to establish some ground rules,” he said abruptly, dropping his hand.

			She missed the warmth of his touch. “Ground rules?”

			Of course he wanted ground rules. Her head may have been in the clouds regarding this fake engagement, but his certainly wasn’t. And why should it be? He wasn’t spinning dreams around her rash statement. She was the one doing that.

			Jade pushed those unproductive thoughts aside and inhaled, waiting for what Heath was going to say.

			Don’t buy trouble, she told herself.

			He drew his hands through his hair and, after a long palpable moment, finally spoke. “I like you and want to be honest with you, Jade.”

			“I like you too, and I’m all for honesty.” She might want the truth, but that didn’t prevent his words from causing her to feel a bit anxious about what he might say next. Sounded like trouble was coming of its own accord.

			“I want to explain what I meant when I said I didn’t want to get involved.”

			“If you don’t want to get involved, that’s your right. You don’t have to explain—”

			“But I want to because you’re special, Jade.”

			Oh my. His words did funny things to her insides. She didn’t think anyone had ever called her special before.

			Before she could respond, he continued. “You know that the Perry triplets are my sisters—well, half sisters.”

			She managed a shaky smile. Just because he’d called her special didn’t negate the fact that he was explaining why he didn’t want to get too deeply involved with her. At least he offered an explanation. A lot more than most guys would. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all. It wasn’t like he was telling her anything she didn’t already know. “I think the entire town knows.”

			“Yes, well, like I said, I’m trying to find out the true reason I never knew about them, nor they about me. I realize their circumstances probably made it impossible since they were so young when their parents died. But my mother also never told me the truth.”

			“How did you find out that you even had sisters?” Having grown up with her five siblings, she could not imagine what it would be like to only discover them now as an adult. Her heart went out to him and his sisters.

			“After my mother passed, I realized I would never get any answers from her, so I took a DNA test. I was matched with one of my sisters. Fortunately, I was able to contact her and found out I had not just one but three sisters.” He shook his head, his expression conveying he was focused on something only he could see.

			This time it was she who reached out to touch him. “I can’t imagine how that must feel, but I’m glad you’ve finally found one another.”

			He seemed to come back to himself and turned his attention back to her. “Yeah, it answers some questions but raises a bunch more.”

			Those questions probably had to do with his biological father. Did he hope to find answers here? “So, finding your sisters is how you ended up in Chatelaine?”

			He sighed. “Yeah. We’ve been trying to find out what happened, but it hasn’t been easy.”

			“Have you been able to learn anything about the circumstances surrounding your birth?” For all the problems she’d experienced in the fraught relationship with her father, at least she’d had one. She and he hadn’t had time to settle any differences between them before he died, but that didn’t weigh as heavily on her now as it once had. She still minded, but not nearly as much.

			“We’ve managed to learn very little. Doris Edwards—I’m not sure if you know her—knew my mother before I was born. She’s a greeter a couple days a week at GreatStore. Except the woman is now suffering from bouts of dementia and isn’t always lucid. For example, she told my sisters that we were quadruplets, but that’s impossible because I was born two months before them and in a different town. Those are undisputed facts. My sister Haley confronted her, and she claimed that my parents were taking me to the hospital the night they were killed in that accident. But that’s impossible unless my mother lied to me. As an infant, I would not have been in Chatelaine. I would have been with her in Cactus Grove. It makes no sense.”

			“I’m sure the DNA would show you’re not full brother and sister.” She could tell that he was bothered by all this conflicting information, and she couldn’t blame him.

			“Yes, so I knew going in that they were going to be half siblings, but I still want to know what happened. This Doris woman seemed to be the only one who knew there were four of us babies fathered by the same man.”

			“But she hasn’t been able to explain how?” Jade wished she could help him. He had stood up for her when she made her engagement claim, and she wanted to return the favor. But how?

			“Not yet. But I’m not giving up. She has her lucid moments, and she’s indicated that knows something even if she can’t remember exactly what she knows.”

			“Quite a conundrum.”

			He laughed. “Yeah, that’s one way of putting it.”

			“So, exactly how does this affect our situation?” She called it a “situation” because she wasn’t sure how else to refer to it.

			“I’m good with keeping up the pretense of us being engaged until after your reunion.”

			But don’t make the mistake of thinking it’s real, she finished for him.

			She needed to repeat that as a mantra because her simple crush on Heath Blackwood was starting to feel like something more. Something real. Something dangerous to her heart.

		
	
		
			Chapter Five

			Heath winced. What was he doing pouring his heart out to Jade? Like she’d be interested in all his birth mystery drama. He was pretty sure Jade’s two classmates would have fled the scene by now, bored to tears. Or they would have offered empty platitudes before steering the conversation to something else.

			But not Jade. She expressed genuine interest and sympathy, he argued with himself.

			While he was engaged in his internal debate, she got up and started to pick up their dirty dishes.

			Remembering his manners, he stood and picked up his plate. “Here, let me help.”

			“That’s not necessary.”

			“I insist. You fed me. I’ll help clean up.” He wasn’t so far removed from his humble beginnings that kitchen work was beneath him. His merit scholarships didn’t always cover his living expenses or books, and he’d bussed tables to earn money during college.

			“But it was my dog that ruined the date.”

			“Will you stop saying he ruined it. Poor guy’s going to get a complex. He didn’t ruin our evening. Unless...” Had she wanted to go to the LC Club? Maybe he was wrong about Jade not caring about appearances. He hoped he was wrong.

			She frowned. “Unless what?”

			“Maybe you would have preferred going to the country club? Would you have preferred being seen tonight?”

			“Being seen? I don’t understand what you mean by that.” Her tone held a note of suspicion.

			“Some women prefer getting dressed up and going out so they can be seen by others.” He might be insulting her with his assumptions, but he needed to know before he got too involved.

			Wait. What was he thinking? He had no plans to get involved beyond a few dates and the reunion. He was going to say something to that effect, but she was already answering him.

			“Believe me, that’s not me. I got dressed up because I didn’t want to embarrass you, but the part about being seen doesn’t interest me in the least.”

			“Let’s get one thing straight. Jade Fortune, you would never embarrass me. I’m proud to be seen with you, whether you’re wearing jeans or a dress.” And that was the truth. He found her refreshing and he was relieved by her attitude.

			She gave him a look he wasn’t sure how to interpret and nodded once. “Thanks. How about I make some coffee, and we can take it to the back patio? The moon is pretty full tonight, so we might even see it reflected off the lake.”

			“Sounds great. Your place really is well situated here,” he said as he stacked the last plate into the dishwasher and closed it. “Do you want to run the dishwasher?”

			“Yeah.” She rummaged in the cabinet under the sink and pulled out a detergent packet, put it into the holder in the door and started it. Going to the faucet, she ran water into an electric teakettle.

			He grimaced at the thought of instant coffee, but to his relief, she pulled a French press off the shelf under the kitchen island. While the water heated, she measured ground coffee into the pot.

			Heath watched her quick, economical movements. Once again, he found himself contemplating her hands. They were unadorned but they fascinated him. He frowned when he recalled that one woman’s comment about Jade not having a ring despite the engagement. Well, he’d have to do something about that before the high school reunion. He took a closer look at her fingers. That’s when he noticed a nasty cut on her index finger. “How did you do that?”

			“Do what?” Jade asked as she measured ground coffee into the French press.

			He took her hand in both of his. “That looks like a serious cut.”

			“Not bad enough for stitches, but I did some serious bleeding.”

			“I hope you’re up to date on your tetanus shot.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Of course. I live on a ranch and work at a petting zoo.”

			Yeah, he got it. He was making a fool of himself, but he couldn’t help worrying about her. Instead of responding, he brought her hand to his lips and kissed it before letting go.

			They stood facing one another, neither one speaking. Finally, Heath cleared his throat and stepped back. He needed to stop this. Getting involved too deeply with anyone at this time wasn’t a good idea. Once again, he reminded himself that finding out the truth about his father and the mystery surrounding his birth was his first priority.

			But what if he didn’t like what he found? He pushed the disturbing thought aside. First things first.

			“Let me finish getting the coffee ready,” she said and turned away, busying herself with pouring the hot water over coffee grounds and stirred. She replaced the plunger into the pot and set it aside to steep.

			“I see you have some torches around the patio. Would you like me to light them?”

			“That would be great. Most have citronella to help ward off bugs.” She opened a drawer and pulled out a barbecue stick lighter.

			They sat in comfortable wooden rockers facing the lake with a small table between their chairs. The flickering torches gave the setting a warm ambience. Even better than an evening dining and dancing at the country club. The one downside was that without dancing, he didn’t have an excuse to hold her in his arms. There were always other times, he consoled himself.

			“Is there something I should know about you before the reunion?” Jade asked. “I know about your job and family, but I’m talking about something that might not be common knowledge. Like Twizzlers or Red Vines?”

			“Neither. What about you?”

			She shot him a look. “What? How is something like that even possible?”

			“Because I’m more of a Jelly Belly guy,” he said and waited for her reaction.

			“Ooh, I like those too. All those flavors. I guess I’ll have to give you a pass on the licorice.”

			“Damn right, you will.” The conversation might be silly, but he was enjoying sitting with Jade and wanted to know more about her. “Aside from this thing about red licorice, is there anything else I should know about you?”

			She sighed. “If you must know, my phone is full of pictures of Charlie.”

			“So?” He stifled the laugh that bubbled up. The only light on the patio came from the torches, but from what he could see, she was blushing. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been with a woman who blushed. He quite liked it.

			Her eyes widened. “You don’t think that’s strange?”

			“Should I?”

			“I’m sure Nina and Alexis would think so.”

			“Why should you care what they think?”

			

			Yeah, why should she, Jade wondered. Heath had a point. She shrugged. “I guess that day in the coffee shop, I was thrown back into high school.”

			He shook his head. “Those of us who weren’t popular in high school have moved on. Some people reached their peak back then. That’s the real shame. Their glory days are behind them. On the other hand, ours are ahead of us.”

			“I’m not sure I have glory days ahead of me, but thanks for thinking so.”

			He made a sound with his tongue. “Don’t discount what you’re doing, Jade. How do you think I got my start?”

			“At a petting zoo?”

			He chuckled, sending her pulse racing.

			He turned toward her. “All those workshops you do. Like I said before, I attended some like that when I was young, and it encouraged me to pursue my dreams of using technology to help farmers and ranchers.”

			Her eyes widened. “You seriously did attend ones like I give?”

			“I haven’t been to any of yours, so I don’t know if they’re exactly the same, but I’m sure you could be inspiring the next generation of innovative farmers and ranchers.”

			“The next Heath Blackwoods, you mean?”

			He laughed and touched the end of her nose.

			“Are you still interested in speaking at one of my workshops?”

			“Of course. I’d love to,” he replied. “Just let me know when and I’ll be there.”

			“Thank you so much. This will mean a lot to the kids.”

			He flashed her a grin. “I’m not sure they’ll even know who I am, but I’m happy to help.”

			That grin made her heart do some sort of stumble thing but she managed one of her own. Albeit a shaky one.

			“Right,” he said with a glance at her mouth before continuing, “I’d better get going.”

			With that he gave her a distracted nod, turned, and left, leaving her wondering if that last part was meant for her or himself.

			After Heath left for the evening, Jade knew she was going to have to remember that this was a fake engagement. She needed to keep that in mind at all times or risk getting her heart broken. Heath was doing her a favor by going along with the fake engagement. She might be falling for him, but he was definitely not falling for her, and she’d do well to remember that.

			Charlie came over, stood next to her and whined, deep in his throat.

			“Don’t you start falling for him too,” she cautioned him.

			

			The next morning, while Jade went about her chores at the Fortune Family Petting Zoo, the previous night’s date kept crowding out her other thoughts. She had to acknowledge that her little crush on Heath Blackwood was no longer little. And that could create a problem. A big one.

			It wasn’t easy, but she pushed thoughts of Heath out of her head so she could concentrate on her project. She had turned an old, disused aluminum rowboat into a small pond with a fountain.

			Jade turned on the water pump to be sure it worked. Thankfully it did, and the water in the aluminum rowboat and water sprayed up through the small fountain she’d placed in the middle. The boat was battered, but she’d repaired the rust spot enough for the craft to hold water. While the rowboat might not be lake worthy, it made a wonderful swimming pool for the ducks.

			“What a clever idea.”

			Jade turned to see Hope standing there watching the proceedings with avid interest.

			“Thanks,” she said and wiped her hands on her jeans. “I saw an example of this online and thought I’d try it for the baby ducks.”

			“I love it. Can’t wait for Evie to see it with ducks in it.”

			Jade glanced around but Hope seemed to be alone. “Speaking of Evie, where is she?”

			“Ridge has her. She’s fascinated by the baby chicks in the incubator.” She smiled. “Your brother is very good with her.”

			“I know,” Jade said.

			It never ceased to amaze her how comfortable Ridge was with the baby. He’d taken to fatherhood like...well, like a duck to water. Except he wasn’t that baby’s father. And that was what bothered her, because he could be heading for a world of hurt if he didn’t put the brakes on.

			Pot? Kettle?

			Yeah, she didn’t have room to criticize. Look at the dangerous game she was playing with Heath. He wasn’t really her fiancé, and no amount of wishing was going to make that true. He’d rescued her from humiliation in front of those snotty girls and was doing her a favor by taking her to the reunion. But she needed to remember that when the clock struck midnight, her carriage would turn back into a pumpkin.

			“So, I thought I’d take a moment to explain...”

			Hope’s words brought Jade back to the here and now. “Explain what?”

			“What happened at the coffee shop?”

			Jade shook her head. “That’s not necessary.”

			“No. I don’t want you to think I’m some sort of flake. Freaking out the way I did.” Hope heaved a sigh.

			“I would never think that.”

			“All I remember is that when that woman started chasing after her child, I panicked. I had a memory flash of a middle-aged couple smiling at Evie but suddenly turning mean and saying I had to hand my baby over.” Hope shuddered.

			Jade put her arm around the other woman, hoping to comfort her. She didn’t know what else to do. Saying everything was going to be okay sounded disingenuous because Jade had no idea what had happened in Hope’s past. Without knowing the woman’s situation, how could she be sure things would work out? Jade was convinced that Hope was Evie’s mother, but that fact alone didn’t mean she had rightful custody of the baby. Any number of things could have happened.

			“I know it was just a memory surfacing, but it scared me,” Hope was saying and pulled Jade back to the conversation.

			“I can understand how that could happen. Please, don’t think anything of it.” Especially after what she herself had done in that coffee shop. People could react in extreme ways in certain situations.

			“There you are,” Ridge strolled over and stood beside Hope. He had Evie securely on his hip, his arm around her. “See? Mommy is right here. I told you she couldn’t have gotten far,” he crooned to the baby.

			Evie reached out her chubby arms to Hope, who took her from Ridge and hugged her close.

			Ridge gave Jade a playful swat on the shoulder. “Hey, Sis.”

			“How’s it going?” Jade asked, hoping she’d managed to keep the doom and gloom she felt over his situation from her voice.

			“Great. Did you put this together?” he asked, pointing to the makeshift duck pond.

			Jade puffed out her chest. “I did.”

			“So that’s why you wanted that old boat.” He squatted on his heels to examine her creation.

			“I told you I had a use for it,” she said, waiting to see if he found anything wrong.

			“You did, and I confess I lacked the imagination to picture this.”

			“I guess I was a bit vague in my explanation. I wanted to be sure I could pull it off.” She was so used to being a failure in front of her family that it was old habit to keep things from them.

			Ridge stood. “Well, you certainly pulled it off. Great job.”

			Jade smiled. She really had found her calling with this petting zoo.

			Ridge chucked her on the shoulder. “But was there ever any doubt?”

			“I imagine there was a lot. I haven’t exactly been the most successful member of this family.”

			Ridge gave his sister a quick one-armed hug. “Pfft. So what if you took a little longer to find your way? You’re doing a bang-up job with the zoo and the day camps for kids.”

			“Thanks.” It felt good having her family see her as successful.

			“Uh-oh, I think this little girl needs a diaper change,” Hope said and wrinkled her nose. “How such a sweet thing can make such a big stink is beyond me.”

			“You can take her over to the family area. We have facilities there.” Jade pointed to a small outbuilding painted barn red.

			Ridge watched Hope walk off, then turned to Jade. “Did she say anything more to you about what happened at the Daily Grind? I know she felt bad leaving like that. She insisted on coming to explain.”

			“She apologized again, but I assured her it was okay. I guess something someone said sparked a partial memory. Has she regained any more substantial recollections?”

			He nodded. “After we got home and we were unpacking the diaper bag, she had another flash.”

			Jade noticed how he’d casually used the word home. She knew they weren’t living together, because Hope and the baby were in a small cabin close to Ridge’s. But the way he’d said it indicated to Jade that he was getting deeper and deeper with Hope. “Can you tell me about it?” she asked.

			“It wasn’t very detailed, but she said she recalled throwing things in Evie’s baby bag and rushing to a car. She remembers constantly checking the rearview mirror as she drove away.”

			Jade put her hand on her brother’s arm. His muscles were bunched stiff. “Oh no, Ridge. This sounds pretty serious.”

			He shook his head and looked at Jade, a bleak expression in his eyes. “Sounds like she was running from someone. But who? An abusive husband?”

			“Give her time and space. I’m sure her memories will come back.” Jade wished she could believe her own words. But what else could she do? Ridge was an adult. All she could do was pray things would work out for him. If not, she and the rest of the family would be there for him.

			“Thanks. I’m sure they will too.”

			They were silent for a moment.

			“I’m just afraid what those memories will reveal,” he whispered, “but I’m all in no matter what happens.”

			Jade squeezed her brother’s hand. Even when she was drifting along trying to find her place in the world, her siblings had been there for her. No matter what Casper said or did, Jade knew she could count on her brothers and sisters. “You know we’ll be here for you and Hope and baby Evie. No matter what.”

			

			“It looks like this might work out,” Jade said as she watched Dahlia’s lamb exploring the new enclosure Jade had built when her sister had approached her about the lamb.

			“It’s not a permanent solution, but I’m glad to have someplace safe for it,” Dahlia said.

			Her younger sister had been taking care of a lamb that had been rejected by its mother. Jade had two other lambs, and Dahlia thought being with others might help the baby. They stood by the fence and watched the lambs getting to know one another.

			“Has Ridge said anything more about what’s been going on with Hope?” Dahlia asked curiously.

			“He and Hope were here this morning with the baby.” Jade debated how much to say but, in the end, opted for the truth. Ridge was Dahlia’s baby brother too.

			“I just pray he knows what he’s getting into with all this,” Dahlia muttered after Jade had told her what she knew.

			“Me too.”

			“Speaking of relationships, I saw Heath driving through town this morning,” Dahlia said.

			“Huh.” Jade’s stomach tightened. Had Heath said something to her sister? “Did you talk to him?”

			“No. I didn’t get a chance to do more than wave. I was coming out of the feed store when he went by.”

			Jade nodded, secretly relieved that they didn’t have a chance to chat.

			“But Phyllis did. Talk, that is.”

			Jade groaned.

			“Yeah, she asked all about you. Kept asking me about the engagement and how sudden it was. Seems you were in the feed store gabbing with her and didn’t mention anything about an engagement even when she mentioned Heath’s name to you.”

			“What did you say?” Jade hated putting her family on the spot, but there wasn’t much she could do about her impulsive lie at the moment.

			“I reminded her what a private person you were,” Dahlia said and grinned.

			“And did she believe you?”

			Her sister noisily blew air between her lips. “Hardly. So I started talking about Rawlston, and she took the bait, asking all sorts of intrusive questions. You owe me, big-time.”

			Jade winced. It wasn’t that long ago when Dahlia and Rawlston were the hot topic when they came back from Vegas married, of all things. Everything worked out in the end, and they were deliriously happy now. But some people still liked to speculate on what actually happened in Vegas.

			“Doesn’t Phyllis know that what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas?”

			“Evidently not.”

			Jade heaved a sigh. “Sorry about that. Like you said, I owe you.”

			Dahlia leaned against the fence and turned her head to look at Jade. “Then tell me what’s bothering you?”

			“What makes you think something is bothering me?”

			“Because you had a weird look on your face when I mentioned Heath. Are you two still planning to go through with the trip to the reunion?”

			“Yes. Mom has agreed to watch Charlie while I’m gone. It’s only for the day, but you know I don’t like leaving him on his own without some backup plan.” And considering what had happened when she’d let him into the yard unsupervised the other night, she had all the more reason to be concerned.

			Dahlia grinned. “Yes, we all know he’s your baby. At least for the time being.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“Nothing, except I’m sure some day you’ll get married and have human babies too.”

			Jade wished she could be as confident about her future as Dahlia seemed to be. She was happy with her life as it was, but that didn’t mean she didn’t want a family of her own someday.

			“C’mon, Sis, spill it. I can tell something’s on your mind.”

			At the risk of having her sister laugh, Jade told the truth. “I realized I’m three years older than Heath.”

			Dahlia gasped. “Oh my God! How did I not know about this shocking bit of information?”

			Jade opened her mouth to speak, but Dahlia beat her to it. “I don’t understand why you felt you weren’t able to confide in us. I mean, this is just shocking. My sister, a cradle robber.”

			“Very funny. Are you done?” Okay, maybe she was making more of this than was necessary. Three years wasn’t much at all. And she probably wouldn’t even have thought much of it if she hadn’t also wondered why Heath was interested in her. But she wasn’t gorgeous like her sisters or sophisticated like Alexis and Nina. No matter what she did, she couldn’t rid herself of the awkward girl she used to be. That girl was buried deep inside Jade.

			“Am I done? Hmm, let me think.” Dahlia tilted her head to the side and tapped a finger on her cheek.

			“Dahlia,” Jade said, a note of warning in her voice.

			“Okay, I guess that’s all I’ve got. If I come up with something else, you’ll be the first to know.”

			“I can hardly wait.” She snorted. “Maybe you should take that show on the road.”

			“C’mon, Jade. Lighten up.” Dahlia playfully bumped shoulders with her. “And seriously, three years is not a big deal.”

			“What if he thinks it is?” That’s what had been bothering her. What did Heath think about it? Why hadn’t he mentioned it?

			“He must know it if he’s agreed to take you to your fifteenth high school reunion. I’m sure he’s done the math. Have you asked him?”

			“No.”

			“Why? Afraid of the answer?” Dahlia asked.

			Jade rolled her eyes but didn’t respond, because her sister had gotten it right.

			“He must’ve known when he told those brats that he was going to the reunion with you. Face it, Jade, the man is a genius. I’m sure he can do math in his head. Has he said anything about it?”

			“No.” But then neither had she.

			Dahlia shook her head at Jade. “Then why are you turning it into an issue? If it’s because someone else said something, then stop this nonsense right now.”

			“Nonsense?”

			“Yeah. Until or unless you hear directly from Heath that the age gap matters to him, it’s a nonissue.”

			Dahlia made sense and Jade wanted to believe her. And she did...mostly. Still, there was that small part of her, the part where Casper’s caustic remarks took up residence, that found it hard to believe Heath didn’t care.

		
	
		
			Chapter Six

			Heath looked up from the laptop on his table on the porch at the Daily Grind. He was beginning to think of this table as his spot since he’d taken to spending time drinking coffee and doing research here. Plus, it reminded him of his first official meeting with Jade. Both a blessing and a curse. He loved spending time with her, but it was getting harder and harder to keep in mind that theirs was a fake relationship.

			Today, like the other day, he’d taken advantage of the spot to conduct some research and some business, such as answering business emails. He couldn’t let his personal searches regarding his past overshadow his business concerns. After all, he’d worked too hard to get where he was to let this issue cause him to lose his edge over the competition.

			He glanced across the porch to see his sister Lily. She was climbing the steps to the porch. Spotting him, she waved.

			“I thought I might catch you here,” she said as she approached the table.

			“I didn’t realize you were looking for me.” He stood and gave her a quick hug.

			“I was at the feed store and spotted your SUV, so I decided to take a detour and come here before heading back home.”

			“Well, I’m glad you did.”

			“Have you made any progress?” she asked, hitching her chin toward his laptop.

			He knew she meant in his research regarding their biological father. “No. I think I’ve just about exhausted anything I can find online. I’m thinking about taking another shot at Doris Edwards. Maybe I can catch her in a lucid moment.”

			“We could try that, or maybe we should talk to her daughter,” Lily said. “Phyllis at the feed store said her daughter has been caring for her mother for the past year. Veronica takes her mother to and from work.”

			“I still find it surprising that the woman still holds down a job.” He knew Doris was still employed by the GreatStore.

			“She likes it and I imagine greeting people as they come in to shop is good for her. Besides, it’s only a few hours a day and a couple days a week. I’m glad the management of the store allows it.”

			Heath nodded. “Chatelaine seems like the kind of place that takes care of its own.”

			As little as six months ago, he would not have seen himself living in such a small town without the conveniences he was accustomed to, like twenty-four-hour food delivery. Although the evening with Jade had been enjoyable, thanks to her. He even smiled a little as he remembered one of those women who’d been snotty to Jade had likened the place to a vast wasteland because it lacked a Nordstrom. But since getting involved with Jade, he had grown to like the place, and settling here permanently no longer seemed like such an outlandish idea. These days, with the internet and various technologies to connect people, working from a remote location, even one as remote and small as Chatelaine, was very doable.

			“I can contact Veronica, if you’d like. I was on a parade committee with her last year and have her number.”

			“Do you think she can give answers that Doris won’t or can’t?” Was finding out about his past going to be that simple? He cautioned himself not to get his hopes up. They’d been dashed enough times already.

			His sister shrugged. “I don’t know, but it’s worth a shot.”

			Lily pulled out her phone and thumbed through her contacts. “I’ll arrange a meeting for you with her.”

			She smiled at him while she waited for her call to go through. He thought about how lucky he’d been with his sisters. They’d readily accepted him and had set about forging bonds despite only learning about a brother after they’d found one another. Lily, Tabitha and Haley had been separated as babies after the tragic death of their parents and had also come together as adults. But as full-blooded sisters and triplets to boot, their bond was much stronger. His link to them was more tenuous, especially since they didn’t know why he’d never been told about them or his father. Perhaps if the cancer hadn’t taken his mother so quickly after being diagnosed, Anne might have given him an explanation. But that didn’t happen, and he had to accept it.

			Lily ended her call and looked at him. “Veronica says she can meet with you this afternoon at the real estate office where she works.”

			“Will you—” He stopped and cleared his throat. “Would you like to come with me? This involves all of us.”

			There. Phrasing it that way didn’t sound quite so needy. Not that he wouldn’t go alone. He’d been doing things by himself most of his life. His mother had worked two jobs to put a roof over their heads and food on the table. He’d helped out as soon as he was able, and of course once his start-up company was making a profit, he’d done his best to make his mom’s life comfortable, but the cancer had taken her so quickly. He hadn’t had a chance to do all the things for her that he’d wanted.

			“Sure.” Lily dropped her phone back into her purse. “I’d love to come. I know Haley and Tabitha are both busy today, but I’ll let them know if we find out anything worthwhile.”

			“We have some time to kill, so why don’t you sit and have something while I finish my coffee.”

			“Sounds good. Let me go to the window and order something.”

			Heath jumped up, “Let me get it. A thank-you for coming with me today.”

			“No thanks necessary. We’re family.”

			Warmth bloomed in his chest at her simple statement. Lily told him what she wanted, and he went to place her order. As he waited next to the walk-up window, his gaze went to his sister sitting at the table. He’d told Jade that he wasn’t ready for a committed relationship while the story of his birth was still a mystery, but he wondered now if that was completely true. He treasured his burgeoning relationship with the triplets. So what made his feelings regarding Jade so complicated?

			Maybe they’d learn something important today from Doris’s daughter, and he could figure out his feelings for his fake fiancée.

			He picked up Lily’s mocha latte and brought it to their table. As they sipped their drinks, they talked about ranching and some ideas Heath had for devices to make life easier for ranchers. Heath had worked closely with Lily’s husband, Asa Fortune. Asa’s ranch was a dude ranch, but he and Heath had thrown some serious ideas around. Today’s meeting loomed, but neither wanted to dwell on what-ifs.

			The real estate office where Veronica worked was located along the main street in Chatelaine. Veronica was alone in the office when they arrived. After greeting and seating them around a small table in what looked like a conference area, she offered them coffee.

			Lily chuckled. “We just came from the Daily Grind, but thanks anyway.”

			“I can’t compete with the fancy stuff they sell anyway. We only recently upgraded to one of those coffee makers that uses those coffee pods,” Veronica said with a smile.

			“Yeah, we’re lucky to have such a great coffee shop in Chatelaine,” Lily murmured.

			Lily’s comment threw Heath back to the day Jade claimed they were engaged. She had defended the town’s somewhat unusual coffee shop.

			Yes, he was on this journey of discovery for himself and his siblings, but Jade and a possible future with her was always there in the back of his mind.

			“I’m not sure why my mother has told you the things she has, but I need to clear up some of what she’s been saying,” Veronica said, not wasting time on small talk.

			“You mean the things she’s been saying about me as a baby being with my father? That bit of information had shaken me the most,” he said. If it were true, why hadn’t his mother ever mentioned it?

			Veronica nodded; her features masked in sadness. “About you and that night. The night your father was killed, one of my mother’s neighbors came to ask if I could come over and babysit her daughter. Megan Shaw lived next door and I occasionally babysat her six-year-old daughter Tiffany. Megan’s husband had been hurt at work, and she needed to go to him at the hospital. The woman was pretty upset and worried. So was Mom. Anyway, as it turns out, that was the night James Perry and his wife were also killed. I didn’t know it at the time, but Mom knew about him because of her friend Anne. Your mother. I think she’s confused the two things in her mind.”

			“Well, that makes sense,” Lily said and glanced at Heath as if for confirmation.

			He nodded, trying to digest this information. At least he now knew his mother hadn’t kept this tidbit of information a secret from him. It seemed more logical that if she left Chatelaine, she hadn’t had any more contact with James Perry. Of course that didn’t mean she never told him that he had a son. That was still a possibility, depending on the nature of their relationship. Or their lack of one. Perhaps the simplest explanation was a one-night stand, but that didn’t explain how close in age he was to his half sisters.

			“I’m sorry if she’s upset you or made things more difficult,” Veronica said.

			Heath shook his head. “It’s not her fault. I’m just sorry she’s so confused. I know how hard it is when it’s your mom that’s being ravaged by a cruel disease.”

			Veronica’s expression told him how much she appreciated his words. “If I could help you, I would, but I didn’t pay a lot of attention to that sort of gossip at that age. I was more into boys and clothes. I babysat to earn money to buy clothes. But what am I doing telling you all this stuff? Not like you’re interested. I just wanted you to know I’d help if I could.”

			“You’ve already helped by debunking the story about me being with my father that night.”

			Veronica nodded. “I can talk to my mom about Anne and let you know if she tells me anything new. She has good days and bad. If I can catch her on a good day, I might be able to find out something. She has talked a few times about a memory box, but I have no idea what she means. I’m sorry.”

			“Thanks, we really appreciate your time,” Heath murmured.

			A telephone rang in the outer office.

			“Sorry, but I need to get that,” Veronica said and rose from her seat.

			“We won’t keep you any longer.” Heath and Lily both stood, and he reached out his hand toward Veronica. “Thanks again. We know this isn’t easy on anyone and we appreciate your willingness to help.”

			After they got back into his SUV, Heath sat for a moment and looked at the modest brick ranch home typical of the sixties and seventies that had been turned into a real estate office. But he wasn’t really seeing the house. This had been another dead end. Did Doris even know his mother? It’s not as if Anne ever talked about her or even her time in Chatelaine. It wasn’t until his DNA was matched with the triplets that he was aware of the dusty little town.

			Would he ever find out the truth so he could put it behind him? He groaned.

			A hand touched his arm. He was startled. He’d almost forgotten that Lily was with him. Poor girl. He always seemed to be dragging her into his drama.

			“It’s a setback but not a dead end,” she told him.

			He ground his back teeth. He didn’t want sympathy, but instead of reacting, he inhaled deeply. Lily was his sister, one of the only relatives he had, and he didn’t want to do anything to alienate her. And if he succeeded in damaging his relationship with her, his relationship with his other sisters would suffer too. That was the last thing he wanted. He found he quite liked being a big brother. Not something he ever thought he’d be.

			“Thanks for coming with me today,” he mumbled and gave her a quick hug.

			She patted his chest. “No thanks necessary. We’re family now.”

			He turned his head and met her gaze. His chest tightened with emotions he couldn’t name. Maybe they didn’t grow up together and were bound together by a man neither of them had known, but none of that mattered now that they’d found one another. Their bond was unbreakable. “We are, aren’t we?”

			“Growing up, I always dreamed of having a family.” She laughed. “And now I seem to have them coming out of my ears.”

			“I’m going to assume that’s a good thing.”

			“Very. I’m definitely not complaining.” She nodded with a smile. “What about you? Are you happy to have extended family?”

			“I am.” He might still be getting used to having sisters in his life, but he was grateful for them.

			After dropping Lily off, Heath ran an errand, then headed for the Fortune Family Ranch. He didn’t think he’d gotten his hopes up, but the disappointment he was feeling belied his thoughts. Maybe seeing Jade and talking with her would help him put things in perspective. Knowing he’d be in her presence soon lifted his spirits. He patted the box in his pocket and glanced at the back seat to what he’d put there a few moments ago.

			A faint voice in his head issued a warning that all he and Jade had was a fake relationship. Something based on a lie. So why did it feel so real when he kissed her?

			He chose to ignore the voice and the warning. For now.

			

			“Charlie, will you please let me put this on you,” Jade pleaded, but the dog once again managed to wriggle out of the Sherlock Hound costume before she could get it fastened.

			She’d purchased the getup off a website and now wondered what drugs they’d given the dog who’d modeled the costume. Or how many people it had taken to wrangle the dog into submission. She’d been trying for over half an hour to get the costume on the dog. He wasn’t cooperating. Normally a very laid-back type of pooch, it appeared Charlie drew the line at dressing up for Halloween.

			It had been two days since her date with Heath. She hadn’t seen him since, but he’d texted and called, apologizing for not being able to see her in person and explaining that he’d had leave town to meet with new investors.

			But he’d called a short while ago, said he was back and asked if he could stop by because he’d missed her. Jade held his words to her like a precious gift. He’d missed her. She’d confessed to missing him too.

			After speaking with Heath, her package with Charlie’s costume had been delivered, and Jade had thought she’d let him model the outfit for Heath. If she couldn’t get the dog to wear the costume, never mind showing it off to Heath, what was she going to tell the kids? She’d promised them a fun Halloween parade at the zoo with Charlie as the parade marshal. The children all loved Charlie and were excited to see him in his special outfit.

			“C’mon, Charlie, you don’t want to disappoint all those kids, do you?”

			The basset shook himself and backed away from her and the dreaded costume.

			“I’ll bet the kids will have so much fun they’ll want to shower you with love and—” she looked him in the eye “—extra treats.”

			He perked up a bit at the word “treats,” but then his gaze landed on the costume, and he backed up another step. Evidently the lure of dog biscuits wasn’t enough to convince him to wear the outfit. Why hadn’t she thought of Charlie refusing to cooperate when she promised the kids a dog costume parade?

			Maybe her dad had been right. She didn’t have whatever it took to be a success. At anything. She’d attended college but hadn’t kept at it long enough to earn a degree. She’d tried her hand at several jobs, but most hadn’t worked out either.

			Maybe she—No! She was doing a good job with the petting zoo and running the day camps for the kids in town. And Heath had praised what she was doing, had said a similar program helped him. She may not ever be as rich or successful in business as her dad or Heath, but if she could help some other child reach his or her potential because of what she was doing, she’d call that a win. And she could live with that. She didn’t think money was the only way to measure success.

			She looked at Charlie and gave it one more try. “You get to be the grand marshal. That means you get to lead the parade. Wouldn’t you like being the leader?”

			“Not everyone is cut out to be a leader.”

			Jade twisted around at the sound of the familiar voice. Her heart skipped a beat when she saw Heath standing in the doorway of the barn belonging to the petting zoo. Seeing him made her realize how much she had missed him. And it had only been two days. Oh man, she was in trouble. She stood and smiled. “And you think Charlie is a born follower?”

			Charlie ran over to Heath as if he were expecting salvation. Heath bent down and greeted the dog by rubbing his ears and running a hand over his long, squat body. The basset snuffled and squirmed in delight.

			Dressed casually in worn jeans and a faded dark blue Henley with the sleeves pushed up to his elbows, Heath looked like every woman’s dream. As if that wasn’t enough, he also had on a pair of worn Ropers. The state of his boots told Jade that he was the real deal, not just some wannabe wearing the clothes. Something about that went straight to her heart.

			And he was here to see her and had agreed to accompany her to the high school reunion. How lucky could she get? Even Nina and Alexis were envious. It didn’t matter that she’d made up the whole engagement, Heath had backed her up, and they were forced to believe it.

			He drew her attention away from her thoughts when he rose and hooked his thumbs into the front pockets of his jeans. “What is it you’re trying to get him to do?”

			Her cheeks grew warm. What if he laughed at her? “I need him to wear a costume in the Halloween parade I’m planning for the zoo. The parade and the party that follows it is the grand finale of all the Halloween Happenings I’ve got planned for the kids.”

			He raised his eyebrows. Although he didn’t say anything, his expression was saying, Are you freaking kidding me?

			“It’s a cute dog costume.” She looked at it. “And it cost me a pretty penny too.” Jade held up the double-brimmed deerstalker cap and the brown houndstooth plaid trench coat trimmed with satin. The outfit was actually quite clever and well made. But along with Charlie not wanting to cooperate, she wondered if the kids had even heard of Sherlock Holmes.

			Heath shook his head and looked at Charlie. “I gotta say, bud, I wouldn’t be feeling it either. Costumes haven’t been my thing in a long time.”

			“Oh great, encourage him, why don’t you.” She twisted her lips. If she was looking for an ally in this whole thing, it obviously wasn’t Heath.

			He rubbed a hand over his mouth and cleared his throat.

			She knew he was hiding a smile, and she couldn’t blame him. The whole thing was silly, but she still had an ace up her sleeve. “It’s all for the kids. They’ll be so disappointed. I know how much they’ve been looking forward to this.”

			He looked down at the dog and spread his hands and palms out in supplication. “What can I say, bud? It’s for the kids.”

			Charlie whined and hung his head as if he understood but still didn’t want to cooperate. The look he gave Heath said he felt like he’d been double-crossed.

			“I feel you, Charlie, but sometimes we have to do things we don’t want to please the people in our lives.”

			Jade’s insides tightened. Was he talking about taking her to the reunion? Was he doing it simply to please her? Of course he was. It wasn’t like he wanted to attend a function with a bunch of strangers.

			You didn’t think he really wanted to go with you? said a voice in her head that sounded suspiciously like Casper Windham.

			She had to clear her throat before she could speak. “You don’t have to go. It’s okay. Really. I understand.”

			Heath’s head snapped up; his eyes tight in the corners. “Are you talking to me or Charlie?”

			“You.” Now she felt miserable. She’d managed to convince herself he wanted to go with her. Not just to help her out but because maybe, just maybe, he enjoyed being in her company.

			“Why do I get the feeling that I’m talking about dog parades and you’re not?”

			She swallowed. Hard. Was it possible that he really was referring to Charlie’s refusal to put on the costume? She didn’t want to create a whole misunderstanding by not getting clarity. “It’s just that—”

			He cut her off by covering her mouth with his.

			His actions caught Jade off guard, but she soon melted against him. How could she not? The way his lips explored hers had her eyes threatening to roll back in her head. His actions may have been swift when he began the kiss, but now he was taking his time. Savoring was the only way to describe what his mouth was doing to hers.

			The kiss was not some fantasy kiss; it was so much more. There was nothing sweet or gently seductive about it. The lip-lock was all about primal masculine desire and fiercely controlled passion. The kind of kiss a man gave a woman when he set out to make it clear he wanted her.

			She knew there were only two possible responses to a kiss like that: she could return it with equal ardor or she could break free and step back. She doubted there was any middle ground. And in that moment, she knew she was all in. Wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing him back with a sensual hunger she’d never experienced, excitement sent adrenaline coursing through her.

			By the time he freed her lips, she was hot and cold, breathless and a little shaky. She clutched him, savoring his scent and the hard feel of his unyielding body. When she kissed the warm skin of his throat, he exhaled deeply. Was it a sigh of pleasure, surrender or exaltation?

			He used one finger to raise her chin, His mouth came back down on hers in another intense kiss. She could feel the heat of the fire that smoldered just beneath the surface.

			She wanted the moment to go on indefinitely, but that wasn’t realistic. And she had to keep reminding herself that this was a fake relationship even if the embrace was real. She knew guys didn’t always have to have deep feelings for a woman in order to engage in a sexual relationship.

			A loud braying bark spoiled the mood and Heath lifted his head. They stared at one another, each breathing heavily, for several moments before he stepped back.

			Charlie lifted his head and howled.

			“I think we’re embarrassing Charlie,” Heath said and contemplated the dog.

			“Sorry about that. He’s a very opinionated dog.” Jade tried to keep the disappointment over the abrupt ending to that mind-blowing kiss out of her voice.

			“It appears Charlie doesn’t have one romantic bone in that low-slung body of his.”

			The dog hung his head as Heath squatted down and picked up the costume. “How about we do a little negotiating? I’ll bet you enjoy going for rides. Most dogs do.”

			“Next to treats and naps, it’s his favorite thing,” Jade chimed in.

			“I have a proposition for you, Charlie, my man. Put the costume on, and I’ll take you for a ride in my G Wagon. How does that sound?”

			Jade took a step toward them. “Oh, I don’t think that—”

			Heath stopped her with a finger pressed to his lips and a shake of his head.

			“Deal?” he asked the dog.

			Charlie seemed to consider the idea, then sat down with a sigh. Heath took that as a yes and put the costume on him, including the deerstalker cap.

			“Wait. Let me get some pictures.” Jade pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and began snapping away. If Charlie refused to put the costume on again, at least she’d have something to show the kids. She made sure to get some with Heath in the photo too. Sort of a memento of that unforgettable kiss.

			“What is he’s supposed to be?” he asked.

			She heaved a sigh reminiscent of Charlie’s of a moment ago. “He supposed to be Sherlock Hound.”

			Heath studied the dog. “Okay. I see it. Clever.”

			“No, it’s not. If you didn’t recognize the costume, there’s no chance the kids will either. What was I thinking?”

			“Hey, don’t give up. We can explain it to them.”

			Jade picked up on his use of the word “we” and felt better, but that didn’t solve the problem of a cute but unrecognizable costume. “Wanna bet most of the kids have never heard of Sherlock Holmes?”

			Heath gently rubbed his knuckles across her back. “Consider it a teachable moment.”

			“They’re a little young for Sherlock.”

			He snapped his fingers. “But not too young for Encyclopedia Brown.”

			“Encyclopedia Brown? I remember loving those books. I enjoyed helping solve the mysteries and fancied myself being a girl detective.”

			Pulling out his phone, Heath said, “I saw you were giving out prizes to the kids. How many kids are you expecting?”

			“I’m not totally sure yet.” She hadn’t gotten back all the signup sheets yet.

			He waved his hand in a dismissive gesture as he studied his phone. “No matter. I’ll order seventy-five copies. That should cover it. Any extras we can donate to the school.”

			“Any extras of what?”

			“I just ordered sets of the Encyclopedia Brown series. I think the kids will enjoy them, and we can explain that Sherlock Holmes is also a detective, albeit an adult.”

			Leave it up to Heath to come up with a solution. “You’re a real problem solver, Heath Blackwood. No wonder your company is so successful. How can I ever thank you?”

			“No thanks needed, but I think we need to give Charlie his reward.”

			His tail wagging, the basset watched Heath.

			“We can take my ranch truck. Not much can harm that old thing,” Jade said.

			Heath shook his head. “That wasn’t the deal. Was it, buddy?”

			The dog woofed in agreement.

			“But...you may not realize this, but Charlie is a drool monster.”

			Heath brushed his mouth lightly against hers. “I’ve been around him enough to know he drools and sheds.”

			“And loves to roll around in the mud,” she added.

			He laughed. “Can’t forget that.”

			Squatting down, he started to remove the costume and looked up at Jade. “Unless you’d rather I keep this on him?”

			“No. Take it off. No telling what could happen to it if we leave it on.” She gave him a wary look. “Are you sure you want to take your Mercedes for this ride?”

			He chuckled and rubbed the dog’s ears. “Positive. I have an important bit of business to conduct.” After finishing his task, he stood and handed the folded costume to Jade, who put it on the workbench in the barn. She picked up the leash from the bench and clipped it to Charlie’s collar. The dog barked and danced around, his tail wagging. “What sort of business? Where are we going?” she asked.

			“We’re going to the lake, by the dock. And it’s important business,” he said.

			She gave him a narrow-eyed stare but decided to be patient. He seemed to be in a good mood, so she tried not to worry. She doubted he’d take her for a ride to the dock at the lake if he had some bad news, like he wouldn’t be continuing their fake engagement.

			“Important business?” she repeated.

			“Very,” he responded with an eyebrow wiggle and a wink.

			That wink made her heart do all kinds of foolish things.

		
	
		
			Chapter Seven

			“Now, try to behave yourself in Heath’s car,” Jade told Charlie as they followed Heath to his Mercedes.

			“I’m sure he’ll be fine,” Heath said over his shoulder, and opened the door to the back seat.

			“What’s that?” She pointed to the back seat.

			“Oh. That?” he said with a wide grin.

			“Yeah, that. It looks like an animal car seat, but you don’t have a pet.” Maybe he was thinking of getting one or had recently had one. She’d felt close to him since their date, but the fact was she didn’t know as much about him as she thought. She actually knew very little of his life outside of Chatelaine.

			“Not me personally, but I know someone who has a dog that means a great deal to her.” His eyes held a certain gleam. “I did it for her.”

			Warmth flooded Jade’s chest. Had she heard that right? “Don’t tell me you got that for Charlie?”

			“I did.” He nodded and widened his grin. “I saw that you had one, so I decided to get one too.”

			“But...but you don’t want Charlie riding in your car on a regular basis.”

			He gave her a puzzled frown. “Says who?”

			“Me. His owner. You experienced firsthand what mayhem and destruction he can cause.”

			“If you’re talking about our first date, I beg to differ. I think the evening turned out quite well.”

			“He ruined all your plans,” she reminded him, but her protestations were getting old even to her.

			Heath narrowed his eyes. “How do you figure that?”

			“You had the evening arranged at a nice restaurant. I can’t imagine that staying home and eating lasagna and sitting on the porch listening to the cicadas and watching for fireflies could compare to what you had in mind when you asked me out.”

			“The only plan that mattered was spending time with you. Considering that, I got exactly what I wanted from the evening, with the bonus of home-cooked meal.”

			“You did?” His words were making her insides go all gooey.

			He captured her chin between his thumb and index finger. “I got to spend it with you, Jade, which was the only thing that mattered. And your mom makes great lasagna.”

			“It was a great evening for me too, and my mom does make great lasagna.”

			“Then Charlie didn’t ruin anything at all. I think everything turned out the way it was supposed to. Maybe he’s a lot smarter than you’re giving him credit for.”

			“Perhaps you’re right.” Jade smiled at Heath. “Do we have any plans for this ride?”

			“I haven’t driven around the lake yet and I’d like to. I believe there’s an open field near the boat dock. Charlie might like to explore. What do you say, bud, ready to go for that ride?”

			Charlie barked and did a little dance, letting Heath know he was all in for this adventure.

			A moment later, Heath picked up Charlie and put him in the special car seat, making sure he was secure.

			“Did I do it right?” he asked, and moved aside so Jade could double-check it.

			“It looks fine,” she said and took a step back and bumped into Heath. “Sorry.”

			“I’m not.” He steadied her and turned her in the circle of his arms.

			Being in Heath’s arms felt so natural, and when he leaned down and kissed her, she fell even more under his spell. The kiss was short, but to Jade, it felt like a promise. A promise of more to come.

			He rested his forehead against hers and sighed. “Please tell me I’m not in this alone.”

			“You’re not in this alone,” she said in a breathless tone.

			He gazed into her eyes. “That’s good to know.”

			Charlie barked and they both laughed.

			“I guess we’d better get going,” Heath said and opened the passenger door to assist Jade into the seat.

			He went around the hood of the vehicle and slipped into the driver’s seat.

			“You said you had some business,” Jade reminded him as he started the finely tuned engine.

			“I’ll explain when we get to our destination.”

			They drove the short distance to the dock area of the lake, and he parked in the gravel lot. He lifted Charlie down from the SUV. The dog shook himself and tugged on the leash wanting to explore.

			Meandering around the area, they followed the basset hound as he went from place to place and sniffed. They reached a small barbecue area, and Heath suggested they sit on one of the picnic benches.

			Once seated, Heath reached into his pocket and pulled out a small box. A jeweler’s box. The kind that held a ring.

			Jade’s breath caught in her throat. Why would he be giving her a ring? Despite the fevered kiss of a few moments ago, this was still a fake relationship. Attempting to remain calm and rational over this, she went over everything he’d said since he arrived.

			He had told the dog he had business to take care of. Is this how he saw giving her the ring? As a piece of business? Because the engagement wasn’t real.

			Don’t start fantasizing just because his kiss knocked you for a loop. He was a good kisser, and they might even have chemistry, but that didn’t mean he saw this engagement as anything other than a face-saving favor.

			He opened the box and showed her the ring nestled inside. The white gold ring had a sapphire in a prong setting. The round cut enhanced the gemstone’s natural sparkle and color. She gasped at the beauty of it. “I couldn’t possibly accept something like this.”

			“Why not? Don’t you like sapphires?” He sounded surprised by her refusal.

			“Of course I like it. What’s not to like? It’s a gorgeous ring.” Its magnificence had everything to do with her decision. How could she in good conscience accept jewelry knowing their relationship wasn’t real? Why was he even offering it to her?

			“Then what is the problem?” he asked, his jaw tightening.

			Her heart sank. Insulting him was the last thing she wanted to do. “It must have cost a fortune. I can’t accept such an extravagant gift under false pretenses.”

			He frowned. “False pretenses?”

			“You said yourself you can’t be in a serious relationship with anyone until the mystery of your birth is solved.” She needed to get ahead of this and explain her side.

			“And your point is?”

			“To be perfectly honest, this looks like a serious ring.”

			“It might look like it, but believe me, it’s not.” He shook his head. “I think it would be a good idea to wear it for the reunion. Help sell our story to your classmates.”

			His explanation sounded logical, but did they really need help selling their story? “I’m no expert in jewelry, but I know sapphires can be pricey.”

			“Not all of them.”

			She’d take his word for it. What else could she do? “Was there a reason you picked a sapphire?”

			“It’s supposed to be a perfect gemstone for hazel eyes.”

			Her heart thudded. He’d picked out a ring because of her eye color? She’d bet some of the guys she’d known would have been hard-pressed to even remember her eye color.

			“I promise to take good care of it. I’m sure you’ll want it back after...after...” The thought of their fake engagement coming to an end made her queasy.

			Get used to it, she cautioned herself. This isn’t real. None of this is real.

			“Let’s not worry about that.”

			“Okay,” she agreed. She was most certainly setting herself up for heartache in the future. But the keyword here was future, and she decided today wasn’t a good day to worry about it. She’d enjoy being with Heath, and if today was all she was getting, then so be it.

			

			Heath wanted to give himself a good kick. That didn’t go at all like he’d planned. He’d assumed Jade would have jumped at the chance for a ring like that. He’d probably have to explain it as part of their engagement story, but then he’d offer it and she’d accept. End of story. But Jade was different, and that’s why he was having trouble remembering that this whole thing was temporary. He’d take her to her reunion and then what?

			Maybe he’d solve the mystery surrounding his birth father before the reunion, and he could get on with his life, depending on what answers he’d receive.

			“So, you’ll wear the ring...for now at least?” The truth was, he wanted her to have it. As for why, he hadn’t a clue. He didn’t understand his own reasoning, so how was he expected to explain it to her?

			“If you want me to, I will.” Her tone was solemn, as if she were making a vow.

			Was she making a vow? He pushed that thought aside, just as he had the crazy notion of going down on one knee before giving Jade the sapphire ring.

			Instead of kneeling, he gently took her left hand in his and slowly slipped the ring onto her finger. He squeezed her fingers as he seated the ring in place. It looked right, as if it truly belonged on her finger. As if she truly belonged to him. The thought made his heart stutter.

			He led her over to a picnic table so they could sit and watch the dog.

			“Charlie looks like he’s running out of steam,” he said.

			The dog had been running around the grassy area but had taken to lying under a tree.

			“Yeah, he’s not known for his endurance. He likes to run around for short bursts, but then he’s ready for a nap,” Jade said with a chuckle.

			“That’s a good philosophy to embrace,” Heath said and got the reaction he’d been going for. Jade laughed. God, how he loved that laugh.

			They bundled Charlie back into the car. Securing the dog into the special animal car seat made him think about what it would be like to have a family of his own. A family with Jade. Did she even want kids? Did he? How could he bring a child into the world until he knew the secret behind his birth story?

			They got into the SUV, and he pulled out onto the road leading back to the Fortune ranch.

			“What made you pick this model of car?” she asked curiously.

			He glanced at her for a second before turning his attention back on the road. “Pardon? What do you mean?”

			“I just wondered what drew you to it.”

			He shrugged. “I liked it.”

			“Fair enough.”

			Was she simply making conversation? “Why? What’s your dream car?”

			“Promise not to laugh?” she asked.

			He felt her gaze on him. “Promise.”

			“It was a Maserati Quattroporte.”

			“Was?”

			She had made him promise not to laugh, but then she did so herself. “It sounded so exotic to me, then I found out Quattroporte just means four—”

			“Doors,” he finished for her. He managed not to laugh but couldn’t prevent the smile that curled his lips.

			“See. You’re making fun of me. It lost some of its luster when I learned the mundane English translation.”

			“I most certainly am not making fun. As a matter of fact, you have great taste in luxury cars.” He knew Casper Windham had been worth a lot of money, so Jade and her family had never been poor. Not like he and his mom. But despite the privileged upbringing, Jade was very down to earth. Which is what had drawn him to her in the first place.

			“Yeah, well, I couldn’t have one with Charlie.” She heaved a sigh.

			“Why? Does he object to Italian luxury cars?”

			She laughed. “No, but he’d want to go every time I drove anywhere, and you’ve seen how much he drools.”

			He waved a hand. “You worry too much about that.”

			“But you keep your car so clean.”

			“I like to take care of the things I have. I didn’t have a lot growing up and take care of the things I have now in my life.”

			“You appreciate them,” she said softly.

			“I guess you could say that. I don’t like to take anything for granted.”

			“You started the Anne Blackwood Foundation to help disadvantaged kids stay in school and get a higher education.”

			“How did you find out about that? I don’t publicize it.” Heath didn’t do it for the kudos. He’d simply seen a need and decided to fulfill it. The project helped him honor the legacy his mother had given him. He wasn’t able to help her now that he was rich, but he could help others in her name.

			“You’ve been googling me?”

			She shrugged but didn’t deny it. “Why don’t you like to take credit for it?”

			“I don’t deny its existence, but I don’t need accolades to accomplish what I want.”

			“I admire you for that. You’re nothing like my father was.”

			“And that’s a good thing?” he asked but was pretty sure he knew the answer. He noticed Jade was not comfortable talking about her father.

			“A very good thing,” she said, but didn’t elaborate.

			Her words gave him conflicting feelings. He was glad she admired the things he’d accomplished, but it also made him wonder how she’d feel if he discovered negative reasons why James Perry had never acknowledged him.

			

			Jade held out her left hand and admired the sapphire ring. She’d been doing that ever since Heath had given it to her.

			After he’d left yesterday, she’d told herself she would wear it to the reunion and only then. Her family knew the truth, so there was no need to pretend in front of them.

			At least that had been the plan, but she’d been unable to bring herself to take the beautiful ring off. Every time she started to remove it, she heard Heath saying he’d picked a sapphire to complement her hazel eyes.

			“Jade? I saw your message and thought I’d come and check on the lamb.”

			Jade turned at the sound of her sister’s voice. Dahlia was walking across the grass toward the barn.

			Glancing at her left hand and the ring, she grimaced. Too late to remove the ring without calling attention to it.

			“How is he doing?”

			“Yesterday he was disappointed after speaking with—” Jade broke off abruptly. She had to assume her face was probably a nice candy apple red by now. Of course Dahlia had meant the lamb, but Jade’s mind was so full of Heath that she’d answered automatically.

			“Oh, wow! He speaks? That’ll be a big draw for the petting zoo.” Dahlia was obviously working hard to keep a straight face.

			“Ha ha. I was talking about—”

			“Heath Blackwood,” her sister said without trying to hide her grin. “I was going to inquire about him next, but we can start with him first if you’d like.”

			“We’ll talk about the lamb and only the lamb, if you don’t mind.”

			Dahlia raised an eyebrow. “And if I do mind?”

			Jade rolled her eyes at her younger sister’s antics and briefly wondered if Heath teased or got teased by his sisters. Had their relationship evolved to that point? Did meeting your sibling as an adult change that dynamic? They might—

			“So, about the lamb?”

			Dahlia’s question chased away Jade’s musings over Heath. Get out of your head, Jade.

			“The lamb is doing much better since I removed him from the petting area.”

			“What was the problem? Did one of the kids do something?”

			Jade shook her head. “No. I think he found all the attention from humans stressful, so I moved him to the barn.”

			Dahlia made a face. “The poor thing. First his mama rejects him and now this.”

			Jade patted her sister’s shoulder. “Don’t fret. He’s been befriended by one of the baby goats, and I’m keeping them together. They’re both doing much better, but I may not be able to keep them as part of the actual petting zoo. But don’t worry, I will look after them regardless of that.”

			“You’re such a soft touch with the animals. I think you’ve found your true calling, Sis.”

			“I’m grateful to the family for this opportunity.”

			Dahlia smiled over at her sister. “We’re grateful to you for taking it over and making a success of both the zoo and the children’s workshops in such a short time and—”

			Jade glanced at Dahlia, wondering what made her stop.

			“Oh my God, Jade, where’d you get that sapphire? That’s some serious bling.” Dahlia grabbed Jade’s left hand to get a closer look at the ring. “It looks like an engagement ring. Jade? Are you holding out on us?”

			Jade pulled her hand out of Dahlia’s grasp. “What do you mean? It’s just part of the fake engagement story, not a real engagement ring.”

			“It might not be a real engagement, but that ring is the real deal.”

			“Well, of course it’s real. I’m wearing it, aren’t I?” Jade told her sister, but she started to get an uncomfortable feeling in the pit of her stomach. Those weren’t butterflies swarming in there but bats. Enough bats to make the citizens of Austin envious.

			“I’m not a jeweler, but that ring didn’t come from a cereal box.”

			Was it possible that Heath bought a real ring for her to wear? Real, as in expensive? Of course he was wealthy, but he didn’t seem like the type to throw his money around. The only thing flashy about him was his car, and even that wasn’t all that flashy. She’d seen plenty of soccer moms driving G Wagons at the country club.

			“I think this guy is serious,” her sister said.

			“Really?” Damn, she wanted to kick herself for sounding so needy.

			“And why not?”

			“I’m not exactly the type of woman a billionaire picks.”

			Her sister narrowed her eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“Rich, successful men want beauty queens on their arms,” Jade said, repeating something Casper had said to her on more than one occasion. In the past, Jade hadn’t cared because she didn’t want a rich, successful man. And now?

			“That’s bull crap.”

			“No, that’s Casper Windham.”

			Her sister put her arm around her. “I know Daddy did a number on you, but he was wrong. Dead wrong. About a lot of things but especially about you, Jade. Look what you’ve done with this place.”

			“The zoo didn’t have any animals left, but the buildings and such were already here.”

			“Don’t undercut all you’ve accomplished,” Dahlia admonished her. “You’ve done a wonderful job.”

			“I renovated the place and brought it up to date with a lot of help from others,” Jade said, but her sister’s praise gave her a warmth that spread across her chest.

			“You’ve given it heart. But enough about the zoo. Let’s talk about that ring.”

			Jade looked down at the dazzling sapphire. “You’re sure it’s real?”

			“Positive, and I’m positive about what I see when Heath looks at you.”

			Even after Dahlia had left, Jade couldn’t stop thinking about what her sister said about Heath. Was it possible that he was falling for her as hard as she was falling for him?

		
	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Heath stepped inside Fortune’s Castle after returning from a meeting with investors in Houston. He loosened his tie as he strolled inside and crossed the grand entryway with its black-and-white checkerboard floor tiles. As always, he glanced up at the elaborate wrought-iron candelabra hung from the ceiling painted with a Byzantine-style mosaic of peacocks and birds.

			Would he ever not be taken aback by the opulence of the place, he wondered, shaking his head at the black torch-shaped sconces interspersed with paintings of medieval lords and ladies in outdoor landscapes lined one wall.

			It felt good to be home. His last thought caused him to stumble, but he caught himself before falling and embarrassing himself.

			When had he started thinking of Chatelaine as home? When he’d first arrived, he planned on staying only long enough to meet with his newly discovered sisters and to find answers to the questions surrounding James Perry. But those plans had started to morph once he met Jade Fortune and agreed to be her fake fiancé for her reunion. He had a feeling that Jade had a lot to do with his thinking of Chatelaine as home.

			The hotel might not be fully operational yet, but staff had been hired and were obviously being trained. He halted as a group of trainees followed a member of management through the lobby. He glanced over at the reception counter and the desk clerk waved at him.

			The woman, who appeared to be in her mid to late twenties, also called out. “Mr. Blackwood, sir?”

			He changed direction and went to the counter instead of the bank of elevators. “Something wrong?”

			The woman gave him an engaging smile. “No, sir. I found this on the counter when I came back from getting some copy paper from the back room.”

			She held up a plain white envelope with his name printed in shaky block letters.

			“Do you know who left it for me?” he asked. This was all very odd, but he did have to admit that the entire population of Chatelaine probably knew he was staying at the Castle even if it wasn’t formally open.

			“Not a clue. I’m sorry, but our security cameras aren’t hooked up yet. But it must be someone who knows you’re staying here.”

			He took the envelope and grunted. “I’m sure that’s the entire town.”

			She laughed. “Pretty much. Not many secrets in Chatelaine. That’s for sure.”

			Except for the mystery surrounding the circumstances of his birth. Why he never knew his father, and his mother felt the need to keep it a secret. He should have pursued it more forcefully with Anne. He would have if he’d had any inkling that she would have been gone so soon and so quickly. The cancer that took her had worked fast. He’d tried to press her a few times, but when he saw how agitated the subject made her, he backed off. So that was on him. But truly, how could he hound a dying woman? And he didn’t want her to think she hadn’t been enough. She’d asked him that once when he’d prodded her for details on his father. After that, he’d let it go. And the information she’d had was buried with her.

			He appreciated that she hadn’t had an easy time of raising him as a single mother but he had never lacked for love. They may not have had a lot of luxuries but she saw that he always had the basics. He missed her and wished he could’ve had more time to spoil her once he started making large sums of money.

			“Is there a problem, sir? As I said, the envelope was here when I got back from my errand.”

			The desk clerk’s question pulled him out of his morose thoughts, and he gave her a vague smile. “No problem at all.” After a quick glance at her name tag, he added, “Thanks again, Sara.”

			He glanced at the envelope as he walked toward the elevator. Strange. Despite his curiosity, he decided to wait until he reached his room to open it. No telling what it contained.

			Once inside his suite, he dropped his briefcase on the desk and tore open the envelope. There was a single sheet of paper inside. It was plain white copy paper. On it was a handwritten note in the same shaky block letters.

			Your mother was deeply in love with James Perry, but he did her dirty.

			Heath turned the note over, but it was blank. The note was also unsigned. Had it come from Doris Edwards? She had said something similar when Heath had gone to see her for the first time with his sisters.

			He debated with himself for a minute but decided not to tell the triplets about the note. He didn’t want to taint whatever they thought of their father. They might have been too young for any personal memories of him, but people had shared their memories with the girls, and he wasn’t going to mess with that. Besides, he didn’t know the whole story.

			Would going to see Doris again help? He remembered how she’d ended up rambling the last time. He wasn’t sure he was interested in engaging in that frustrating exercise again. Maybe at some point he would, but not at the moment.

			According to the note, his mother had been in love with his father. Was that a good thing or not? Heath wasn’t sure. Had James Perry truly taken advantage of his mother? Or had she just fallen for the wrong man? Considering how close in age he was to his half sisters, a mere two months, had he led two women on? Obviously James had married his sisters’ mother. What about Anne? Had he simply dropped her despite her being pregnant? Or maybe his time with his mother had been an extramarital affair. Was James the kind of man who found it impossible to be faithful? Heath knew the type but, despite having James Perry’s blood and DNA, didn’t think he could be that cruel as to cheat on a spouse.

			And if James had cheated with Heath’s mother, how would his sisters feel about that? Would they somehow feel Heath’s mother was responsible for the way their father treated their mother?

			Now that he’d found his siblings, Heath did not want to sever the bond that was being forged between them. Maybe he shouldn’t even be on this quest. He would have to share his results at some point, but the last thing he wanted to do was hurt Haley, Lily or Tabitha.

			He decided to change out of his business clothes and go to see the one person who might help him make sense of this. She made everything in his life feel different.

			

			“What is it you’re doing?”

			Jade’s stomach somersaulted at the sound of his voice. She’d set up a table in the doorway of the largest barn at the petting zoo so she could work on her craft project for Halloween Happenings. She set down the pair of pliers in her hand and drank in the sight of Heath. Today he was wearing faded jeans, a denim work shirt and a pair of scuffed black Ropers. A tingle ran along her spine. This feeling was becoming a habit whenever she was with him. Would it always be like this? Or would she get used to being with him?

			Get used to being with him?

			Where did that thought even come from? Theirs wasn’t a real relationship. Heath was doing her a favor by not telling everyone how she’d lied about their engagement.

			Heath stood next to a sawhorse, and an image of him astride a horse came unbidden into her mind, threatening to leave her breathless.

			“Do you ride?” she blurted out before she could stop herself. He was going to be convinced she didn’t know how to carry on an intelligent conversation if she kept asking him outlandish questions.

			“Depends on what you’re talking about riding.”

			Warmth bloomed in her cheeks, and she could only pray that she didn’t resemble a ripe tomato. “Horses.”

			“Yes,” he said, drawing the word out so it had three syllables.

			“Why am I sensing a ‘but’ in there?”

			“Maybe because that’s what gets sore when I ride,” he said, his lips twitching.

			“I meant the but with only one t, but I guess you answered my question.” She laughed. At least he wasn’t calling her names for inciting inane conversations, like the one about the English translation of Quattroporte. “So am I to understand you don’t like horseback riding?”

			“Depends on who I’m riding with. If you’re asking, then I’m willing.”

			“Sore butt and all?” She’d have to check with Nash or Ridge and perhaps they could arrange a riding date.

			“I figure it would be worth it. When did you have in mind?”

			She wasn’t about to tell him that the whole thing stemmed from a vision she’d had of him as a cowboy astride a horse. “I didn’t have any specific time in mind. I was just curious. After all, this is a ranch, so I’m sure we can scare up some horses.”

			“Let me know when and where, and I’ll be there.” He squatted on his haunches next to her Halloween project. “Now, what is this going to be?”

			“It’s something I saw online and thought it would be great for the costume party and parade I have planned for the kids.” She pulled out her phone and searched for what had given her the inspiration.

			She found it and handed him the phone. He took it from her, and when he did, his fingers brushed against hers. Again with the tingles from the skin-to-skin contact.

			“Very clever.”

			“I thought so.”

			Then Jade showed him what she was doing with the tomato cages. She’d turned them upside down and twisted the bottom spikes together and tied them. Using a Styrofoam ball, she stuck it onto the gather spikes. Then she wound a string of clear lights around the cage. She covered the entire thing with a precut square of white cloth.

			“Whadaya think?” She sat back and checked out her creation.

			“I think it needs some eyes.”

			“That’s right! I almost forgot.” She checked the bag of supplies she’d brought with her and pulled out two circles cut from black felt. “I’ll need to glue them on.”

			“Can I do it?”

			“Sure.” She handed him the felt circles and the fabric glue she’d picked up at GreatStore, along with the other supplies to make the ghosts.

			“We’ll need to plug them in,” he said as he put the cap back on the glue.

			“I brought some power strips and extension cords.” She pointed to the plastic bags stacked against the side of the barn.

			“How many did you plan on making?”

			“I’m not sure yet. I decided to try this one first and see how it came out before I committed myself to half a dozen.”

			He nodded. “Let me get this one hooked up so you can see how it looks.”

			She watched him walk into the barn and couldn’t help but admire him. Tall, loose-limbed and totally delicious. And he was all hers.

			What? No, no, no.

			Get that thought out of your head right now, Jade Fortune. This is all make believe. Your feelings might be real, but the situation isn’t.

			“So, how does it look?” Heath asked as he came back out of the barn.

			“What?”

			“Your ghost. How does it look?” He gave her a scrutinizing look.

			How could she have forgotten the ghost? She studied her creation with a critical eye but had to admit it looked pretty good.

			This is what you need to concentrate on, she told herself. Forget building make-believe castles and fairy tales.

			

			Heath watched Jade closely. Before he entered the barn to plug in the extension cord, she’d been excited about her project. He saw it in the gleam in her eyes, the glow on her cheeks. He could have planned his future on that smile and the soft expression in those hazel eyes. But when he emerged from the barn, she had changed. As if a switch had been flipped. She was still smiling, but he detected something different. It didn’t light up her eyes as it had before. He sighed, thinking how in tune he was to her various moods. Not a good sign if he expected to walk away from this phony relationship with his heart intact.

			“The kids are going to get a kick out of them.” She came to stand beside him. “What do you think?”

			Jade’s scent filled his senses with a combination of soap, shampoo and what he suspected was laundry detergent or fabric softener. She didn’t need cloying perfume to smell good or to catch his eye. Everything about her grabbed his attention from the moment he’d spotted her leaving the Daily Grind as he drove through Chatelaine for the first time. Maybe that’s why the coffee shop had become a favorite—

			“Heath?”

			“What?” He pushed his thoughts aside. “Sorry. What did you say?”

			She gave him a speculative glance. “I asked what you thought of my ghost.”

			“I love it, and I’m sure the kids will too.”

			She nodded. “Thanks. I agree. I’ll use up the rest of the supplies and make some more.”

			“Would you like some help?” He had assembled the prototypes for his drone and laser weed zappers and was pretty sure he could handle some tomato cage ghosts.

			“I’d love it. Thanks.” She glanced at him with an unreadable expression. “You’re sure you don’t mind? I know how busy you are.”

			“Not too busy to help you,” he told her, then added, “Like we told Charlie, it’s for the kids.”

			“Right. For the kids,” she said in a monotone.

			Great. Why did he have to tack on that last bit? Yes, part of him was doing it for the children, but a very small part. Mostly he was doing it because of Jade.

			She’d begun assembling another ghost, so he chose supplies to make his own.

			“How was your trip to Houston? Did you accomplish what you set out to do?” she asked as she wound lights around the tomato cage.

			“I think so. The investors are definitely interested,” he said, but his thoughts while there had been on what waited for him upon his return.

			“But?”

			He looked up from his partially finished ghost. “There was a strange letter waiting for me at the hotel.”

			“A notice from the management?”

			“No. It was an anonymous note. It said, and I quote, ‘Your mother was deeply in love with James Perry, but he did her dirty.’”

			Heath stuck the Styrofoam ball onto the spike ends of the tomato cage. Stepping back, he checked to be sure he hadn’t damaged the Styrofoam. He’d used a bit more force than had been necessary. Thank goodness his rough treatment hadn’t harmed anything.

			“Oh, wow. That is disturbing. Any clue who sent it. Was there a postmark?”

			He began stringing the tiny lights around the structure. “It wasn’t sent through the mail. The desk clerk at the hotel said she found it on the counter addressed to me. She didn’t see who dropped it off, and their security cameras aren’t hooked up yet.”

			“Do you think Doris Edwards wrote it?”

			“That was my first thought, but I don’t know how she would have delivered it to Fortune’s Castle.”

			Jade shrugged. “She could have had someone give her a ride or got someone else to bring it. My mother has begun employing a lot of locals so someone could have dropped off the note for her.”

			“I guess it doesn’t matter how it got to me. The fact is it did.” He finished wrapping the lights and made sure they were secure.

			“And its contents are bothering you?”

			“Yeah.” He exhaled loudly. “Plus, I hate having to keep something from my sisters.”

			“Why would you feel the need to hide it from them?”

			“It doesn’t exactly paint James in a very good light. I hate to be the one giving them sketchy information about their biological father. Who says the note is even right?” He’d always been afraid his mother was the villain in the story, but the note made it sound like she was the victim.

			“But the truth is exactly that...the truth. That note may be nothing but a lie, but whatever you find out, you can’t protect them from the truth.”

			He nodded mutely, letting her words sink in.

			“I’m sure they understand that whatever you find out about James Perry and his relationship with your mother doesn’t affect your relationship with them,” she added.

			“Are you sure about that?”

			“Not one hundred percent, but I didn’t have a great relationship with my father while some of my siblings had a much better one with him. I don’t hold that against them.” Jade shrugged. “How could I? It wasn’t their fault the way Casper treated me. And it’s not your fault, or theirs, the way James treated your mother. Your sisters are smart, they’ll understand that too.”

			As usual Jade knew how to make him feel better, and he trusted her judgment.

			Ignoring his common sense and following his instincts, he moved toward her. Putting his hands on her slender shoulders, he pulled her to him and brought his mouth down on hers. Although his actions had been abrupt, he soon gentled his kiss, exploring her mouth with his. He drew the tip of his tongue across the seam of her lips, and she opened for him. His tongue slipped past her teeth to slide against hers.

			An alarm sounded in his brain, and he took a step back. Not because he wanted to put distance between them. He did it because he had to. The situation was starting to get out of hand.

			He should probably explain why he pulled away but wasn’t sure he could. Instead, he waited a moment for his insides to settle back into place and for some oxygen to return to his brain.

			“I, uh...” He blew out his breath.

			She was breathing heavily. “Yeah. Me too.”

			“So I’m not in this alone?”

			She shook her head.

			“That’s...reassuring.”

			She blew out a breath and laughed. “Yeah. It is.”

			“Maybe we should work on finishing these ghosts.” He hitched his chin toward the table scattered with supplies.

			“Good idea.” She got back to work on the half-finished ghost. Clearing her throat, she asked, “Does the fact that I’m older than you bother you?”

			“You’re older than me?” He placed a hand across his chest in a theatrical gesture. Her age didn’t bother him, but he wasn’t entirely sure how she felt.

			“Yes. You must have realized it when—you’re teasing me.”

			“Now, Jade, this is hardly a matter for levity. I’m involved with an older woman. That’s rather shocking, don’t you think?” he asked, trying his best to keep a straight face.

			“You ought to get together with my sister Dahlia,” she muttered.

			“Well, she is younger than you, but I have a feeling that her husband Rawlston might not take too kindly to that.” He’d heard that Dahlia and Rawlston’s marriage had had a rocky start, but everyone in Chatelaine agrees the couple is deeply in love. Nothing and no one were coming between those two.

			“Very funny.” Jade narrowed her eyes at him, but her lips twitched as if fighting a grin.

			“I’m not so sure this is a laughing matter. I’m assuming Dahlia agrees with me about this troubling turn of events.” He couldn’t remember the last time, if ever, he’d teased a woman. He liked it. His whole relationship with Jade was different than any other.

			Maybe because it’s not real, a voice in his head taunted, but he pushed it aside. The engagement might be fake but this moment with Jade was real—she was real—and he was going to enjoy it.

			“Are you sure it doesn’t bother you?”

			“Cross my heart,” he said.

			“I—”

			He cut her off by placing two fingers across her lips. “Not another word. Ever since I had a crush on my second grade teacher, I have had this thing for older women.”

			“You had a crush on your second grade teacher?” she asked.

			“I don’t remember much except she had long blond hair and wore red high heels.”

			“Wow. That’s specific.”

			He laughed, shaking his head at the memory. “About the only thing I remember about second grade.”

			She laughed too. Boy did he love that sound. It was getting harder and harder to remember that this relationship was temporary.

			But it had to be until he was able to solve the mystery surrounding James and Anne’s history.

			

			After Heath left, Jade called the school to let them know that Heath would be teaching the next workshop, which happened to be the following day. The school staff was excited and asked if they could send more than one grade to the ranch.

			Heath, true to his word, arrived at about the same time as the school kids and their teachers. Also arriving were what appeared to be an abundance of parent chaperones, mostly mothers. Looked like the kids weren’t the only ones excited by Heath’s appearance. Not that Jade could blame them. The day was sunny and crisp, a perfect autumn morning. It was as if even the weather wanted to cooperate for Heath’s demonstration.

			Jade watched the children file obediently into the bleachers that had been set up several months ago for the workshops.

			The only one not cooperating was Billy Connor. The boy and his mother had visited the petting zoo many times before. Jade knew how much he loved the zoo and the day camps he’d come to. The boy’s teacher, Mrs. Miller, had taken him aside, so Jade sauntered over.

			“I’m not sure what’s wrong,” Mrs. Miller confided to Jade, “but he’s lost his chance to see the animals today,” she said in a voice loud enough for Billy to hear.

			Jade tried to get him to talk to her, but he shrugged his shoulders and hung his head. She did notice he was paying close attention to everything Heath said.

			After the workshop and the drone demonstration, the kids, all except for Billy, raced off to see the animals at the petting zoo. The chaperones followed closely behind, but a few of the women glanced back at Heath. Jade couldn’t blame them. Not one bit.

			Heath nodded to Jade and headed over to where she stood with Billy and his teacher.

			“Do you know Mr. Blackwood?” Billy tilted his head to look at Jade.

			“As a matter of fact, I do,” Jade told him and grinned when Billy said, “Cool.”

			Heath approached, glancing at Billy, who was busy trying not to look awestruck, and raised his eyebrows in inquiry.

			Mrs. Miller reached out her hand to the boy. “Billy, thank Mr. Blackwood for today’s lesson, and then you come with me and give him and Miss Jade some privacy.”

			Warmth crept into Jade’s cheeks. Evidently Billy’s teacher had heard the gossip that was racing around town.

			Billy thanked Heath and rippled with excitement when Heath reached out and shook his hand.

			“You can go hang out with Charlie if that’s okay with your teacher,” Jade suggested and motioned with her head when the teacher nodded. “He’s in the barn. He’s in time-out today too.”

			“Dogs get time-out too?” Billy asked, his eyes wide.

			“When they misbehave, they do,” Jade told him.

			Mrs. Miller took Billy by the hand and led him into the large red barn.

			Heath glanced around, and with no one in sight, he leaned down and gave her a quick kiss. It was over almost before it began, but Jade still felt a tingle race down her spine at the contact.

			“So, what’s the deal with Billy?” Heath asked.

			“He misbehaved on the bus over here and lost his petting zoo privileges. He was always such a good kid, but lately not so much. His mom and his teacher have both spoken with me about his behavior.” Jade sighed. “I know how much he loves coming here. He’s interested in the animals at the petting zoo. He even mentioned one time that he might want to be a veterinarian. I don’t understand the change in him.”

			Heath’s brows dipped toward the bridge of his nose. “I hate to hear that.”

			“I don’t know what’s wrong, but I could see he was paying attention to everything you said and did,” Jade said and paused. Was she really going to do this? “He looks up to you. Maybe you can find out what’s bothering him, and we can take it from there.”

			He seemed to consider it.

			Jade shook her head and touched his arm. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have put this on you. Forget that I even asked. This is above and beyond anything I should expect from you.”

			Heath put a hand on her shoulder and gently squeezed. “No. I want to help. He was curious about the drone. I’ll offer to give him a closer look and maybe he’ll open up.”

			“Thank you. And please, if he’s not forthcoming, don’t worry about it.”

			“I’ll see what I can do.”

			Jade’s heart skipped a beat as Heath sauntered over to where Billy was squatting down, talking to Charlie. Even if he couldn’t find out what was bothering Billy, at least he was trying. More proof that Heath might be rich, successful and driven like Casper Windham had been, but that’s where the similarities ended. He had proved time and time again that he cared about more than his business or making more money. Of course, that knowledge made her admire him even more. If she wasn’t careful, she could end up falling in love with him. She shook her head, determined not to let that happen if she could help it. But the question was, could she help it?

			Maybe you’re more than a little in love already, a voice whispered in her head.

			

			Heath had offered to help Jade put out juice boxes and cookies for the kids, but she’d shooed him away, saying she could handle it. He assumed she’d done that so he could use the opportunity to approach Billy. Normally, he wouldn’t get involved, but he couldn’t say no to Jade. And if she thought he could help, he’d at least give it a shot, although he didn’t expect the kid to actually talk to him about anything personal.

			Now, he stood next Billy, who was petting Charlie. The dog wagged his tail and greeted Heath like a long-lost friend.

			“Hey, Mr. Blackwood, Charlie knows you,” Billy said.

			“He seems to know you too.”

			“Yeah, me and my mom love to come to Miss Jade’s zoo,” the boy told him.

			The teacher smiled at Heath. He nodded at her unspoken question, and she said, “I’ll go over and help Jade while you talk to Mr. Blackwood, but you have to promise to behave, Billy.”

			“I will. I promise.” Billy said and stuck his chest out. “I really like your drone. Maybe someday I can do stuff like you and get to use one.”

			“Would you like me to show you up close how I use it?” Heath saw how fascinated Billy.

			Billy’s eyes were the size of saucers. “You mean it, Mr. Heath? You’re gonna show me how to work the controls of the drone?”

			“Yes, but you have to be very careful. It’s not a toy.”

			“Oh, I’ll be real careful. I promise.”

			Heath demonstrated how the controls worked and let Billy try it. “Miss Jade tells me you haven’t been behaving yourself during her workshops lately.”

			“I’m sorry. My mom made me apologize to her already. Do I need to do it again?” The boy’s lower lip trembled a bit, but he squared his shoulders.

			“No, I don’t think that’s necessary, but I hope you will listen to her in the future. You know I got my start at workshops like the ones Miss Jade gives.”

			“Huh? What did you start?” Billy scrunched up his face.

			Heath chuckled. “I started my company. I got lots of good ideas at those workshops, but that’s because I paid attention.”

			“I promise to pay attention from now on.”

			“That’s good. I think you disappoint others when you don’t behave.”

			“I know but...” The boy hung his head.

			“But what?” Heath asked gently but continued to show him how to work the controls rather than confront him directly. He wasn’t sure if that method would work, but it was worth a shot.

			“I dunno,” Billy said and shrugged. “Do you have a dad?”

			“Not really. My father died when I was a baby.” If James Perry had truly been his father and must have been because DNA didn’t lie. Not like people.

			Heath’s answer seemed to have caught Billy’s attention. “So, like, you didn’t know him at all?”

			“No. I never met him.” Heath didn’t realize how much it would hurt to admit that.

			“My dad died a couple years ago when I was little.” Billy kicked his foot in the dirt. “But I can’t remember what he sounds like anymore. Does that mean I’m gonna forget all the other stuff about him too?”

			“Even if you forget some things about him, he’ll always be here.” Heath tapped Billy’s chest. “He’ll be in your heart.”

			“I guess. Is your dad in your heart even if you didn’t meet him?”

			Heath thought about it for a moment. “Yeah, I guess maybe he is.”

			Once the boy rejoined the group, Heath was able to let Jade know what had been bothering Billy. She said she’d be sure to speak with Mrs. Miller, who in turn could discuss it with the boy’s mother.

			Long after the kids had left, Heath thought about his talk with Billy and his answer to the kid’s question. He carried James Perry’s DNA, but what else did he carry? Had James really done Heath’s mother dirty, or was there another explanation for what happened?

			He really needed to find out the truth before he could form a meaningful relationship with Jade. It was only fair.

		
	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Jade had put this meeting off for as long as she could. She would have loved to delay it indefinitely, but she knew that wasn’t going to happen, so she may as well get it over with. Her mother, as well as her sisters, wanted to take her shopping before the reunion. They would be taking the opportunity to give Jade a makeover.

			Didn’t they understand that she’d never be glamorous like the three of them?

			She walked into the Cowgirl Café and immediately spotted her mother and two sisters in a booth. Wendy had extended the invitation, but Jade was pretty sure her mom had recruited Dahlia and Sabrina as reinforcements. Jade huffed out a breath. The way her mother and sisters were acting, you’d think she’d been invited to attend Cinderella’s ball. If not for the debacle with Alexis and Nina, she wouldn’t even be going.

			Yes, the reunion was being held at a swanky country club and, considering most of the students came from well-to-do families, it would be a classy affair. But it hardly merited the battle plan that Wendy Fortune was sure to propose.

			Jade had the urge to leave, but they had already spotted her, and her mom was waving her over.

			“You made it.” Wendy looked relieved to see Jade.

			“I told you I was coming,” she said as she slipped into the booth next to Sabrina.

			“She was afraid you’d come up with an excuse to cancel at the last minute,” Dahlia told her, picking up her coffee and blowing on the steaming brew. She cautiously took a sip.

			“Dahlia, please,” Wendy frowned at her daughter.

			“What? It’s the truth.” Dahlia set her coffee mug down. “We know Jade doesn’t like all the fuss.”

			Hannah, the waitress, appeared next to the booth. “Hey, Jade. Can I get you some coffee while you decide?”

			“Yes, please, and I don’t even have to check the menu. I’ll have French toast and bacon.”

			Hannah stuck her order pad into the pocket of her white apron. “Extra crispy on the bacon?”

			“You got it.” One of the benefits of living in a small town. The waitresses knew what you liked to eat.

			“Heard you and Heath Blackwood are gonna tie the knot.” Hannah paused before walking away to place Jade’s order. “That true?”

			And that was the downside of living in a small town. Everyone not only knew your business, or thought they did, and weren’t shy to ask all about it.

			Jade unfolded her napkin and set the silverware next to it. “We haven’t made any official announcements yet.”

			The waitress nodded. “Well, let me add my congratulations. You two make a cute couple. Be right back with the coffee.”

			Jade watched her walk away, her words ringing in her ears. She hadn’t really thought about how people saw them as a couple.

			“It’s true,” Wendy said and picked up her own coffee mug. “You do make a cute couple.”

			“But you know the truth,” Jade told her mother. She didn’t need her family to believe in this fake engagement because she might start buying into it herself.

			“I’m so glad you’re letting us help you get ready for this party,” Wendy said, strategically changing the subject.

			Or willingly ignoring it. Jade wasn’t sure which and wasn’t sure what she preferred. But changing the subject was for the best. As much as she didn’t want to discuss what to wear to the reunion, she wanted to dissect her complicated nonrelationship with Heath even less.

			Wendy patted Jade’s hand. “Don’t worry. We’ll get you all dolled up. Won’t we, girls?”

			Jade groaned inwardly. That’s what she was afraid of. How could she tell her mom and sisters that she didn’t feel comfortable wearing the outfits they favored? Yes, they looked glamorous, but she felt like a fake. Like a child playing dress up. She thought briefly of wearing the dress from the Ranchers’ Reception, but her mom had already given it a thumbs-down. Not because she didn’t look good in it but because she’d already worn it to the summer gala, and she’d attempted to wear it for her date with Heath.

			So here she was planning out the strategy for today’s shopping trip.

			“Maybe we should let Jade pick out her own dress,” Sabrina suggested.

			Wendy frowned. “And miss out on all the fun?”

			And that’s why she was going along with this, Jade thought. She hated to disappoint her one remaining parent. She’d been a disappointment to Casper. Been there. Done that. Didn’t want to do it with her mom too.

			“Do you have any idea what you’d like to wear to this reunion?” Wendy asked.

			“Clothes,” Jade said but immediately regretted the snide comment. Her mother didn’t deserve that, but it was situations like this that made her feel so inadequate. Her mother and her sisters all had an innate fashion sense, and she didn’t. She was a jeans-and-T-shirt kind of gal. The only thing she wore that could be describe as fashionable were her colorful and sometimes decorated Chuck Taylors. Like the ones she had on now that she’d ordered off Etsy. They were hunter green and embroidered with fanciful mushrooms. But she figured calling her Chucks a fashion statement was stretching the truth a bit.

			“Very funny. Don’t worry, we’ll help you pick out something fabulous. We plan to make a day of it.”

			Jade wanted to tell her mother that she was thirty-three years old and could pick out her own clothes. But she knew Wendy and her sisters thought they were being helpful. She hated feeling this way, but shopping with the women in her family only served to show how different Jade was from them.

			She remembered Casper telling Wendy to “do something with that girl” and her mom sticking up for her, telling her father that there was nothing wrong with their daughter just because she didn’t like to wear frilly dresses or, when she did, she managed to get dirty.

			Still doing that, Dad, she silently admitted, remembering the evening of her ill-fated first date with Heath.

			She wished she’d been able to connect with her dad before his death, set things right between them, but she hadn’t and now it was too late. A regret she’d have to live with. She wasn’t about to let anything like that happen with her mother.

			Plastering on a smile, she managed, “I’m looking forward to shopping and makeovers.”

			“Heath won’t know what hit him,” Wendy said with a triumphant gleam.

			Jade suppressed a groan. Her mom was talking like this reunion was an actual party, but Jade saw it as an ordeal to survive. Or was there more to this? Was Wendy hoping to get Jade happily settled in a relationship like her two sisters? She didn’t want to think about it. Too afraid of being disappointed.

			She needed to keep in mind that her relationship with Heath wasn’t real, it was based on a lie fabricated to save face in front of high school bullies. Sure, when he was kissing her, it felt real, as real as his lips on hers. But she knew in her heart that this time with Heath was only temporary.

			“Should we go to Houston or Dallas?” Wendy asked after the waitress dropped off their breakfasts.

			Jade frowned. “Oh, I doubt if we need to go that far.”

			“Well, our choices in and around Chatelaine are pretty limited,” her mom reminded her. “It’s not like we’re going to find you a dress and shoes at GreatStore.”

			Jade started to say, Why not? but clamped her mouth shut before the words slipped out. Why make this any harder than it already was by being petty?

			“And you’ll come to the Castle for a spa treatment before the reunion.”

			“That’s where Alexis and Nina had been.” The two who’d started this whole thing. But a voice reminded Jade that this was her own fault. She’s the one who opened her mouth.

			Wendy nodded. “Yes, we sent invitations out.”

			“And you picked Nina because she’s such an important influencer?” Jade asked.

			“I’m sure that was the reason, but I didn’t do the picking. I hired a publicist to take care of that. Jade, I apologize for that. If I had known how she’d treated you, I wouldn’t have invited her.”

			Jade shrugged. “She’s an influencer and can send a lot of business your way. I understand why she was invited. I only wish I hadn’t run into her and Alexis. I wouldn’t be in all this trouble now.”

			“Trouble? I would hardly call it that. You’ve met a wonderful man and are spending time with him. How could that be a bad thing?”

			Because I’m spending time with a wonderful man, that’s why.

			If she wasn’t careful, she’d start believing in the lie herself. And that was asking for trouble.

			

			Heath spotted Jade sitting with her mother and sisters as soon as he walked into the diner. He still wasn’t sure if he should be doing this. Maybe she didn’t want to be rescued. What gave him the right to interfere?

			He might be out of line, but after listening to Jade last night and hearing the apprehension in her voice over this proposed shopping trip, he couldn’t just sit back and do nothing. Besides, if she preferred going with her mother and sisters, she could simply say no to his suggestion.

			He glanced across the crowded restaurant at Jade before striding toward them. The look on Jade’s face had him going forward. Couldn’t her mother and sisters see how miserable she was? She might not thank him for what he was about to do, but he had to chance it.

			“Ladies, hello,” he said as he approached the table. “I’m so glad I ran into you.”

			Dahlia gave him a speculative glance. “It’s good to see you too, Heath.”

			Did Jade’s sister suspect why he was here? “I hate to intrude on this family moment, but could I borrow Jade for a minute?”

			Dahlia smiled at him. “Of course. We don’t mind at all. Do we, Mom?”

			Heath returned Dahlia’s smile, but he was also smiling because he had a feeling she knew what he was doing. She obviously approved. At least he had one ally.

			Jade got up and followed him to an empty table, but they didn’t sit. “What’s going on? Is something wrong? Did—”

			Heath cut off her questions with a kiss. He knew Wendy and the others could see him with Jade. Hell, everyone in the place saw that. After he pulled away from Jade’s delectable mouth, he glanced over and saw Wendy’s grin. Okay, maybe he wouldn’t be causing a family rift by doing this.

			“Nothing’s wrong,” he reassured her. “I have to make a quick trip to Houston to personally approve some changes to our drone project.”

			“Oh, so I won’t see you tonight?” Her tone held disappointment.

			“That’s just it. I’m hoping you’ll go with me.”

			“Oh.” Her eyes widened and her gaze locked onto his. Moistening her lips, she said, “My mom and sisters want to take me shopping for an outfit for the reunion today.”

			“The meeting won’t take me long and we could go to Nordstrom to shop and then to supper.”

			“Nordstrom?” she asked with a twinkle in her eyes.

			He grinned. “Yeah, I’ve heard you can’t even trust a town that doesn’t have one.”

			She laughed and glanced back to where her mother and sisters sat.

			Now that he’d asked her, he found that he hoped she’d say yes. “I still owe you a dinner. Remember? Not that I didn’t enjoy Wendy’s lasagna.”

			She shook her head. “That was my fault.”

			“Charlie’s fault.”

			“But he’s my dog, so ultimately my fault.”

			He raised his eyebrows. “So you’ll come?”

			“Hmm. That would mean I’d have to bail out on the shopping trip with my mom and sisters.” She chewed on her bottom lip and glanced over at their booth. “But okay. Why not? I can make it up to them by agreeing to the spa day they want to do.”

			“You’re sure? I don’t want to cause any trouble.” And he meant it. He reached for her hand.

			“It’s fine. Really,” she said and squeezed his hand as they made their way back to the table.

			“Heath needs to take a trip to Houston today and wants me to go with him.”

			“Why does he need you?” Wendy’s brow furrowed.

			“Maybe he likes her company,” Dahlia whispered and threw her mother a look.

			Heath silently thanked Dahlia. “I’m sorry to spoil your fun shopping trip today, but I’d really love Jade’s company during the drive, and I wanted to show her the new drone prototypes.”

			“You do?” Wendy asked.

			“Why is that so hard to believe?” Dahlia winked at her sister. “Jade is great company.”

			“Of course she is,” Wendy agreed. “I meant why did he want her to see his prototype?”

			Sabrina giggled and Wendy poked her. “I was talking about the drones. That is what we’re talking about, isn’t it?”

			“Yes, my company is hoping to use them for help farmers eradicate weeds without spraying fields full of pesticides. I’ve already started giving a series of talks for the students at Jade’s day camps. If she sees what I’m talking about it will be more helpful to plan things.”

			“That makes sense,” Sabrina and Dahlia said at the same time.

			Wendy nodded. “Yes, I suppose it does.” She glanced at her oldest daughter. “Go ahead, honey. We can reschedule our shopping trip.”

			After they’d left the restaurant, Heath said, “I hope I haven’t gotten you into hot water with your family over this.”

			“You might be the one in hot water. They’ll start thinking you’re serious about all this.”

			“Who says I’m not?”

			Jade blushed. “Well... I...”

			Heath decided to let her off the hook by changing the subject. Or was he letting himself off the hook? “Last night when we talked, I got the impression you were uncomfortable with their shopping plans.”

			She blew out her breath noisily through her lips. “I always feel so inadequate when it comes to picking out fancy clothes. They mean well but...”

			“That’s because you’re not being true to who you are. Yes, your mother and sisters are stylish, but so are you.”

			“Yeah, right.” She rolled her eyes.

			“It’s true.” He reached for her hand again and squeezed gently. “If you chose things that were true to who you are, you’d feel more comfortable. Trying to imitate someone else never works.”

			“You sound like you’ve had experience.” She gave him a look.

			They reached his car, and he opened the passenger door for her. “Not with clothes but with my company. I found a niche market with smaller farmers and ranchers rather than the big corporate ones. That’s when I was the most successful.”

			“So, you’re more dedicated to helping than getting rich?” She settled in the seat and reached for the seat belt.

			“I’ve been lucky that the money followed, and now I can use some of it for research and development to help smaller family farms and ranches. I’m glad my technology helps large industrial farms and ranches, but I don’t want it to stop there. I know right now not all the high tech is affordable for the smaller family farms and ranches, but that’s why I’m working on improvements. If I can streamline the process, I can help even the smallest family farm. At the moment, I’m setting up cooperatives so they can share the equipment.”

			“You mean like renting it out on an as-needed basis?” she asked.

			“Exactly. I’ve created a foundation for the initial layout of funds but after that, I’m hoping the rental fees can support it.”

			He shut the passenger door and went around the hood of the SUV and slid into the passenger seat.

			“Why are you looking at me like that?” he asked when she continued to stare at him. He glanced in the rearview mirror. “Do I have something in my teeth?”

			“No. I just thought that when you first came to town that you were like Casper.”

			“You thought I was like your father?” He wasn’t sure how to feel about this.

			“Yes.”

			“It’s good that I’m not?” At least he hoped that’s what she meant.

			“Very good. He only cared about the money and chasing what he considered success.”

			Heath started the engine and eased out of the parking spot and onto the main road. He wanted money and success as much as the next person, but it wasn’t his main goal.

			Having met his sisters he considered family one of the most important aspects of life. Of course he needed to uncover the truth about the circumstances surrounding his birth before starting one of his own.

			

			As Jade listened to Heath, one thing became clear. She wasn’t just falling in love...she had a feeling she’d already taken that tumble.

			Now that she’d gotten to know Heath Blackwood, she didn’t have to be upset with herself for having a crush on someone who might be like her dad. Someone who chased success to the exclusion of everything else and who wouldn’t look twice at her because she didn’t fit the profile of the sort of woman a rich man wants on his arm. She could just imagine what her father would have said about her running a petting zoo and camps for underprivileged children.

			On the drive to Houston, they talked about food, movies and whatever else came to mind in a meandering and comfortable conversation.

			Seeing a traveling carnival set up in an open field on the side of the road made Jade sigh. She’d always loved them but rarely had the opportunity to go because Casper had always said Windhams didn’t participate in such low-brow activities. Well, she had and did it every chance she got even if it meant sneaking out to attend.

			A thought occurred to her, and she sat up straighter.

			“What is it?” he asked.

			“I’m not a Windham anymore,” she blurted.

			“I know. You all changed your last name to Fortune, but it’s my understanding that happened a while ago.”

			“It did.”

			He glanced at her for a second then turned back to concentrate on the road ahead,

			She sighed. What the heck? She may as well explain. So what if he thought she was weird? “I saw that Ferris wheel over there.”

			He looked over to the field and nodded. “Looks like one of those traveling carnivals. But what does that have to do with being a Fortune or a Windham?”

			She explained how her dad had felt about such activities.

			He nodded. “So, since you’re not a Windham you can attend all the tacky carnivals you want.”

			“You think they’re tacky?” Disappointment lanced through her.

			“Sorry. Poor choice of words. I have never been to one, so I shouldn’t pass judgment.”

			“No, you shouldn’t,” she said with a little huff.

			“I honestly didn’t mean to offend you.” He reached for her hand.

			She seized on something he’d said. “You’ve never been to one? Ever?”

			“Never.”

			“That’s...that’s terrible. A giant gaping hole in your life.”

			He laughed. “I never realized I was so deprived.”

			“Well, you are. We really should rectify that.”

			“We should, but I wasn’t lying about my meeting.”

			She heaved a sigh. “And I need to find a dress for the reunion.”

			“But neither one will take all day,” he said. He spared another glance at her. “Or will it?”

			“I am not a big shopper. Believe me, I don’t plan on dragging you from store to store all day. That was my mother’s plan, not mine. Besides, I can always take a rain check with her and my sisters for a day of shopping.”

			“You make it sound like a fate worse than death.”

			She stared down at her hands in her lap. “They mean well.”

			“I’m sure the Ferris wheel will still be there on the way back.”

			Her eyes lit up. “You mean it? We can stop?”

			“I don’t see why not,” he said.

			Today was turning out a lot better than Jade had thought when she got up in morning. But she was finding that any day that included time spent with Heath was a good day.

			Their relationship might not last beyond the reunion, but she decided that she was going to jump into every moment as if it were the last—since it very well might be—and enjoy herself.

			

			Heath was glad he had given into temptation and invited Jade to accompany him to his meeting with the research and development folks in Houston. She had offered to wait somewhere else while he conducted business, but he wanted to show her his latest prototype. Show off is more like it, a voice taunted, but he brushed it aside. So what if it was true?

			After showing her the prototype drones, they indeed went to Nordstrom, where she found an understated blue dress that went perfect with the sapphire ring he’d given her. True to her word, she didn’t take long to pick out an outfit, including shoes. He bought a new shirt to go with one of his business suits.

			“Where would you like to stop for supper?” he asked as he stowed their purchases in the G Wagon. “I didn’t make a reservation because I wasn’t sure what time we’d be done or where in the city we might end up.”

			“Well...” She dragged out the word as she chewed on her lower lip. “I’ll bet that carnival has corn dogs and funnel cakes.”

			“You’re joking, right? You actually mean you’d prefer deep-fried dogs and pastry to a nice dinner with candlelight at some fancy restaurant?” He honestly didn’t mind either way, but he enjoyed teasing her. Lately, when he thought about Jade, he was thinking of more long term than the reunion. He couldn’t be sure if she felt the same way, but if he was reading some of the signals right, and lord knew he might be all wrong, this wasn’t one-sided.

			“What’s wrong with corn dogs and funnel cakes? Or cotton candy and candy apples? Ooh, I bet they have those too.”

			Her enthusiastic comments brought his thoughts out of his head, and he started the engine. “Who knew you were such a junk food junkie?”

			“It’s not junk food, and I’m a connoisseur of carnival food.”

			He raised an eyebrow and spared her a quick glance as he pulled out of the shopping center’s parking lot. “A connoisseur?”

			“And don’t you forget it.” She laughed.

			“Duly noted,” he assured her.

			“So, you really don’t mind stopping at the carnival?”

			He heard the wistful note in her voice and said, “I don’t mind, and since I’ll be with a connoisseur, I’m sure she’ll steer me to the right booths for amazing food.”

			“That’s the spirit,” she said, giggling like a schoolgirl.

			As they had done on the way to the city that morning, they chatted easily as he drove through late afternoon traffic and left the city behind.

			“It’s actually a county fair,” he remarked as he pulled into the grassy field doubling as a parking lot.

			Without even waiting for him to come around to her side, she hopped out of the Mercedes once he’d parked. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this,” she said as they crossed the field toward the entrance booth.

			He took her hand in his and only dropped it to get out his wallet so he could buy entry tickets and tickets for food, rides and games on the midway.

			Sticking the tickets in his pocket, he reached for her hand again. They passed several large canvas tents on their way to the Ferris wheel, which Jade had insisted on riding first.

			“It’s my favorite,” she told him.

			“What’s the matter?” she asked when he dragged his feet. “You’re not afraid of heights, are you?”

			“Me? Afraid? No way. It’s just that these rides are put up and taken down so many times, there’s no telling what sort of wear and tear they’re subjected to.”

			“But that’s just it. These people know what they’re doing. They’re professionals.”

			He raised an eyebrow and gave her a skeptical look.

			She grinned at him. “Look, if you want to stay down here, you can. I won’t think any less of you.”

			“If you go, I go,” he said with as much of a glower as he could muster. Despite any misgivings over the integrity of the rides, he was having fun, and he had Jade’s enthusiasm to thank for that.

			They boarded the Ferris wheel. He wasn’t afraid of heights as such; he just liked having his two feet on the ground better. But he meant it; he was going where Jade was.

			When their car got to the top, it stopped.

			Of course it stopped, he thought ruefully.

			“You’re supposed to kiss me,” Jade told him. “That’s the rule if you get stopped at the top.”

			“It is?”

			She gave a firm nod of her head. “Well, if it isn’t, it should be.”

			So he obliged and kissed her. His lips on hers made him forget he was sitting on a rickety Ferris wheel high in the sky. All that mattered to him was her soft, sweet lips pressed against his.

			She gasped and pulled away when the Ferris wheel started to move with a jerk and a rocking motion. Then she laughed with glee and he found himself laughing too.

			Apparently, he found a cure for his dislike of heights, and she was sitting right beside him.

			After the ride they wandered among the crowd of fairgoers. The smell of grilling meat and deep-fried food permeated the air around them. Not exactly the candlelight and wine he’d envisioned for tonight with Jade, but one look at the excitement and contentment on her face told him this was the right choice. And he had to admit that he was enjoying the evening too. The music from the rides and the buzz of excitement from the fairgoers filled the air and provided a frenetic backdrop to their evening. Jade seemed to thrive on it.

			Instead of corn dogs, they stopped at food cart that sold Greek gyro sandwiches. They found a spot at a picnic table and ate their supper. After they’d finished their sandwiches and tossed the trash into a bin, she pointed to a cart advertising funnel cakes, her eyes aglow with enthusiasm. “Look. Dessert.”

			They enjoyed the funnel cakes while standing to the side of the cart.

			“So, what else haven’t you had a chance to do at a carnival?” he asked as she munched on her funnel cake.

			“You haven’t won me a stuffed animal yet.”

			He groaned. “You do know those games are rigged. And not in the player’s favor.”

			She grinned and hooked her arm through his. “I have every bit of faith in you.”

			“Wait.” Heath reached out and stopped her before she began walking again.

			“What?”

			He reached over and brushed her cheek with his fingertips. “You had some powdered sugar on you.”

			“That’s the only trouble with funnel cakes.”

			He wouldn’t exactly call it trouble since it gave him an excuse to touch her.

			They enjoyed the next several hours at the carnival. Heath managed to win her a small stuffed animal. To his embarrassment, it was one of the tiniest prizes offered. But Jade didn’t seem to care. She acted as if it were the most coveted treasure.

			“I’ll do better next time,” he promised.

			“I’m perfectly content with this one,” she assured him.

			And he was perfectly content with the way they’d spent their evening.

		
	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Jade checked herself in the full-length mirror in the master bath. She had to admit that the woman staring back at her looked fabulous, if she did say so herself. Thanks to her mom, she’d spent a greater part of the day at the spa at Fortune’s Castle. Evidently she’d received some of the same treatment that Alexis and Nina had enjoyed.

			Jade picked up the blue satin clutch purse she’d purchased on the trip to Houston and glanced at herself one last time. Yes, she looked good, but it wasn’t her staring back from the mirror. It was a fairy-tale version of Jade Fortune.

			But life wasn’t like a fairy tale.

			“Except for tonight,” she told her reflection.

			Tonight was her fairy tale, and she was going to enjoy it and not worry about tomorrow.

			Right on time, a knock sounded at the door, and she went to answer it.

			She opened it and stood speechless. Dressed in an impeccably tailored dark blue suit with a pristine white shirt open at the neck, Heath took her breath away.

			He frowned and touched the open neck of his shirt. “Should I have worn a tie?”

			“What?” She continued to stare for a second longer. Shaking her head, she whispered, “No. You’re fine.”

			“Good.” He stepped inside and his gaze swept the room. “No Charlie tonight?”

			“He’s with my mom. I wasn’t sure what time we’d be back,” Jade said and shut the door. “Besides, this way there’s less chance of any sort of wardrobe malfunctions.”

			He laughed. “I suppose that’s true, but I kinda miss the guy.”

			“So do I, but believe me, he’s getting spoiled by my mom.”

			Heath stood staring at her, the silence stretching until she finally cleared her throat. “Something wrong?”

			She’d been convinced she looked great, but maybe Heath didn’t agree. But he’d already seen the dress, so it couldn’t be that. She glanced down at herself in case she’d managed to—

			“Hey, hey,” he said and used his hand to lift her chin and stare into her eyes. “Nothing’s wrong.”

			She swallowed. “Then why are you staring at me?”

			“Because you are beautiful.” A slow smile spread across his handsome face. “Perfection.”

			She laughed but was secretly thrilled. “Well, it’s obvious that you need those glasses for more than reading. But you do make me feel beautiful. And more than that, you make me feel special.”

			“That’s because you are special.”

			Her chin still captured by his hand, he leaned over and brought his lips in a sweet, reverent kiss.

			The tenderness in his touch made her breath catch in her throat.

			Lifting his head, he said, “We’d better get going or we’ll be late.”

			

			Heath pulled the SUV into the parking lot at the country club where the reunion was being held. The large white building was lit up both inside and out. Three steps led to a small landing where double doors were thrown open, inviting people inside.

			He stopped at the valet parking stand. “Pretty swanky for a high school reunion.”

			“Well, it was a swanky high school,” she said.

			“It didn’t change the high school experience though, did it?” he asked. He’d always thought that his circumstances, having a single mother who struggled to provide for her son and being a bit of a social misfit, had been the cause of his experiences. But Jade had helped him to see that wasn’t the only reason. Jade had been part of a prominent family, and as beautiful as she was now, he had to believe she’d been attractive in high school. Since meeting Jade, he had to admit she’d changed a lot of his ways of thinking about things.

			“Not at all,” she was saying.

			The valet opened her door, and she stepped out of the SUV. Heath got out and handed the keys to the attendant. Going around the front of the vehicle, Heath met up with Jade and took her arm. “Ready?”

			“Again, I want to thank you for this.”

			He shook his head. “No thanks necessary. This is my pleasure.”

			And he meant it. Attending a high school reunion might not be at the top of his list of things he wanted to do on a Saturday night, but being with Jade made him happy. It didn’t matter where he was, as long as he was with her. The fact he was helping her in front of those snotty former classmates was a plus. The things they’d said to Jade that day still rankled him.

			“Did I tell you how gorgeous you look tonight?” he asked as they climbed the steps to the entrance.

			“Only about a dozen times.”

			“Then let’s make it a baker’s dozen.”

			Once inside, Jade checked them in at the table set up and manned by a former classmate that she only vaguely remembered.

			But it appeared the woman remembered her. “Good to see you, Jade. I was wondering what you’d gotten up to since graduation. Nina and Alexis say you’re running some sort of animal thing in Chatelaine?”

			“It’s a petting zoo,” Jade told her as she pulled the backing off her name tag to expose the sticky side.

			“She’s way too modest,” Heath said. He suspected this person wasn’t going to treat Jade any better than those other two. He put an arm around Jade’s waist. “She also runs day camps and workshops for kids to teach them about how technology is the future for ranching and farming, both important industries for this state.”

			The woman eyed him closely. “And you must be Mr. Fortune?”

			Heath smiled at the woman. “No, it’s Blackwood. Heath Blackwood.”

			He couldn’t help grinning, thinking about the Bond movies. Maybe he should have tried out a Sean Connery accent. And totally embarrassed himself.

			The woman’s mouth dropped open. “You’re the Heath Blackwood of Blackwood AgriTech?”

			“That’s him all right,” Jade said proudly.

			“Well, we’re honored to have you here, Mr. Blackwood.”

			“And I’m honored to be here...with Jade,” he said before they moved on.

			They’d barely entered the packed ballroom when Nina and Alexis spotted them.

			“Jade Windham... I mean Fortune. You came and you even brought your, uh, fiancé with you,” Alexis said when she saw Jade and Heath.

			“I hate to let her out of my sight,” Heath murmured, putting his arm around Jade.

			“I can see why. If she were with me, I’d want everyone to know she was off the market.” A short, stocky man wearing wire-rimmed glasses and a bow tie glided up. He grinned. “Is that you Jade Windham? Remember me? Roger Stackhouse. I was president of the Computer Science Club.”

			Nina and Alexis snorted, but Roger ignored them. He obviously knew them well.

			Jade smiled and shook Roger’s hand. “Actually, it’s Jade Fortune now.”

			Roger chuckled. “As if being a Windham wasn’t enough. Now, you’re a Fortune. How did that come about?”

			“It’s on my mother’s side. She found out she was the long-lost granddaughter of Wendell Fortune. My mother changed her name to honor the connection, and we followed suit.”

			“All of you?” Roger asked.

			“All six of us, but with my sisters getting engaged and marrying, they didn’t really keep the Fortune names for very long. But my brothers will presumably have it for the rest of their lives.”

			Roger nodded, then a look of surprised recognition came over his face. “And you’re Heath Blackwood of Blackwood AgriTech!”

			Heath nodded.

			“Well, it’s certainly a pleasure to meet you.” Roger beamed.

			

			Jade stood next to Heath and listened to him and Roger talking about computer technology. She noticed Nina and Alexis roll their eyes and wander off like predators deprived of prey.

			“It’s been great chatting with you, Roger, but I promised Jade we’d dance,” Heath said.

			“Oh yeah. Sure, sure. It was good seeing you again, Jade.”

			The band was playing a slow one and Heath took her in his arms. In his strong embrace, Jade forgot everything else. Even seeing Alexis and Nina again meant nothing.

			“I’m sorry for that woman calling you Mr. Fortune. Talk about awkward,” she said as Heath glided her around the dance floor.

			“It’s okay. I actually don’t mind not being recognized. It can get old fast.”

			She gazed up at him and nodded. “I’ll bet.”

			“It’s true. You never know if someone wants to talk to you because they think you’re interesting or they’re just interested in what you can do for them.”

			Now she regretted her remark. “I guess I hadn’t thought about it that way.”

			“First being a Windham then a Fortune, you must have run into that,” he mused.

			“Not really. I guess people didn’t expect to run into Casper Windham’s daughter waiting tables or selling lingerie at Nordstrom. When they’d ask if I was any relation, I usually said no.” She didn’t want it getting back to Casper, but more importantly, she didn’t want to explain why she wasn’t successful like her siblings.

			“Earning an honest living is nothing to be ashamed of,” Heath told her.

			“No, but if Casper found out that someone saw his daughter waitressing, he would have gone ballistic. Said I was ruining the family name.”

			“Well, I never had a family name to ruin,” he said.

			“I think Blackwood is a very fine name and one you should take pride in. You’re a self-made man and have a lot to be proud of.”

			A jolt of awareness shot through her when her gaze met his. Judging from the slight darkening of his eyes, he felt it too.

			“Thanks.”

			They danced before and after the lavish meal.

			“I have to confess I didn’t think I was going to enjoy this, but I am,” Jade said as the evening was winding down and people started leaving. Having people envious of her was a whole new experience.

			Deep down, she’d been dreading the reunion, but now she was sorry to see it end. Being with Heath and dancing with him was like a dream come true. She felt like a true Cinderella, but like the fairy tale, it was time to leave the ball.

			“So I was thinking,” Heath began as they waited for the valet to bring the car around, “would you be interested in staying in Cactus Grove tonight?” He held up his hands, palms out. “No pressure. If you don’t want to, that’s fine.”

			“You mean instead of returning to Chatelaine?”

			“Yeah, we could stay in town or go somewhere else where there’s more choice of hotels. You did say your mom is watching Charlie.”

			“That’s true. I wasn’t sure how late we’d get back, so I said I’d pick him up in the morning. She wouldn’t even have to know we didn’t return to Chatelaine after the reunion.”

			He frowned. “You don’t want her to know you spent the night with me?”

			“Oh, no, it’s not that. I was just saving you her efforts at matchmaking. Since my two sisters are in relationships, she’s trying to get me into one too.”

			“I think I can handle the pressure.”

			Did this mean he was as interested in her as she was with him? Sounded like maybe he was wanting to take this to the next level. Question was, did she? “I didn’t bring a change of clothes or any toiletries with me.”

			He shrugged, his face blank. “The hotel will supply any toiletries you might need. We can shop for clothes for you tomorrow.”

			Somewhere inside, a voice whispered words of caution. She hadn’t known Heath for very long. Should she be doing this?

			Any other time or with any other man, she might have heeded the warning voice, but when she was with Heath, nothing mattered except the two of them.

			“I’d love to stay here tonight.”

			They found a hotel within the town limits. As Heath checked them in, he glanced at her, a question in his blue eyes. She smiled and nodded to indicate that she was still on board with spending the night together.

			After getting the room keys, he took her hand and led her to the elevator. Once inside, the air seemed to crackle between them.

			This was really happening, she thought as they exited the elevator and walked down the corridor. When he inserted the key, they all but tumbled into the room.

			He used his foot to shut the door behind them and pulled her into his arms. Their mouths crashed together as he led them over to the king-sized bed.

			They toppled onto the bed without losing contact.

			All urgency gone, he kissed her slowly, thoroughly, leaving her trembling beneath him. His mouth touched and tasted, overwhelming her until she melted. Jade didn’t want the kiss to ever end. She wanted to drown in it. She wanted to lose herself completely.

			He kissed, stroked and explored her body making her feel not just feminine but desired and special. When he had worked her into another frenzy, he ripped open the foil packet. Nudging her entrance, he moved slowly as her body adjusted to him. Another gesture that made her feel treasured. He set a rhythm that had her climbing toward another release. Was that even possible? He put his hand between their bodies and found that sensitive bud. Not just possible...inevitable.

			“Yes, please.” She writhed and twisted on the mattress; the sheets clutched in her fists.

			One last powerful thrust, and they simultaneously fell over the edge.

			They lay entwined as their breathing slowed, his fingers making lazy trails across her bare skin.

			“You’re very talented,” she whispered.

			His gaze riveted on hers, he brought his hand to her face and used his fingertips to trace the sprinkling of freckles across the bridge of her nose and the top of her cheeks. The warmth from his fingers lingered on her skin, raising the hair on the back of her neck.

			His mouth captured hers again and she was lost in the tantalizing sensation that was Heath.

			

			Jade awoke to an empty bed the next morning. She glanced around the room, but Heath wasn’t there, and the door to the bathroom was open, so he wasn’t inside there either.

			Maybe he was out getting coffee or breakfast, she thought as she scrambled around on the floor to pick up her discarded clothing.

			As much as she loved last night’s dress, she wrinkled her nose at having to put it back on this morning.

			Before she made it to the bathroom, the hotel door opened, and Heath walked in with several shopping bags.

			“You’re awake,” he said as he came to her and gave her a kiss. “You were sleeping so soundly, I hated to wake you before I left. I was hoping I’d get back before you woke up.”

			“I’ve only been awake for a few minutes.”

			“Perfect timing.” He handed her a bag.

			“What’s this?” She peeked inside.

			“For today. As much as I love that dress, I figured you would prefer being more comfortable for the return home.”

			She pulled out a pair of jeans, a comfy looking sweatshirt and some underwear. There was even a pair of Converse high-tops in the bag.

			“I can’t guarantee everything will fit, but I checked your sizes from what you’d been wearing last night.”

			She threw her arms around him and hugged him. “That’s so thoughtful of you.”

			After showering together, they dressed and went downstairs for a leisurely breakfast before getting back on the road to Chatelaine.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Several days after their weekend together in Cactus Grove, Heath asked Jade to accompany him to visit Billy, the boy he’d spoken to during his workshop.

			“Is something wrong?” she asked.

			“No. I have something for him.”

			“Okay, he should be home from school by now.”

			He saw her inquisitive gaze, but he didn’t tell her what he’d done. As it was, he was crossing his fingers that the boy would like his gift. He’d never done anything like this before.

			Heath parked the G Wagon in front of a small craftsman-style home in a solid working-class neighborhood of Chatelaine.

			They went to the door, and it opened before they could knock. The boy must have seen them through the window. Jade had called ahead and spoke with Billy’s mother to be sure they were home.

			“You came to see me!” Billy greeted them.

			“We sure did.” Heath greeted Billy’s mother and handed the gift bag to the boy.

			Billy pulled a book out of the bag. “What’s this?”

			“I believe people call it a memory book. Your mom and some people in town gave me pictures and told stories about your dad.”

			Billy’s eyes widened and he clutched the book to his chest. “You mean this book is all about my dad?”

			“It sure is. There’s even some stuff in there about when he was your age.”

			“Really?”

			“Yes, really.”

			“And I can keep it? For my very own?” the boy whispered.

			“Absolutely,” Heath assured him.

			“I can’t thank you enough for this,” his mother told Heath. “Please sit down. Can I get you some coffee? I made a pot.”

			Billy sat and looked at his book, carefully turning the pages.

			They stayed for coffee and some homemade cookies.

			Once they were back outside and heading to the Mercedes, Jade turned to him.

			“That was so thoughtful of you,” Jade told him, her eyes welling with tears.

			He shrugged but was grateful for her words. “I only thought of it. Others did the work of gathering the information and putting it all together for the book. They deserve the credit.”

			“They wouldn’t have done it if you hadn’t come up with the idea and asked them to do it.”

			“The kid was worried about preserving memories of his dad. I didn’t want him messing up his life because he was worried over something I could easily help fix.” He swallowed hard. “Not that I or anybody else could help fix the fact he’d lost his dad. If I could ease his pain some, it’s worth it.”

			“Because you know what it’s like not to remember your dad,” she murmured.

			“I’m familiar with some of what he might be going through not having a father.”

			Jade stood on her toes and kissed his cheek. “You’re a special man, Heath Blackwood.”

			“What good is all this success if I can’t help ease a young boy’s concerns?”

			“And that’s why I love you,” she said.

			At Jade’s words, Heath’s hands gripped the steering wheel tighter. He mumbled something, but he couldn’t bring himself to say the words back at her.

			Back at Jade’s log home, he went inside and kissed her as soon as they were inside. After greeting Charlie, Heath carried Jade to the bedroom.

			He needed this, needed to be close to her one more time. This was coming to an end. It had to, because he was no closer to finding out the truth surrounding his birth.

			But he couldn’t let her go. Not yet.

			

			Jade told herself this was his way of saying he loved her. He might have trouble with the words, but he’d shown her with his actions. He loved her as thoroughly as he had the night of the reunion. Once again, she told him she loved him.

			Afterward, she snuggled up to him, but something was off. His body might be right next to her in the bed, but she suspected his mind was elsewhere, closed off.

			She wanted to take the coward’s way out and ignore that Heath had no response to her declaration. She probably shouldn’t have said the words so soon, but she couldn’t hold it in any longer.

			If she didn’t ask him about it, he might not tell her, and she could bury her head in the sand, pretend she hadn’t said anything. Or claim that it was just one of those things people said and that she didn’t mean it in the literal sense. That might buy her some time before he told her they were through and the fairy tale she’d been living would be over.

			But she couldn’t do that, because she had meant it. She was worth more than silence. The ironic part of the whole situation was that being with Heath is what taught her she was worth more than accepting a less than ideal situation.

			In hindsight, she knew that if the situation at the Daily Grind with Nina and Alexis had happened today, Jade would probably have handled the whole thing differently. Instead of feeling like she’d been put on the spot, she hoped she would be able to put those two in their place without resorting to lying or pretending she was something she wasn’t.

			She was proud of the classes and day camps she offered. As Heath pointed out, she was helping shape future ranchers and farmers, and maybe one of her students would end up helping to revolutionize agricultural tech like Heath was doing.

			Might as well get this over with, she thought. “So are you going to tell me what’s wrong?”

			“What’s makes you think something’s wrong?” He pulled away.

			“Because of what just happened.”

			“What just happened was that we made love. So, why would you think something’s off?” he asked, but he had guilt stamped all over his features.

			“We didn’t make love. We had sex. You went through the motions.”

			A muscle ticked in his jaw. “Are you complaining?”

			“What? No. It’s always great with you.”

			“Then what is it?”

			“It’s just...it felt as though you were pulling back emotionally.”

			He opened his mouth, and she held up her hand to stop him. “Let me finish before I lose my nerve. It was as if you were putting walls up, protecting yourself.”

			“Do you want the truth?” he asked, a muscle ticked in his jaw.

			No! I want to stay in this sensual bubble a little longer. “Always...even if it hurts.”

			His expression darkened. “I’m trying to protect you, Jade.”

			“Protect me from what?” she asked, fear and anger knotting inside her.

			“From me.”

			Frustration clawed at the back of her throat. “Why would I need protecting from you?”

			“Because I know you want a home and family.” He ran a hand through his hair.

			“And?”

			“And... I can’t give that to you.” He blew out a ragged breath.

			“And you know this how, why?” Ice slowly spread through her stomach.

			“Because I can’t get involved with anyone until I find out the truth about who I am.”

			“What are you saying?” she asked, searching for a plausible explanation. “You’re Heath Blackwood. Entrepreneur, a man who loved his mother, a man who cares about farmers and ranchers. A man who wants to help even the small family farmers with his advances in technology.”

			He shook his head, and she reached out and touched him, squeezed his arm. “It doesn’t matter who or what you came from. All that matters is who you are now.”

			“That’s easy for you to say. You know who your father is and the circumstances of your birth.”

			“I do, but that doesn’t—”

			“Yes, it does!” He jerked away from her touch. “You wouldn’t understand.”

			Jade flinched at the anger in his voice, but she refused to back down. If this was going to end, she would know she at least tried. She’d know she fought for what they had, what they’d meant to one another. She couldn’t give up without a fight. Heath meant too much to her.

			“Try me,” she said, her voice full of challenge.

			“I don’t know why my father never acknowledged me. My mother would never tell me, and she got upset every time I tried to push for answers so I eventually gave up.”

			“And that’s okay. Maybe you aren’t meant to know.”

			“I have to know, damn it. Why are you so accepting of this unknown?”

			“Because I love you, damn it!” As far as declarations of love went, this had to be the worst one so far. What was wrong with her?

			His jaw hardened and he glared down at her. “No. You can’t. I won’t let you.”

			“You won’t let me? If that don’t beat all, I swear.”

			“This whole relationship wasn’t supposed to be real.”

			“Yeah, well, I broke the ground rules,” she admitted thickly. “It’s not like I planned it or anything.”

			“Thank goodness for small favors.”

			“That’s cruel and beneath you, Heath.”

			Regret washed over his features and his tone softened. “You’re right. I’m sorry. And I’m sorry that you were expecting something more from me. I was quite clear from the beginning that I wasn’t looking for long term.”

			“That’s true so there’s no need to apologize. That’s all on me. My brain heard what you said, but my heart refused to listen.”

			“You should have listened,” he told her wearily.

			“Duh. I know that now. Maybe you need to leave.” Because I want to sob and cry. But she didn’t say that out loud, but she did say, “And please take this with you.”

			She removed the ring and held it out to him.

			He shook his head. “I don’t—”

			“Please.”

			Reluctantly, he held out his hand and she dropped the ring into it.

			She got out of bed and padded barefoot into the adjoining bathroom and shut the door. She threw the lock with a quiet click.

			Heath was gone when she finally emerged.

			

			Jade pulled into her driveway and parked. It had been three days since her breakup with Heath. Three days of yawning emptiness, of longing. She squeezed her eyes shut as she struggled to quell the dragging sense of loss threatening to engulf her.

			In the beginning she’d tried to protect herself but her feelings for Heath had eventually made that impossible. She was sure he’d developed feelings for her too and that was the sharpest knife of all.

			Sighing, she exited her pickup. Life went on, right? She’d stopped at the mailbox station at the end of the road leading to all the properties on the ranch. The envelope looked like a card or invitation.

			She opened the envelope and pulled out an invitation. To a wedding. A mystery wedding. The whole town had been buzzing about it. It was an invitation, along with a note requesting she bring a photo of herself as a wedding gift. Why would the happy couple wanted a picture of her? That was strange. She didn’t even know who was getting married.

			The note also requested that the picture be as close a representation of herself as possible. It might be a bizarre request, but it was certainly easy enough to do.

			She got out of the truck and went to her front door. Inserting the key into the lock, she heard dog toenails on the hardwood by the door. Charlie was waiting for her. He would probably be angry with her for not bringing him into town with her.

			She opened the door, and the dog greeted her. She gave him a hug and an apology for leaving him behind.

			After feeding Charlie, Jade brought the box of photos she kept in the bedroom closet into the living room and set it on the coffee table. She slipped her sneakers off and sat on the couch, drawing her feet up under her. Taking a fortifying sip of wine, she pulled the lid off the box.

			It was stuffed with photos. Most were old. People these days keep their photo collections on their phones or their computers. But the invitation stipulated one physical copy that Jade felt most represented herself. Huh. Very odd.

			She had picked out one of the photos taken of her when she first moved to the ranch and took over the running of the petting zoo. Sitting back on the couch with Charlie napping beside her, she glanced over at the fireplace.

			On the mantel was a picture taken of her the night of the reunion along with one of both her and Heath. She rose and went to the mantel. Her smile was a mile wide in the photo. It was easy to see how happy and excited she was. And why not? She’d been with Heath.

			Despite how everything had turned out, she knew that was the picture she needed to use as the gift for the mystery wedding. Things may not have worked out in the end, but that night had been magical. Remembering was bittersweet and she knew that someday those memories would be more sweet than bitter.

			Her decision made, she called for Charlie and made her way to her bedroom. Maybe tomorrow would be better. Maybe she’d be closer to those memories bringing a smile along with the tears.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Heath pulled his G Wagon into a spot near the coffee shop. What had gotten into him? Going to see Beau Weatherly wasn’t in his nature. As a matter of fact, he’d secretly made fun of the people who did. But after a sleepless night, he was desperate enough to try anything.

			Bypassing the takeout window and the seats on the porch that he preferred, Heath went inside and glanced at his watch, Sure enough, Beau was seated at his usual table with his sign that offered Free Life Advice.

			He might feel a bit embarrassed by doing this, but he figured the old guy might be the closest he was ever going to get to fatherly advice. He was in luck because no one was waiting to see Beau at the moment.

			Heath sat down across from the man.

			“Heath,” Beau nodded. “Good morning, son.”

			Heath recalled his earlier thoughts about Beau being a father figure and hoped the warmth in his cheeks hadn’t manifested in any sort of blush. Talk about embarrassing.

			“So, what can I do for you?” the older man asked.

			Heath sighed as if admitting defeat. “I need some advice.”

			Beau smiled. “That’s what I’m here for.”

			“Yeah, I...” Heath rubbed his jaw. “I’m not sure how much you know about my situation.”

			“Well, I don’t like to pry into your personal affairs, but this is Chatelaine, so I probably know as much as you.”

			Heath chuckled, the act releasing some of the tension that had been building within him. “Small towns. Anyway, I’m debating if I should try visiting Doris Edwards again. I don’t know if I should even continue to pursue the truth. I found my sisters and have a...relationship with them.”

			The word “relationship” wanted to stick in his throat. It reminded him of Jade and what he’d lost. No, not lost. He’d thrown it away. She’d told him she loved him, and he totally disregarded her confession. She’d given him her heart, and he’d handed it back as if it hadn’t been the most precious thing in the world.

			“Heath? Son, did you have a specific question? I’d like to help, if I can.”

			Beau’s concern touched him. Heath nodded. “I’m wondering if pursuing this thing to find out why my biological father abandoned my mother and myself is the right thing to do. It’s been frustrating, to say the least.”

			It may have cost him the love of his life, but he wasn’t about to admit that to Beau. This confessing and seeking advice from the old guy—no matter how wise—had its limits. And Heath had his pride. Thinking back on how happy he’d been when he was with Jade only mocked him now that he’d lost her through his own foolishness.

			“Has anything good come of your quest?”

			“I found my sisters,” Heath replied.

			“And that’s a good thing?”

			“Absolutely. With my mother gone, they’re all the family I have left, and I feel blessed to have connected with them.”

			Steepling his hands, Beau said after a beat, “So, your pursuit of the truth has paid off so far?”

			“Yes, sir. I would say it has, but I don’t know if continuing to pursue it is the right thing to do.”

			“Would you be satisfied to know that you stopped trying to uncover the truth?” the man asked. “When you get older and realize the people who are alive today and may have had the answers are gone, will you regret not having pursued it?”

			Heath rubbed the back of his neck. The fact he was even asking Beau about this felt like it should be a clue. Trying to deal with Doris Edwards was frustrating, but at least she was here and alive, so he could deal with her. “But what if I learn something I would have preferred not knowing?”

			“And what if you learn something you’ll be grateful knowing?”

			“You’ve got me there,” Heath admitted gruffly.

			“Learning the truth won’t change who you are or change any of your accomplishments. You’ll still be you.”

			And I’ll still have messed things up with Jade.

			“You’ll be able to go to the woman you love with a clear mind no matter what the outcome is. As I said, son, knowing the truth won’t change who you are deep in here,” Beau said and tapped his chest.

			...go to the woman you love...

			Beau’s words echoed in Heath’s head as he left. Beau was right about that. Was he also right about finding out the truth?

			

			Heath, accompanied by his sister Lily, rounded the corner of Doris Edwards’s daughter’s modest ranch house. After speaking with Beau, he called his sisters and told them of his plan to see Doris one more time before giving up. Once again, Lily had insisted on coming with him. At first, he wasn’t sure if that was such a good idea, but as she’d pointed out, this concerned the triplets too. Plus, on a practical level, she said that having a woman present might help put Doris at ease.

			They’d been told the old woman lived in the rear of her daughter’s place.

			“Ooh, look, it’s a tiny house,” Lily said.

			“It sure is tiny,” Heath agreed as they approached what looked to him like a child’s fancy playhouse.

			“No, no. It’s a real honest-to-goodness tiny home.” She shook her head when he gave her a puzzled look. “Like all those shows.”

			“What shows?”

			“Oh, I can’t remember them all, but they’re on the home improvement networks on cable. Shows like Tiny House Nation or Tiny House, Big Living.”

			“Okaaay,” he said, dragging the word out.

			Lily gave him a playful poke on the shoulder. “It’s a thing.”

			“If you say so,” he said and found himself wondering if Jade watched any of those shows. No, stop thinking about her, or you won’t be able to make it through this interview with Doris. “I prefer a good football game.”

			“Of course you do.” Lily made a noise with her tongue, then she laughed.

			Moments later, he knocked on the door of what he now knew was a tiny house.

			“You don’t have to do this, you know. Whatever happened is in the past,” his sister murmured. “We’ve all found one another now, and that’s what’s important.”

			“I want to try at least one more time.” At least seeking the truth surrounding his birth gave him something to concentrate on. He didn’t want to tell her how miserable he was now that he and Jade had ended things.

			No, that wasn’t right. Jade hadn’t ended anything; he had done all the ending. She had taken a chance and confessed her feelings. He’d been on the edge of that precipice too, but instead of stepping into the scary unknown, he’d faltered. He’d refused to take a chance on love. On happiness. If he had been braver, he’d be with Jade right now. His lack of courage was costing them both.

			Just thinking about what he’d given up was like an ice-cold fist twisting his gut. The thought of not seeing Jade again, touching her, kissing her or simply talking with her sent shards of agony shooting through him.

			“It’s for the best,” he muttered under his breath and knocked again on the door. Louder this time.

			“What’s for the best?” Lily asked, her gaze on Heath.

			“What?” He glanced at his sister, realizing he’d almost forgotten she was with him. Most things flew out of his head when he let himself think about Jade. That’s why he needed to stop dwelling on her. Put her, and all thoughts of her, in the past where they belonged.

			The look Lily gave him said she knew his mind was elsewhere. “You said it’s for the best and I—”

			Her next words were cut off when the door swung open to reveal Doris Edwards. The woman wore a purple velour tracksuit and slippers.

			“Yes?” Doris peered at them.

			“Miss Doris? It’s Heath Blackwood. I was hoping to have a few minutes to speak with you?”

			At first the elderly woman looked confused, and he feared this was just another wild-goose chase. But he had to at least give it a shot. Beau Weatherly was right. He needed to do all he could to find answers. His personality wouldn’t let him just leave it without at least trying everything he could to get to the truth.

			“Blackwood?” The woman’s brow wrinkled as she squinted at him. She stared for a few more moments and her brow cleared. “Of course. Why, you must be Anne’s boy.”

			“Yes, ma’am. That’s me.” He gave her what he hoped was a reassuring smile.

			“My word but you’ve grown into a fine young man. Let’s have a look at you.” Doris pushed her glasses higher up her nose. “Anne must be so proud.”

			“Well, I—”

			“And who’s this with you? Your missus?”

			“No, this is my sister Lily.”

			“That’s right. There were triplet girls.” Doris looked at Lily, then checked the space behind them. “There must be two more just like you.”

			“There are three of us, but only me here tonight. And we’re fraternal triplets, so not exact replicas, but we do resemble one another.” Lily gave the older woman an encouraging smile.

			“Well, come in, come in.” Doris opened the door wider and stepped aside. “Have a seat. You’re in luck, my friend from GreatStore came to visit today and brought me some cider and donuts. She remembered how much I love apple cider and cinnamon donuts in the fall. It’s so wonderful that I have something to offer you.”

			Heath sat on the couch with Lily. He started to decline the offer of refreshments, but before he could, Lily elbowed him in the side. He shot his sister a quizzical look and mouthed, “What?”

			“That would be lovely, thank you so much,” Lily said as Doris scurried over to the other side of the room, where a small kitchenette was located.

			“She was very excited to be able to offer us refreshments,” Lily told him quietly. “She might be more willing to talk if we accept her hospitality.”

			“Good point,” he said. Maybe having his sister along was a smart move.

			As it turned out, it was. Maybe the smartest move of his life. After Doris had served them the cider and donuts, she told Heath that his mother had buried her secret.

			“Her secret?” he asked.

			Doris nodded. “She told me she buried it next to that gnarled oak tree behind the swings. She said she considered the swings her special spot with James.”

			

			Heath dropped Lily off and spoke with his other sisters. He explained he was going to see if he could dig up what Anne had buried so long ago. They offered to accompany him, but he told them he was going to ask Jade. He expected some flak for his decision, but they exchanged glances and nodded, wishing him luck with both the Jade and the dig.

			He pulled out his phone on the way to his G Wagon after leaving his sisters, opening the screen to Recent Calls. He touched his thumb to the screen and called Jade. She might hang up on him or not answer when his name appeared, but he had to at least try. Doing this didn’t feel right without her. Nothing felt right without her.

			She picked up on the third ring. At least he’d gotten over that hurdle.

			“Jade? I know you’re angry and you have every right to feel that way, but please hear me out. You can decide what to do after that. I won’t pressure you if you want nothing more to do with me.”

			“What do you want?” she asked after a long moment of silence.

			“I’m on my way to the park.”

			“The park?” She sounded confused.

			“I went to see Doris Edwards and—”

			“Oh, Heath.”

			“I know. I know. But please just listen to what I found out.”

			“All right. I’m listening.”

			He jumped into the driver’s seat and started the SUV. “She said my mother buried a letter in the park before she left town.”

			“Say what?”

			“She asked Doris to tell James about the letter once his own children were grown. Or if Anne’s son ever came looking for information,” he explained.

			“And you believed her? Heath, you know this could be nothing but a snipe hunt, right?”

			“Yeah, I know that, but I at least have to try. If it turns out it’s nothing but the nonsensical ramblings of a woman with the beginnings of dementia, I’ll drop the whole thing. I promise.”

			“You could be in for a big disappointment,” she warned.

			“I know but I have to check it out. And I want you there with me when I do it.”

			“Why me?”

			“Because I can’t imagine my life without you.” Honesty was the best policy.

			She was silent for so long, he was afraid she’d hung up. “Jade?”

			“I’m here. I’m just trying to process what you just said.”

			“Well, I know I didn’t act like it the other day, but it’s true. I can’t imagine being without you. Will you meet me at the park? Please.”

			Evidently, his please got to her because she heaved a sigh into the phone. “How about if I meet you in the park and we look for whatever this thing is? We don’t have to make any decisions or plans right now.”

			“So you’ll meet me?”

			“Charlie and I are leaving right now. I’ll bring a shovel. I have plenty here at the zoo.”

			Heath chuckled, realizing he hadn’t thought about how he was going to find this note. “Thank you. I can’t tell you how much this means to me.”

			Heath waited next to his vehicle at the park and went immediately to open Jade’s door when she pulled in next to his Mercedes.

			“Thank you for coming.” He reached out.

			She put up a hand as if to prevent him from touching. “What if there’s nothing here or if there is, the answer isn’t the one you want?”

			“Then I will deal with it.”

			She shook her head, her expression sad. “That’s easy to say now.”

			“No, it’s not but I’m not going to run away from my feelings.”

			Her gaze searched his. “I want to believe you. I really do. But...you hurt me.”

			He couldn’t wait any longer. Drawing her into his arms, he urgently whispered, “I’m sorry,” over and over again.

			He finally pulled away enough to look into her eyes. “I love you, Jade Fortune. I should have said that days ago. I’m damn sorry I didn’t.”

			She gave him a watery smile. “I love you too, Heath.”

			His heart clutched at seeing that smile. It was like the sun returning after endless days of dreary clouds. He leaned down and kissed her.

			Charlie woofed from the back seat of Jade’s truck.

			Jade used the back of her hand to wipe the tears off her cheeks. “He says he loves you too.”

			Heath laughed and helped the dog out of the truck. “And I love you too, Charlie. But you’re going to have to get used to me kissing your mommy.”

			Jade went to the back of the truck and pulled out two shovels. “Where are we headed?”

			“Doris said it’s buried in a box on the south side of the tree.”

			Jade laughed. “Well, you’re going to have to tell me which way is south.”

			Heath kissed the end of her nose and laughed as well. They went to the tree.

			“Charlie, you be the lookout and let us know if you see any cops coming. I’m not sure what the law is regarding digging in the park.”

			Charlie barked as if he understood his job and went and sat by the tree.

			“Are you sure you want to do this?” Jade asked.

			Heath used one of the shovels to start digging. “I have to. Beau was right. I won’t ever be able to rest until I know the truth.”

			“What if you don’t like the answer?”

			Pausing from his task, he turned toward her. “If or when that happens, I’ll deal with it. How about you? If I find out that my father never wanted me, how will you feel about me then?”

			“How could you think it would matter to me? I know who you are, what sort of man you are. That’s all that matters to me.” Locking eyes with him, she vowed softly, “I don’t care about your birth story. I love the man you are today, Heath Blackwood. You backed me up when I made an outrageous claim, took me to a silly reunion to help me save face, put up with my disobedient dog, helped my friend Billy and helped me put on a wonderfully memorable Halloween for the kids of Chatelaine.”

			He winked at her. “Wow. I did all that?”

			“Yeah. And more.”

			“And more?”

			“You made me feel loved and desirable,” she whispered.

			“That’s because you are lovable and desirable.”

			She gazed at him tenderly. “See? How can I not forgive you? I know how much not knowing about the circumstances of your birth affected you.”

			“Breaking it off with you was the worst decision of my life. I hope you can believe that,” he rasped.

			“I do.”

			“In that case, how about if we make this engagement official?” Heath asked.

			“Are you serious?”

			“Yes.” He nodded. “I realize we haven’t known one another all that long, but I know I love you, and that’s not about to change. No matter what happens.”

			“Maybe we should stop stalling and dig this thing up.”

			He shook his head. “Not until you give me an answer, because no matter what happens, I want to marry you, Jade Fortune. I love you. Whatever is in here isn’t going to change that. That’s why I called you before I came here.”

			“You...” she began and then cleared her throat. “You mean that?”

			“Of course I mean it. I’m sorry for the stupid things I said and the way I behaved. I’ll spend the rest of my life making it up to you, I swear.”

			He cupped her face in his palms and sealed his promise with a kiss. After pulling his mouth from hers he rested his forehead on hers and stroked his thumb along her lower lip.

			“I forgive you because I love you and want to spend my life with you too.” She kissed his thumb and gently pulled away. “Okay, let’s find this thing so we can start on the rest of our lives.”

			They continued digging, and before long, Heath’s shovel hit something solid. He dropped to his knees and pulled out a plastic grocery bag. Brushing off the dirt that clung to it, he opened the bag. Moments later, he retrieved a small rectangular-shaped item surrounded by more plastic and secured with duct tape. He pulled out a pocketknife and sliced through the layers of tape. After getting rid of the tape, he unwrapped the rest of the plastic.

			Underneath all the protective layers was a black lacquer box with colorful pictures of flowers decoupaged onto the top. The box was attractive, but it was obvious that whoever had decorated the box was an amateur. Had his mother decorated it some thirty years ago?

			“What the...?” Heath turned it over several times.

			“Wow,” Jade said. “It looks like a memory box.”

			He frowned. “What’s a memory box?”

			“It’s a container people use to store mementos. Keepsakes from someone or something important.”

			He felt a new reverence for the item he held in his hands. Would this provide more clues to who he was and what had occurred thirty years ago between his mother and father?

			With a deep inhalation he opened the lid.

			Inside were a jumble of items, including a floppy stuffed brown monkey with exaggerated red lips. Why would his mother have saved something like that? What meaning did it have? He held it up and turned it around. It looked like a cheap carnival toy, the kind that were offered as prizes on those midway games.

			“Oh my,” Jade breathed out.

			“Where did all this come from? I...” his voice trailed off and his gaze met hers over the open box.

			“Do you think...?” she asked in a hushed tone.

			His eyes widened. “It sure looks like it.”

			“These are from a traveling carnival. Just like...” her voice broke off too as she stared at him.

			He shook his head. “What are the odds?”

			“Pretty good I’d say.”

			Next, he pulled out two admission tickets. That’s when he spotted a strip of photos like the kind taken in those photo booths. He lifted it from the box. For a moment he just stared at the two young people smiling and mugging for the camera. His hand shook as he gazed at the pictures.

			“I know this is my mother. I have to assume this was my dad.” He tried to swallow, but his throat had suddenly closed up. It was as if all the emotion he was experiencing had gathered in that one spot.

			Jade placed a gentle hand on his shoulder and peered down to get a closer look. “Has anyone ever seen a picture of James Perry?”

			Heath shook his head. “Lily told me the other day that they’ve never seen a picture of him. Haley tracked down a yearbook photo of their mother through the ancestry site she belongs to. But they haven’t been able to find anything for James Perry. Do you think this is him?”

			“I would say so, because he looks a lot like you...maybe a bit younger in those pictures,” she murmured.

			“My sisters are going to want to see these.”

			“Yeah. This is definitely a treasure trove.” Jade sucked in a breath. “Oh, look, Heath, there’s writing on the back of the picture strip.”

			The date was approximately nine months before Heath’s birth. The note read, Memories of our one and only night.

			Lastly, he pulled out a folded piece of paper. Must be the note that Doris was referring to. Would this hold the explanation he’d been searching for?

			He leaned over and placed his lips on Jade’s in a gentle kiss. Pulling back, he said gruffly, “And it won’t affect how I feel about you, but I’ve—make that we—have come this far, I need to read it.”

			He blinked as moisture gathered in his eyes.

			Taking a deep breath, he unfolded the paper and read.

			Dearest James,

			I’m not planning to send this, but I need to write it down and bury it forever in our place. I’ve loved you from the moment I met you, but I know you’ve always considered me just a friend. I’d hoped our one night together after the carnival would change your feelings. I’ll never know if it would have because you met Leanna just a few days later. That was it for you.

			When I saw how in love you were, I knew I’d have to let you go. And when you eloped after just two weeks and announced she was pregnant with triplets, I kept my own secret, that I too was pregnant with your child. You have given me one of life’s greatest gifts, and I want you to be happy. I don’t want to come between you and your great love or future.

			I’m leaving town before anyone knows I’m carrying your son so that there won’t be any gossip as you embark on your new life with Leanna. One day, the truth may lead our son to you and his siblings. I hope he can forgive me. I hope you all will forgive me.

			With love,

			Anne

			“Wow,” Heath said as he read it over again and handed it to Jade.

			She read it and sniffed. “So sad. Sounds like your mother loved him very much. A true love that wasn’t selfish or hurtful. I’m sorry I never got to meet your mom. She sounds like a wonderful woman.”

			“She was. Toward the end of her life, I was frustrated that she wouldn’t discuss my father. But I like to think that if the cancer hadn’t taken her so quickly after the diagnosis, she might have. I’ll never know, but reading this makes me believe it to be true. She didn’t hate him, she loved him,” he said with a touch of reverence and wonder in his tone.

			“Enough to let him go and not to cause trouble for his new family or to put you in the middle,” Jade said softly.

			“Yeah. I suppose James wouldn’t have wanted to acknowledge me if he was newly married and expecting children with his wife.” That acknowledgement hurt but he’d known going into this that he might not like everything he found out.

			“Maybe, but I think your mother was also looking out for you. Think about it. Even if he and his wife accepted you, you wouldn’t be a part of their little family.”

			“Always on the outside,” he mused.

			“Exactly.” She nodded and placed her hand on his shoulder. “Your mother was doing what she thought best for everyone, and since your father didn’t even know about you, he didn’t reject you.”

			“Even if my mother eventually changed her mind, James was deceased, so it didn’t matter.” He tilted his head, resting his cheek on her hand.

			“I’m sure your sisters will also appreciate the story. They’ll know how much their father loved their mother, thanks to Anne’s letter, and they’ll know that their dad was an honorable man and didn’t simply abandon you or your mother. This letter shows he’d spent the night with Anne before he even met their mother.”

			Warmth spread across his chest. He wasn’t conceived during an extra marital affair. “You’re right. I’m sure they’ll be as relieved by all of this as I am.”

			“Thank you for sharing this with me, Heath.” She wound her arms around his neck.

			“I wouldn’t have wanted anyone else by my side...and I’m talking about forever. I want you by my side for the rest of my life and beyond.” He kissed her and held her close. “Thank you.”

			“For what?” she asked, sounding genuinely surprised.

			“For being who you are. For coming here today with me.” He blinked rapidly. “And especially for dragging me to that carnival. I wonder if they had as much fun as we did.”

			“She saved all the souvenirs, didn’t she?”

			“But she buried them,” he said.

			“Like I said, she was letting go. Burying the past so she could go forward into the future with you.”

			They picked up the box and its contents and set it on a bench. Then Heath went back and filled in the hole they’d made and tamped down the dirt.

			Afterward, he followed Jade back to her place. They brought the box and its contents into the house.

			“About that engagement ring you returned to me,” he said once they were inside.

			“You mean the fake one?”

			He shook his head. “Unlike the engagement, the ring wasn’t a fake.”

			“So, why did you give it to me?”

			“I think I knew then that I wanted it to be real. In spite of my misguided belief about needing to know my past,” he admitted.

			She lifted a brow. “And now?”

			“I realize that was a false belief.”

			“I would never ever hold your birth against you. No matter what we had discovered from that letter.”

			He reached into his pocket and pulled out the sapphire ring. “I want this engagement to be real. Will you wear this again, Jade Fortune?”

			“I would be honored.” She threw her arms around him.

			He kissed her. Then suddenly pulled away and looked at her.

			“What? Is something wrong?”

			“I just thought of something.”

			“Whatever it is, I’m sure we can work it out. Tell me.”

			“Do you think Charlie will accept me as his dad?”

			“What? I...you...” Rational thought was beyond her.

			“I’m willing to work at it if he is.”

			“You can’t be serious,” she giggled.

			“I know how much he means to you.”

			“But you mean the most. Surely you know that.”

			“I do, and don’t call me Shirley.”

			She swatted him on the chest. “You’re terrible, Heath Blackwood. Teasing me like this.”

			“I was only half teasing. I know Charlie is important to you.”

			“He is, but right now he’s going to get a chew bone, and we’re locking the bedroom door.”

			

			The next day, Jade accompanied Heath to his sister Lily’s place. After calling her to tell her he had important news that affected all of them, all of the triplets gathered at Lily and Asa’s home.

			First, Heath announced his and Jade’s engagement, and all three sisters flew to her and gave her a hug. They welcomed her to the family and told Heath what a lucky guy he was.

			“Maybe I’m the one who’s lucky,” Jade said.

			All three sisters laughed uproariously.

			“Despite your being mean to me—” Heath said pulled out the photo strip and carefully passed it to Lily to share with the other two “—I want to share this with you.”

			The triplets passed the photo back and forth among themselves, tears streaming down their cheeks.

			“It’s the only picture we have of our dad. We couldn’t find him in the yearbook where he supposedly went to high school,” Lily said.

			“I can’t tell you what this means to us,” Haley said.

			Heath also shared the letter with his sisters. “I wanted you to know the story behind it all. Our father must have been a pretty special guy to have women like both our mothers love him as much as they did.”

			“Like father, like son,” Jade whispered and took his hand in hers.

		
	
		
			Epilogue

			“That was a wonderful supper, Jade. Thanks so much for inviting us,” Lily said.

			Jade and Heath, who had moved out of the hotel and into Jade’s spacious log home several weeks before, had invited his sisters and their loved ones to supper.

			Jade smiled at them. “You’re welcome, and I’m so glad you could come. I grew up in a big family, but Heath didn’t, and I know he enjoys spending time with each and every one of you.”

			“When we’re not overwhelming him, you mean,” Haley added lightly.

			Heath looked around the large dining table at his sisters and their families. His gaze came to rest on Jade, and his heart overflowed with gratitude. She had helped him accept the past. He couldn’t change what had already happened—no one could—but he could appreciate and love the family he had going forward.

			“You’re probably wondering why I gathered you all here today,” he said and stood up. He couldn’t prevent himself from grinning at the puzzled expressions on everyone’s faces. Even Jade was giving him a quizzical look. He held up his wine glass. “Man, I’ve always wanted to say that. Makes a guy feel important.”

			His sisters all groaned and rolled their eyes at him. Lily threw her napkin at him.

			“I have something for each of you,” he said and stacked three colorfully wrapped packages on the table.

			“But it’s not Christmas yet,” Haley protested.

			“This is just something extra. Not a Christmas gift.” He passed them out. “It was something I wanted to do.”

			Lily opened the gift and immediately burst into tears.

			Heath’s stomach dropped. Had he miscalculated? “Lily, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean—”

			She jumped up and ran to him. Giving him a tight hug, she said, “These are happy tears, you dope. This is perfect.”

			Haley and Tabitha went to him too. “Group hug,” they proclaimed.

			“So, you like them?” he asked when they’d released him from the hug.

			“That’s so thoughtful of you.”

			“What made you think of it?”

			Lily looked to Jade, but she shook her head. “He thought of this all on his own.”

			“I thought you all might want a picture of our father without my mother in it,” he said of the pen-and-ink drawings of James Perry he had commissioned from the photo strip. He’d had the pictures drawn, matted, and framed.

			“Heath?” Jade cleared her throat. “Check out that gift for you under the tree.”

			Heath went to the Christmas tree they’d put up just yesterday. Color rose in his face as he recalled what they’d done in front of the tree once they’d decorated it. There was one lone package under the tree. He brought it back to the table and began to open it.

			“Great minds think alike,” he said as he held up the drawing of his mother and father. The artist had obviously copied one of the pictures from the strip from the photo booth.

			“Now that we know the true story of what happened, I thought you might want that memory,” Jade said softly. “We’ll be able to tell our children about both sides of their family tree.”

			He blinked back tears and went to her. He hugged and kissed her, knowing they were forging a bond that wasn’t meant to be severed. Ever.
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			That Maverick of Mine

			by Kathy Douglass

			Chapter One

			Caleb Strom stepped into the arena of the Bronco Convention Center and looked around. The arena, which held about four thousand seats, was packed with a raucous crowd who’d come to honor Brooks Langtree, one of rodeo’s legendary cowboys. Thirty years ago, Langtree had won the Golden Buckle, a special tribute reserved for the profession’s most promising new stars. From all accounts, he had gone on to have an illustrious career, winning numerous awards, being named Cowboy of the Year several times, and serving as a role model for another generation of rodeo riders. Now he was back in Bronco, Montana, and was being celebrated as part of the Golden Buckle Rodeo.

			Caleb pulled the flyer announcing Brooks Langtree Day from his pocket and studied it again even though everything there was seared into his mind. He’d folded and unfolded the paper so many times that he’d worn creases in it. He remembered the first time he’d seen the announcement. He and some of his friends had been going to lunch at the diner back home in Tenacity, a town about one hundred miles away from Bronco. One of his buddies had picked up the flyer from a stack by the cash register and shared it with the others. They’d pointed out that Caleb and Brooks Langtree looked so much alike that the two of them could be related. The guys had teased him about hitting up his famous relative for a loan. Caleb had thought that his friends had been pulling his leg until he’d taken a glance at the flyer for himself. The face on the advertisement seemingly looking back at him had made him dizzy. The eyes, nose, chin and cheekbones were the same. Brooks Langtree looked like Caleb imagined he would in twenty years.

			At first, Caleb tried to ignore the resemblance. What was that famous saying? Everyone has a twin somewhere in the world. The fact that his lookalike happened to be a famous rodeo rider twenty years his senior didn’t mean that they were related. It could be pure coincidence. Physical resemblance wasn’t proof. It didn’t mean that Brooks Langtree was his long-lost biological father.

			Even so, Caleb had begun investigating the other man. He’d gotten his hands on everything he could find. He’d found and devoured old interviews in rodeo magazines and newspaper articles. He’d watched a couple of short videos on YouTube. He’d studied the information so intently that he practically knew every word by heart. By all accounts, Brooks Langtree was honest and honorable. A man with a stellar character.

			Not at all the kind of man who would abandon his own months-old infant. And certainly not the type to insist the child be given no information about him.

			Iris and Nathan Strom had adopted Caleb as an infant. He couldn’t have asked for better parents. They’d given him a wonderful childhood filled with love and joy. They had never hidden the fact that he had been adopted. It hadn’t mattered to any of them. They were a real family.

			The adoption had been closed and the Stroms knew next to nothing about Caleb’s birth parents. In the past, he had been satisfied with the little that he’d known about them. His birth mother had died a few months after he’d been born, and his father had given him up for adoption shortly thereafter. It was only after he’d turned thirty that Caleb had begun to want to know more about where he’d come from.

			Even so, the resemblance couldn’t be ignored. Not only that, it was the only clue Caleb had to go on in his search to find his biological family. He hadn’t been successful before now. Brooks Langtree was as good a place to resume the search as anywhere.

			Was it possible that Brooks Langtree was the man Caleb was searching for?

			Caleb refolded the paper and slipped it into his pocket, then gave his head a mental shake. He needed to slow down and stop jumping to conclusions. Caleb had come here in order to get a good look at the man in person. Given the size of the crowd, many of them already occupying the seats nearest the makeshift stage that had been erected in the middle of the arena, an up-close-and-personal look wasn’t going to happen.

			Caleb was so busy staring at the stage that he didn’t notice the person in front of him had stopped walking until he bumped into her. The woman turned around and stared at him. An apology was forming on his lips as he looked into her face. Then every thought in his mind vanished except one. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever laid eyes on. He searched his mind for words to say, but he couldn’t form a coherent sentence to save his life. The woman was staring at him with wide brown eyes. Wide, beautiful brown eyes. He noticed the expectant expression on her face a second before she shook her head in obvious disgust and turned away.

			Caleb had never had trouble sweeping a woman off her feet, so being speechless and inept was a new experience for him. He could only attribute his clumsiness to being shook up at possibly seeing his birth father for the first time in thirty years.

			As much as possibly seeing his birth father after all this time had him rattled, Caleb knew that was only a small part of the reason he was so flummoxed. The other was the stunning woman who was currently laughing and talking with several other women. One glance at her was all that it had taken to make his heart lurch. If he didn’t want her to think that he was a total loser, he needed to do something fast. He knew it was impossible to make a second first impression, but hopefully, there was still time to improve on their initial interaction.

			He tapped the woman on her shoulder. She spun around and stared at him, her right eyebrow raised. The expression on her face was a mixture of annoyance and curiosity. And it was totally sexy.

			“I want to apologize for bumping into you earlier. I was a bit distracted and didn’t watch where I was walking. I hope I didn’t hurt you.” He gave her his most charming smile—the one that generally had women eating out of his hand.

			She stared at him for a long moment, and he held his breath as he awaited her response. Then she nodded and smiled. “I’m okay. I guess in a crowd this size a person should expect to be bumped into.”

			She started to turn back to the women with her and Caleb feared that he was about to lose the opportunity to get to know her better. He extended his hand and blurted, “I’m Caleb Strom.”

			Glancing over her shoulder, she smiled and then turned back to him. She took the hand he offered. “I’m Faith Hawkins.”

			“It’s nice to meet you, Faith.” Her hand was soft and warm and he was reluctant to release it. But he didn’t want to look like a creep either by holding on too long, so he released her fingers. “Are you related to the Hawkins rodeo family?”

			Faith nodded and smiled. “I am indeed.”

			“Your family is legendary.” Caleb wasn’t much of a rodeo fan, but he recognized the name from his rodeo research on Brooks Langtree. He’d seen a few references to the Hawkins women. Although he hadn’t done more than skim the articles that mentioned their names, he knew that they—especially Hattie Hawkins, the matriarch of the family—had been influential in the sport.

			“Some of us are. My grandmother was a trailblazer. My mother and aunts followed in her footsteps, making names for themselves as the Hawkins Sisters. The women of my generation are trying to live up to their illustrious reputations.”

			“From what I gather, you ladies are well on your way.” Caleb smiled, grateful that he’d spent the time studying up on rodeo so he could be conversant.

			“Thank you. We do our best.”

			He was searching for something to say to extend the conversation when the crowd erupted in cheers and applause. Caleb had been so focused on Faith that he hadn’t noticed that everyone else had settled into seats. Caleb’s eyes darted around the stage, searching for Brooks Langtree. The older man was leaning against the side of his armchair, chatting with the woman seated beside him. Langtree said something that amused the woman and they both laughed. For a reason that escaped him, Caleb was irritated by the sight. He wasn’t even sure if Brooks Langtree was his biological father, so the sight of him enjoying himself shouldn’t be an annoyance. Not only that, it was ridiculous to expect the man not to have a good time on a day designed to celebrate his accomplishments.

			Besides, Caleb surely didn’t expect his biological father to be miserable after all this time. Thirty years had passed since Caleb had been given away. That was more than enough time for penance. By now, the man surely had come to grips with what he’d done and moved on with his life.

			That is if Brooks Langtree actually was his father—something that had yet to be established. If all went according to plan, Caleb would discover the truth today. And if Brooks Langtree wasn’t his biological father? Then Caleb wasn’t any worse off than he’d been this morning. He’d simply spent an hour or so in the presence of a rodeo legend and his legion of fans. Not only that, he would have met a gorgeous woman.

			Faith and the women sat down. Faith was in the aisle seat next to where Caleb was currently standing.

			“Do you mind if I sit with you and your friends?” Caleb asked.

			Faith nodded up at him and then spoke to the other women. As one, the others rose and scooted over a seat, leaving the aisle seat—next to Faith—vacant for Caleb. He couldn’t have planned it better.

			“Thank you,” Caleb said, leaning over so he could whisper in Faith’s ear. Her sweet scent filled his nostrils, wrapping around him and filling him with sudden desire so strong it shocked him.

			“You’re welcome,” she whispered back. Her low, sultry voice suited her perfectly. With high cheekbones, full lips, dark brown eyes and clear brown skin, she was absolutely breathtaking. She was only about five foot two, but every inch of her was perfect. She looked delicate, but he knew she had to be strong in order to compete in rodeo like her family. He’d followed in his father’s footsteps and was co-owner of Strom and Son Feed and Farm Supply, so he understood how important it was to carry on the family legacy.

			Would he feel drawn to rodeo if he had been raised by Brooks Langtree? Would he be a bull rider or a bronc rider, competing in rodeos every week? Those questions couldn’t be answered, even if it turned out that Brooks and Caleb were related. Greater minds than him had participated in the nature versus nurture debate.

			Faith put her arm on the armrest between their seats, nudging his arm aside. When he looked at her, she flashed him a disarming smile. His heart skipped a beat in response. What was that about? This wasn’t the first time an attractive woman had smiled at him. Not to be vain, but from the time he’d been a tyke, the opposite sex had been drawn to him. It wasn’t something that he controlled. It just was.

			Caleb couldn’t allow Faith’s grin to sweep him off his feet. Nor could he allow her armrest aggression to go unchallenged. As she’d done earlier, he raised a questioning eyebrow. When she acted as if she didn’t get the message he knew he had to be more direct. “What are you doing?”

			“This is my armrest. Yours is on the outside.”

			He looked around her. Her other arm was on the other armrest. “But you’re using that one.”

			“Elizabeth doesn’t care. Besides, you have the aisle seat. That is a bonus in and of itself.”

			“I didn’t realize there was a rating system for arena seats.”

			She laughed, a sweet sound that sparked warmth inside his chest. “You don’t expect me to believe that. Even little kids know the hierarchy.”

			“Let’s pretend I don’t know and you can enlighten me.”

			“It’s fairly simple. Aisle seats are the best. The closer you get to the center, the worse the seats become. I had the ultimate seat, which I very generously gave to you, so naturally I get to use the armrest.”

			He didn’t care about the armrest—or the aisle seat. He’d just wanted to sit beside her. But he was enjoying talking with her. “In that case, the armrest is yours.”

			“Thank you.”

			Geoff Burris, currently rodeo’s biggest star and a resident of Bronco, approached the podium and Caleb and Faith turned their attention to the stage. Geoff welcomed everyone to the opening day of the Golden Buckle Rodeo and then began to talk about Brooks Langtree. The older man had quite an impressive biography. Not only had he been a huge star on the rodeo tour for years, he’d been a pioneer. He’d been the first Black cowboy to win the Golden Buckle.

			As Geoff listed his numerous accomplishments—some of which Caleb had been unaware of—images of Brooks on horseback or riding bulls flashed on enormous screens around the arena. Watching the nearest screen, Caleb couldn’t help but be impressed by the man’s obvious skill.

			“It is my honor to announce that today is Brooks Langtree Day,” Geoff said, bringing his remarks to a close. “So please, let’s give Brooks a Bronco welcome.”

			The crowd roared as Brooks Langtree rose from his seat and approached the podium. Geoff and Brooks embraced before the latter stepped up to the microphone.

			Although Brooks Langtree was fifty years old, he had the muscular build of a much younger man. There didn’t appear to be an ounce of fat on him. He was about six foot tall, with an erect bearing. Only a sprinkling of gray in his short-cropped black hair indicated his true age. A close-up of Langtree’s face filled the screens and a shiver raced down Caleb’s spine as he once more noticed the similarities to his own face. The pictures on the flyers hadn’t lied.

			Langtree’s eyes sparkled with humor and his smile was friendly as he glanced around the arena, soaking in the applause.

			When the cheers died down, Brooks spoke. “I’m honored to be here. It has been a very long time since I’ve been in Montana. Thank you so much for welcoming me back home.”

			The crowd erupted in applause again. Brooks was clearly affected by the love the audience sent in his direction. He wiped a tear from his eye and then waved, starting at one side of the arena and turning slowly so that he included each corner in his greeting. Caleb’s heart raced when Brooks turned to his section. He willed the other man to look directly at him, but Brooks didn’t. Even if their eyes met, Caleb knew Brooks Langtree wouldn’t know who he was. To him, Caleb would simply be another face in a sea of faces. A complete stranger.

			Even if he was his biological father, Brooks Langtree hadn’t raised Caleb. Nathan Strom had had that privilege. Nathan was Caleb’s father in every way that mattered. Even so, the need to know where he had come from had grabbed on to Caleb and wouldn’t release him no matter how desperately he struggled to get free. He wouldn’t be at peace until he’d gotten answers from the man who had sired him and then walked away without a second glance.

			Caleb sent those thoughts away and managed to keep them at bay as the ceremony continued. After other commendations, Hattie Hawkins, Faith’s grandmother, approached the microphone. Caleb had expected her to add her praise of Langtree, so Caleb was surprised when she said, “Faith Hawkins, I need you to come to the stage.”

			Faith sighed, and Caleb turned to look at her. She’d buried her face in her hands and was shaking her head as she slid down in her seat. “I can’t believe she did this.”

			“Go on,” one of the women with her said.

			“You know she isn’t going to budge until you do,” added another. “Unless she decides to come off that stage and drag you up there with her.”

			Hattie put a hand on her forehead and began to search the crowd. Spotlights began moving around the audience. “I know you’re out there somewhere. Don’t be shy.”

			Caleb stood and stepped into the aisle. Instantly a spotlight landed on him and Faith.

			“Thanks a lot, traitor,” Faith muttered, looking at him. Although she was frowning, her eyes sparkled with mischief, assuring him that she didn’t consider him a traitor after all.

			“You’re welcome,” he said, flashing her a cheeky grin.

			She stood and passed in front of him. Once more he inhaled a whiff of her sweet scent. Soft and slightly floral, it was enticing enough to get his imagination going in a manner totally inappropriate for the moment.

			The spotlight followed Faith as she walked down the aisle and Caleb’s eyes did the same. Her perfectly round bottom filled out her faded jeans and swayed with each step she took. She jogged up the stairs to the stage and stood beside her grandmother.

			“You didn’t think I was going to let this day pass unnoticed, did you?” Hattie asked. Although she was speaking to Faith, the microphone picked up her words so that the entire arena was privy to the conversation.

			“I was hoping,” Faith said, softly.

			Hattie gestured to someone offstage. “Bring it out.”

			Two men wheeled a table holding an enormous, six-tiered cake onto the center of the stage. Two big numbers—a three and a zero—were in the middle of the top layer. Clearly Faith was thirty years old, the same age as he was.

			“Since everyone is here, I thought we should celebrate your birthday with the entire town.”

			Faith shook her head. “But it’s Brooks Langtree’s day. I don’t want to steal the spotlight from him.”

			“Nonsense,” Brooks said. “There’s plenty of attention to go around.” He joined Hattie at the microphone and together they led the crowd in a rousing rendition of “Happy Birthday.”

			Faith stood there, looking uncomfortable, then relieved when the last strains of the song faded away. As she hugged her grandmother and shook Brooks’s hand, several people began cutting the enormous cake and placing the slices on paper plates. They handed a few to Faith along with several paper napkins. Faith then returned to her seat and distributed the cake to the women with her. After she’d done that, she held two plates in her hands. She grinned and then offered one to Caleb.

			“Thank you,” he said, taking the cake from her. “You had me worried there for a minute.”

			“I had to make sure I had enough. As the saying goes, sisters before misters.”

			He laughed. “Is that right?”

			“You’d better know it. But you wouldn’t have been out of luck. There’s cake enough for everyone.”

			The lights in the arena were turned up as people wearing shirts advertising the Golden Buckle Rodeo began passing out servings of cake to the audience.

			“Maybe,” Caleb said with a smile. “But somehow I think this piece will taste sweeter.”

			

			Faith sneaked glances at Caleb from the corner of her eyes. He had to be the best-looking man she’d ever seen. Surely he was in town specifically for today’s event or new to town. If he lived in Bronco she would have noticed him before today. Men this attractive didn’t generally fly under the radar for long. Even though she was certain she’d never seen him before today, there was something vaguely familiar about him. Try as she might, she couldn’t put her finger on what. She had an excellent memory and never forgot a face or a name. If they’d met before, she would know. Still, she couldn’t shake that feeling.

			“Excuse me,” a man distributing cake said, coming to stand behind Caleb.

			“Sorry,” Faith said, stepping out of the aisle and taking her seat. Caleb sat beside her and his shoulder brushed against her. Her skin heated and tingles raced down her spine. What was that about?

			Caleb took a bite of cake. “Delicious. And by the way, happy birthday.”

			“Thanks.” This wasn’t the quiet celebration she’d had in mind, but she should have known her grandmother would do something like this. Hattie was nothing if not a showman. Decades removed from her groundbreaking rodeo career, Hattie Hawkins still knew how to command the spotlight. That ability to hold a crowd in the palm of her hand had been passed on to her daughters and granddaughters. Faith’s cousin Audrey, rodeo’s biggest star on the woman’s circuit, had her wedding to Jack Burris as part of the Bronco Family Rodeo a couple of years ago. Faith didn’t mind the attention—that was part of the job—but in her mind that was a bridge too far. Some parts of her life were too personal to share with her fans.

			“How else are you going to celebrate? Besides having the world’s biggest birthday party, that is,” Caleb asked.

			“This isn’t my birthday party. Today is Brooks Langtree Day, remember? It just sort of got hijacked.”

			A strange expression crossed his face and vanished so quickly that Faith could have imagined it. “I got the impression that he didn’t mind sharing the spotlight with you.”

			She shrugged.

			“So,” he said, when she only sat there, “what do you have planned for the rest of the day?”

			“My sisters, cousins and I will be performing in the rodeo this afternoon.”

			“That sounds nice.”

			“Have you lived in Bronco long?” she asked, still trying to place him.

			“I don’t live here,” he said, confirming her earlier thought.

			“So you just came for this event?”

			“Yes. I saw flyers announcing Brooks Langtree Day. I decided to come by and see if he lives up to the legend.”

			“Where do you live?” she asked. Faith didn’t want this conversation to turn into an interrogation, but she was curious about Caleb. And more than a little attracted to him. She was still a relative newcomer to Bronco and he was the first man that she’d found remotely interesting. Not that she was looking to add a man to her life. A relationship was the furthest thing from her mind. She’d been burned enough times to last a lifetime and was more than a little gun-shy. But Caleb was interesting. And he didn’t appear to be flirting with her. It was possible that they could become friends. A girl could never have too many friends.

			“Tenacity.”

			She shook her head and grinned ruefully. “True confession. I haven’t lived in Montana for long and I have no idea where that town is. Honestly, I’ve never heard of it.”

			“It’s about an hour and a half away. It’s not as upscale as Bronco, but it’s home.”

			“If you’re looking for a tour from a local, you’ve come to the right place,” her sister Elizabeth said, leaning over Faith and talking to Caleb. “Faith is just the person to show you around. You might even stop and get a cuppa.” Faith kicked her sister’s foot. Since they were each wearing boots, she knew Elizabeth didn’t suffer a bit of pain. In fact, she only grinned.

			“Cuppa?” Caleb asked.

			“Elizabeth lived in Australia for years,” Faith said. “Every once in a while she slips up and uses an Aussie term. She means coffee.”

			“I would love a tour from a local,” Caleb said. “And I wouldn’t say no to a cup of coffee.”

			“Like I said, I’m relatively new to Bronco.”

			“You’ve spent more time here than I have,” Caleb said reasonably.

			“True.” Faith actually liked the idea of spending more time with him, so she didn’t resist too much. “I’ll tell you what. If you come by after the rodeo, I’ll be glad to show you around.”

			“That sounds like a plan.”

			Caleb had finished his cake and he stood. The crowd had begun to disperse and he stepped into the aisle. “I need to get going. Ladies, thanks for letting me sit with you. I’ll see you later, Faith.”

			Faith watched as he walked up the stairs, her eyes glued to his broad shoulders, trim waist and firm backside. His muscular physique was just one more thing to like about him. Not that she was counting.

			Once Caleb had walked through the doors of the arena, Faith spun around to look at her sisters. “What is wrong with you guys?”

			“What do you mean?” Tori asked, innocent as a baby.

			“You know exactly what I mean. Why were you trying so hard to push us together? Foisting me on him like an unwanted Christmas fruitcake.”

			The others laughed. After a moment, Faith joined in.

			“That man is gorgeous,” Amy said.

			“Consider putting the two of you together our birthday gift to you,” Tori said with a wicked grin.

			“I was looking forward to getting that pair of earrings I saw in Cimarron Rose,” Faith said.

			“If you don’t want him, I’ll take him off your hands,” Elizabeth said.

			“Like anyone would believe that. You’re so in love with Jake that you can’t see anyone but him,” Faith said. Her sister had married Jake McCreery just a couple months ago, combining their respective children into a busy family of seven. “If Caleb had even looked in your direction, you would have run away so fast you’d set a new land speed record.”

			Elizabeth grinned. “True. But since there is nobody in your life right now, there is no reason why you can’t hang around with Caleb.”

			“Exactly,” Tori added. “He was nice and seems like he’s a lot of fun.”

			“He is gorgeous,” Faith admitted, agreeing with Amy’s assessment. There was no sense pretending that she didn’t find him attractive. That would be a blatant lie. He seemed to possess all of the qualities that she liked in a man. Funny. Kind. Considerate. At slightly over six feet, he was neither too tall nor too short. He was muscular, but not overly so. He still had a neck. She absolutely loathed those guys who looked like they swallowed steroids daily and somehow ended up with no neck.

			She also liked the way he dressed. His jeans were casual and his polo wasn’t too tight or too loose. Like Goldilocks said, he was just right. And given her decision not to become involved with anyone, he was completely wrong.

			But then, she’d always liked to live dangerously. Besides, what was the harm in a little fun?
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