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“Line dance history is like human history –
there’s pre-history and then there is written history...”
Bill Bader
The nanosecond the light turned green, Roxy Rae Vaughn pressed the gas pedal toward the floorboard of her Mercedes. She didn’t have time to jack around. Her boutique opened in an hour. It took twenty-two more minutes to get there, thirty-three minutes to make everything perfect before she unlocked the doors for customers, and she counted on five minutes to spare. Apparently, the driver in the beat-up pick-up truck in front of her had all kinds of time for lollygagging. But she didn’t and took-up her speed another notch.
Dipstick yelped. His pudgy Puggles’ body slid across the passenger seat’s pashmina-covered, leather cushion then propelled off the heated lumbar rest. Not to be outdone by her litter brother, Darling whined from the backseat, followed by an odd, panic-laden pant.
A bit worried by her dogs’ unusual behavior, Roxy cracked the windows a smidgeon. Normally, her dogs were good riders. Perhaps they needed some fresh air. Maybe the stress in her life had reached her dogs too. She’d read that animals can sense their family’s upheaval. So yeah. Maybe that was it. She certainly had enough mayhem to share.
For starters, not every Fifth Avenue-raised woman gave it all up for Nashville Tennessee. But she did. And even though she was on the path to becoming the next starving artist, she was determined to make a success of her new life and her new boutique. Maybe she was crazy like her mother insinuated. Must be an inherited trait.
Maybe. Maybe. Maybe. Roxy sighed, inhaling the possibilities ahead then exhaling her increasing trepidation. Her life was one gargantuan Maybe.
No wonder Dipstick and Darling were going ape-shit hoisting their bodies toward the top of the slit windows. They needed to come up for air too. Unfortunately for them, Roxy had also read that a ton of fresh, direct air wasn’t good for dogs. So no matter how much she admired their tenacity, they were only getting a tease of the Tennessee summer morning breeze. Roxy couldn’t stand the thought of being responsible for hurting them or any animal.
Something else the driver in front of her obviously wasn’t aware of or the least bit conscientious about. His mangy mutt, although kind of cute in a disheveled take pity on me way, had free roam of the bed of his truck. Except for what looked to be tomatoes lined-up in well-used baskets, the man’s dog owned his space. Must be nice to have that kind of freedom. Scary. But nice.
“It’s okay, Babies,” Roxy attempted to soothe Dipstick and Darling. “Mommy’s right here. You love going to work with me. What’s wrong?”
In her rearview mirror, Roxy noticed Darling moving her snout in large circles followed by loud, disturbing smacks of her tongue against the roof of her mouth. And was that a bit of frothy drool bubbling around her muzzle? What the hell was going on?
Roxy stole another quick peek in the mirror then glanced back to the road in case Grandpa Jones slowed down again. Another paranoid look in the mirror revealed Darling was now anxiously pawing at the cashmere blanket covering the backseat as if trying to find a perfect spot to...
Like lightening punctuating the green screen of a budget-pinched movie set, Roxy mentally story-boarded the grotesque scene coming to fruition. She finally understood the red herring for what it was. “Oh no, Darling. Don’t do that to Mommy. We’re almost to the boutique. Please wait, Honey. Not in the car.”
Roxy pounded her fist against the steering wheel, silently cursing her luck. Her determination to live and succeed outside her once classy, now chick-gone-country, lifestyle seemed to kick her in the ass every choice she made.
Darling made a larger-than-life whimper then let loose a super smoothie-sized barrage of pre and partially-digested cheap dog treats - all over Roxy’s backseat.
Between the agonizing sounds of her poor sick Puggles and the stench, Roxy was thrown for a loop her stomach and nerves were at a loss to rectify. Before she could get her wits about her, Dipstick took his turn at bat and went nuts in the front seat. He paced the floorboard. Jumped back into the seat. Then pounced into Roxy’s lap and out again, his anxiety-heavy yips and yaps turning into awful half wails, half barks before dissolving into fits of desperately help-me-please, my-little sis-back-there-just-majorly-heaved growls.
Keeping one hand on the wheel, Roxy reached out to comfort him. Evidently, however, Darling needed her master’s touch too. Hanging her wet muzzle over Roxy’s arm, she whimpered then sneezed sending God only knew what else blowing out her nose.
Although abhorred by the unfolding drama, Roxy’s heart filled with pity for her ill puppy and wigged out partner-in-mischief. Composing her psyche for her latest challenge, Roxy searched the street ahead for a decent place to pull-over. Good thing she’d taken this alternate route to work. Not much traffic traveled this old road. And thank God today was no different regarding that now vital detail. It appeared she’d have a good spot just up the road a tad.
“There there, guys. It’s okay. Hang with me just a wee bit longer and we’ll get you cleaned up,” she coached the dogs, having no unearthly clue how exactly she was going to do that.
Never one for organization, she could only hope while God was hee-hawing about her predicament, he’d have the decency to pitch down a roll of paper towels or produce a magical box of tissue. She couldn’t have fallen that far from grace. Could she?
She may have gone against her parent’s orders, at the tender age of thirty-four, and moved eight hundred eighty-six miles away from their Manhattan penthouse. But she’d just wanted to make it on her own, instead of thriving embarrassingly well thanks to their over-charitable hand-outs.
Her current string of luck, however, was turning out to be way beyond bad-karma overkill. She couldn’t imagine what wrath would befall someone who’d actually done something unreasonable and wrong.
Increasingly shallow pants and gross gurgles once again consumed Darling’s body and brought Roxy very much back to her less-than-stellar situation. She hit the panic button.
“Nooooooooooo...” Before the air even left her lungs carrying her message in a Hollywood-worthy cartoon voice-over, Darling was at it again.
Roxy grabbed the pashmina from the passenger seat and used it as a shield, making an impressively decent effort to keep the latest party foul from landing on her neck, shoulders, and vintage-inspired couture t-shirt. Needing an emergency exit and fast from the roadway, she punched the brakes. But instead of a Nascar-qualifying pit stop, the heel of her Blahnik caught between the floor mat and the accelerator, forcing her car square into the rear-end of Grandpa Jones’ truck. Riding out the impact in bumper car fashion, the two vehicles careened off the side of the road and came to an abrupt stop.
“Damn.” Roxy lowered her head against the wheel, forgetting to make sure none of Darling’s snacks had taken up residence prior to her landing. “I’m such an idiot. How could I have thought I could make it on my own? I can’t even drive to work.”
A hullabaloo of noise emanated not only from her dogs going canine crazy after the crash but also from Grandpa’s mutt sounding off too. Roxy wished with everything in her she was just an unwitting participant in some way too vivid nightmare. Taking a deep breath, the stench from the car filled her nostrils and brought her oh-so-back to reality.
Oh, God. What if the guy is hurt? Or what if his dog is too? Roxy jerked her head from the wheel so fast a dizzy fog overtook her mind. She may have much more to worry about than coming up with cash to fix her car and Grandpa’s truck. She could have injured him – and his dog too.
She rested her head once more on the steering wheel. Images of Judy Garland swirled through her mind in Technicolor splendor, as if she, Roxy Rae, cowgirl wannabe, not Dorothy, were on her way to Munchkin Land in the midst of a tornado. She could hear the Wicked Witch taunting her and her “little dogs too”.
She shouldn’t have tried to save a few bucks buying Dipstick and Darling the tractor supply store’s off-brand treats. Look where that had gotten her. How could such financially responsible, terrific ideas end up going so wrong?
She took a chance and looked away from the wheel at what she was convinced would be another nightmare in front of her. But she couldn’t see through the smoke rising from underneath the crumpled hood of her way-too-pricy, compliments-of-Daddy sedan. She’d wanted a pick-up truck and gotten a Mercedes. Go figure. Luxury was the Vaughn M.O. But only a recessive trait in Roxy’s genetic make-up. If she didn’t look so much like her dad, she’d swear she was adopted.
Trying to peer through the haze, she panicked. She still couldn’t see Grandpa or his dog.
A brisk tap against her driver’s side window sent her heart racing like a Triple Crown champion. She was sure she’d look through the glass only to find the man and his dog dripping with blood. She shivered. She’d seen way too many scary movies cuddled-up alongside one nanny after another.
Afraid to take another deep breath for fear on the inhale she’d succumb to the hurl hell surrounding her, she looked through the window.
Grandpa Jones had morphed into a hunky-hot cowboy, complete with a sexy-as-all-hell square jaw. A single strand of straw precariously dangled from his sinfully ornery grin. And one lock – one beautiful lock - of unruly, jet black hair fell over his flirtatious, beyond dark mocha eyes.
Roxy’s insides shook, but this time not from fear or exasperation. Perhaps God was guffawing at her misstep. But Roxy might just have the last laugh. It seemed her luck had changed.
Roxy fumbled to lower her window and unlock the doors. Something she never would have done at a stranger’s beckoning when she lived in Manhattan. Once considering such precautions a survival instinct, the instincts now heightening her pheromones were of something else entirely. Yeah, they were survival instincts, but survival as in procreation, survival of the fittest, take-me-straight-to-your-bed tactics. And taking stock of the denim drawn tight across this guy’s groin, she’d love to survive long enough to get a feel for such Darwinian urges.
“Are you okay?” The sultry-sweet, Southern cowboy formed the question never allowing the straw to slip from between his gorgeous teeth.
“Yes. Yes. I’m fine. But what about you and your dog?”
“We’re fine,” he said then smiled in that way a guy does when he thinks a girl’s cute but stupid.
Well she was stupid and deserved his cocky, smug grin.
“God, I’m soooo sorry. I went to press the brake and my damn heel caught under my accelerator.” Roxy started to step out of the car, only to realize after inquiring about the cowboy’s dog that she had two of her own to secure. “Wait. Let me try to find my dogs’ leashes. They’re not used to being out without them.”
What was she thinking setting herself up like this, she chided her go-for-the-gusto self while searching the back floors. Growing up in Manhattan, even if on the privileged Upper East Side, meant this kind of innate trust in mankind eluded her. On a gut level, though, without knowing why, and while still wandering what the hell was wrong with her, Roxy wanted to get to know this absurdly slow-driving but sexy-down-to-his-scuffed-boots cowboy.
Too bad her miserable luck had her sitting in her dogs’ cheap treat rejection asylum. Real attractive meet-and-greet, Vaughn. Way to impress the finest male specimen you’ve seen. Rear-end him while covered in nothing close to a sweetly seductive French perfume. Nice. Real nice, Ace.
“Let me help you,” the cowboy said, a deep and husky but warm and inviting drawl smothering his offer. He opened the back door of her car. “Yikes, you’ve got yourself one helluva mess, Princess.”
He covered his nose and mouth with the sleeve of his plaid flannel work shirt. “I’m not real good with the whole puke thing but I’ll give it a go.”
His kindness – given Roxy’s failure to provide him with anything worthy of it – tugged at her heart and conscience. Why would he want to rescue a mess like her plus the one to which her dogs contributed?
Her city chick luxury sedan may have stereotyped her as way too upper-class sophisticated to deal with this kind of secrets-of-the-body humiliation, but she wasn’t too persnickety or helpless to see her way through this catastrophe. Judging by the cowboy’s truck full of tomatoes and the fact he chewed straw instead of gum, he was a farm boy, and should be well-suited for dirty, clean-up jobs. But he’d indicated dog puke wasn’t his forte. And it certainly wasn’t his responsibility. It was all hers. She’d hit his truck pretty darn hard, almost hurt his dog and hers too. This was her baby to make all better...somehow.
The least she could do was keep her inner, spoiled-rotten childhood appearance - if-I-make-a-mess-someone-else-my-parents-pay-not-so-well-will-clean-it-up – hidden, conjure up some guts and a super-strong stomach, then pitch-in and tackle her latest upset. Given what she’d done, the cowboy of her dreams was certainly more than considerate. If at all in the realm of possibility, she wanted to reciprocate and redeem herself.
“Okay. Look, uhm, let’s try this again. What’s your name?” She asked while searching her glove box for extra napkins.
“Zayne. Zayne McDonald. And you are?” He asked then turned his head away from her, sucked up some fresh air, and recomposed his attention, albeit still with his shirt covering his nose and mouth.
“I’m Roxy and well...horribly humiliated by the circumstances under which we’ve met...to significantly understate it. But yeah...this kind of scenario...soooo not right by a long-shot...seems to be my destiny lately,” she said twisting in her seat, still scrounging the back floor for the leashes she’d made for her dogs.
Finding them, she retrieved both, handing them to Zayne. “If you wouldn’t mind looking after Dipstick and Darling, I can try to clean up some of this. Although with what, I’m not sure.”
She rummaged the open glove compartment again, only to find one lousy, crumpled up Fido’s napkin stuck to her vehicle owner’s manual.
“If it helps, since I’m sharing in your bit of hell, I’ll tell you a secret. You’re not alone. This is a mutual humiliation. I’m actually quite embarrassed for you,” Zayne said, then chuckled before removing his flannel sleeves one-by-one leaving farm-rippled muscles in their wake. “Here, use my shirt.”
He took the leashes while Roxy handed him her squiggly dogs. “My shirt, though, ain’t gonna do much for that disaster.”
He hooked each dog to a leash. “What the hell made them so sick?”
“Me trying to be a cheap ass, I suppose,” Roxy said, highly disgusted and growing more so each minute at the beyond catastrophic result of her attempt to conserve money she desperately needed. “I saved two whole dollars a box by trying an off-brand. Not a very good return on investment. You think?”
“What I think, Princess,” Zayne said stepping further away from the car, “is that you’re a snazzy-dressed lady in a Mercedes. Why would you be interested in saving a couple bucks?”
Roxy opened both driver’s-side doors, not just to air out the putrid odor but to come up for air after Zayne’s question. Her mind stumbled on the implications of his inquiry. How much should she tell him? She certainly didn’t want his pity or, worse yet, his charity. But how was she going to pay for the damage she’d caused?
He’d asked a fair question, she thought, while composing a decent answer that didn’t give him her entire, pathetic sob story. Truth be known, part of her, a very small part, wanted to give in and cry on his well-toned shoulders. But the Vaughn pride she’d inherited would in no way let that happen, regardless of Zayne’s great biceps. No Vaughn showed weakness.
“I’m a new entrepreneur in town, and I’ve put all my cash into my boutique,” she said, feeling a twinge of remorse at the painful acknowledgement she was tapped out of financial resources. “Not that it’s any of your business.”
“Sorry if I stepped on your pretty feet, Princess,” Zayne said, finagling the straw around his tantalizingly, taught-drawn lips, “but your financial standings are a bit of a concern to me now that you’ve damn near totaled my truck.”
“I in no way totaled your piece of junk truck. And you know it. That thing is far from being a show piece.” Roxy got out of her car and shot him a warning glare to back off. The fact he had a point regarding her debt to him didn’t matter...much. She didn’t like the way his sarcasm mocked her perfectly-coordinated shoes.
She’d done her best since moving to Music City to cover up her privileged upbringing. Her shoes may be a tad fancier than seen on most Music City women’s feet, but they were at least three run-way seasons old, maybe more. She’d lost track trying to save up enough money to move down here. Looks could be deceiving, and she liked them that way.
She’d certainly adapted her wardrobe to Nashville’s bootscootin’ world. Hell...she wore jeans just about every day. No couture, private label collections either. She cut her own. But she still made sure her clothes showcased the same sexy, sassy edge as the apparel she designed for her boutique. She couldn’t afford to rent high-in-the-sky signage. Not now. She had to be her own walking billboard.
That being said, the Mercedes was a strong hint of her past. She definitely got that. But the damn thing was paid for, and if she wanted to purchase the gemstones she needed to finish her signature belt buckles, she couldn’t afford a vehicle payment. Except for the car, she’d managed fairly well to blend in, although she still preferred her stilettos – even if they were old - to cowboy boots on the dance floor. But she did have killer boots...just in case she changed her mind.
Shit. At the thought of her favorite boots being in the backseat with Darling, Roxy just about lost what little gumption she had left. “Oh, God. Not my boots too. Why couldn’t the dog have annihilated a pair of stilettos? I got plenty of those. Shit. Not my only dancing boots.”
Roxy pushed her way past Zayne and the dogs who had unwittingly gathered to sufficiently block her inside her smelly sedan. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll just get my checkbook, and we can work this out.”
Tears stung her eyes while she rummaged past her soiled boots and into her stained Valenciaga bag for her checkbook. But the tears weren’t from Darling’s regurgitated treats. The raw emotion and steel defiance she fought to keep in check were from the thought of having to ask her father to pad her account to cover her and Zayne’s vehicle repairs. With her miniscule balance, she couldn’t even afford to replace her boots and still make her monthly bills. So much for continuing to enjoy nights on the dance floor bootscootin’ away her worries.
She’d put everything she had into opening her boutique. Wanting to save for the kind of rainy, puking dog days she faced now hadn’t been an option. She’d gone for the gusto. And now, because of her go-for-broke choices, she’d been bitten in the ass yet again.
Before she knew why or considered the consequences of her actions, Roxy tossed her checkbook back into her ruined couture bag. “You know, I just don’t have the kind of cash to cover this. Could you just send me a bill? I’ll see that my father takes care of you. He’s more than good for the money.”
Zayne - who’d originally turned his head in a surprised tilt as if impressed by her determination to handle her debt on her own - looked just as quickly at his feet. He scuffed his boots against the dirt and gravel berm of the road.
“Okay. I know that’s a cop-out,” Roxy said, not liking his silent judgment but unequivocally agreeing with his disdain for and disrespect of her proposed solution.
“I never said that,” Zayne began what was probably supposed to be an earnest rebuttal, although without the convincing tone to back his words.
“You didn’t have to say anything, Cowboy. I’ve spent a lifetime looking at my feet when I’m not impressed by or disappointed in what or who’s in front of me,” Roxy countered, somewhat relieved Zayne shared her self-reliant values. He might be open to working with her to make things right between them. Maybe she wouldn’t have to involve her parents.
“Why don’t we turn this accident into our insurance and let them handle it?” Zayne suggested, trying to unwrap Dipstick and Darling’s leashes from the tangled mess they’d wound around and through his legs.
Ever since he’d hooked the dogs to their leashes, they’d been doing their own dance around Zayne, trying to escape his dog who’d kept occupied by sniffing their butts. Roxy should actually thank and praise the dogs for keeping Zayne as her captive audience. It didn’t look like he’d be leaving her any time soon.
“How about we just get estimates for now so we know what all this will come to? We can discuss our options after that.” Roxy knew the damage wouldn’t amount to any less later but postponing the reality would buy time to re-evaluate her finances. She had to find another way to make things right with Zayne. Being barely in the black wouldn’t amount to an unexpected windfall any day soon, but at this point, time could only help her adjust to the pain.
“We can do that. Sure. But how are you going to get your car home?” Zayne asked, shoving his large, sun-kissed hands into the pockets of his body-hugging blue jeans. “I’ve got a buddy that can tow it if you’d like. For nothing.”
Roxy didn’t like how quickly Zayne added the ‘for nothing’. She already felt like a fool for hinting at her cash-strapped duress. But she shouldn’t, she silently harrumphed, attempting to bolster her bruised ego. She’d never been afraid of the truth, and being on a dangerously thin financial tightrope was her truth. For now. If Zayne didn’t like it or at least appreciate her for leveling with him, then he wasn’t worth getting to know.
“If you could arrange for a tow, I’d be grateful. I’m already way late for work, and I certainly can’t afford to lose customers,” Roxy said, looking at her watch.
Now there’s an idea, she thought, studying the fine Swiss Quartz Movement of her diamond-studded Movado. She congratulated herself for her quick-thinking prowess. She could sell her watch on e-Bay. That just might pay for the vehicle damage. She made a mental note to research what the watch was worth. A firm believer in where there’s a will there’s some slightly off way to make it happen, she could now relax a bit.
“Let me get my phone from the truck, and I’ll make a quick call. Then I’ll get you to work,” Zayne said, beginning to untangle Dipstick and Darling from between his long, lean, muscle-sculpted legs.
“I can wait on your friend to take me,” Roxy offered, although the idea of sitting alone along the side of the road in Hurlville waiting on another stranger didn’t sound real appealing.
“Nonsense. I’m on my way to my saloon anyway, so I’ll take you. Where’s your boutique?” He asked, handing her the dogs and their leashes.
Roxy’s throat constricted. She still had trouble admitting the location she’d found for Raeve. But Zayne already knew she was going for broke so probably wouldn’t think anything of the fact that she was also a bit real estate-challenged.
“Well...the temporary home for Raeve, and I emphasize temporary, is in the rear corner of the tractor supply store on the west end of town,” she said, not feeling an ounce of the relief she thought she should for being honest about the current status of her affairs.
Zayne, to his credit, took a moment before responding, although Roxy caught the smallest of smiles trying its best to remain hidden beneath his all-too-apparent amusement. As he seemed to struggle to find an appropriate response, his steadfast but sincere gaze never left her eyes.
“Raeve, huh? I know the place well. Boy will Mom get a kick out of this,” he said, the huge grin he’d been hiding now out in all its hot glory.
“Your Mom?” How had his mom entered the conversation, Roxy mused, although she did love a man who openly adored his Mom. That is, if the mom was far, far different than hers.
“Does the name Kat ring a bell?”
“Kat? Well...yes. As in Kat McDonald? Of course. Your last names. McDonald and McDonald. So Kat’s your mom, huh?” Roxy couldn’t believe the beyond stylish woman who frequented Raeve could have a child Zayne’s age. He had to be close to her soon-to-be thirty-five. And Kat didn’t look much over forty-five to fifty on a bad day. Not that she really seemed to have any bad days either. She was a hoot. Always fun and filled with more energy than Roxy had ever witnessed in constant motion.
“Yep, she’s my mom and probably one of your best customers,” Zayne said, the love and pride he felt for Kat lighting his face.
Roxy’s chest filled with a warm spirit. Must be such a treat to have a parent like that, she thought. Her soul then twisted into a strong knot knowing she’d never know.
“Kat – I mean your mom – is a great customer. A designer’s dream client really.”
Roxy still couldn’t believe the connection she’d accidentally made. She believed in fate but this was a little too surreal for even her open-to-the-possibility mind-set. ‘Course now she felt even worse for smashing Zayne’s truck. She cursed her misfortune then threw a quick shout-out to the universe not to make the fiasco a cause, though a just-cause it would be, to lose her one, loyal patron.
“I see the angst brewing across your pretty little face. So why are you being so hard on yourself, Roxy? All this was just an accident. And at least you’re living your dreams – tractor store or not. Roxy what, by the way?” Zayne asked bringing her out of her mental flogging routine.
“Roxy Rae Vaughn,” she answered with none of the elitist snobbery her parents used when announcing their identity.
Having said her name, she struggled against the urge to hang her head. At least in Nashville, though, no one recognized her name for the beyond privileged upbringing it symbolized. And because of that unknown tidbit, there was no understood demand for unprecedented access and entitlement. Thank the powers at be for small triumphs.
“Granted, I can see where the supply store might not match your sexy style. But we all gotta start somewhere. And you must be good. Darn good according to Mom. Maybe you should lighten up and just accept your situation for what it is. A stepping stone to your future success.”
“Thanks for the confidence boost. But I haven’t gotten where I am by lightening up. I take my goals very seriously, and I mean serious,” Roxy stated, overstating her resolve much more than Zayne’s kindness required just to reinforce her own will.
The initial shock of her latest farce was fading fast, and the biting witch of reality was chasing her once again with a mighty big broom.
“I appreciate and respect your determination. I’m hell bent on seeing through one of my goals too,” Zayne said heading for his truck with Dipstick and Darling, his mutt and Roxy at his heels.
He draped one arm around Roxy’s shoulders, sending tiny forks of unexpected pleasure surging from her neck to her dust-covered feet peeking out from her peep-toed shoes. His fingers gently kneaded her skin, massaging her restless soul along with her aching muscles.
“What goal are you wrestling?” She asked, thinking of something to say before she lost herself underneath his warm touch, although she was interested in his answer.
As soon as the words left her mouth, his impromptu massage ended, and he bee-lined to the bed of his truck. He anxiously perused the baskets of tomatoes, talking and muttering profanities under his breath but well within decibel levels Roxy could make out.
Roxy ground the spiked heel of her shoe into the dirt, hoping beyond hope she hadn’t damaged his dreams along with his truck. Judging by the crinkled set of his brow line, his tomatoes were obviously of high importance. “So what happened to your advice about lightening up, Cowboy? Do you simply dispense your logic but not buy into its crap either?”
“Well put, Princess. Touché,” Zayne said grinding his teeth against the straw now held firm in his clenched jaw.
Instead of the casual, relaxed way he’d maneuvered the waxed filament when Roxy had first noticed his chewing preference, he’d now barricaded the sucker in tight.
“These tomatoes here are what I’ve got to perfect for this year’s Tomato Festival contest.” He moved the toe of his boot through the circle of dirt Roxy had punched through with the heel of her shoe. “It’s what my Dad wanted most. To win this year’s contest.”
Seeing pain etched in bitterness wind its way across Zayne’s ruggedly handsome face, Roxy’s heart muscles twisted into tight threads of dread. Trying to soothe his hurt, she tugged on the piece of straw wedged tight between his lips and changed the subject. “Didn’t anybody ever tell you not to chew on that stuff? It’s bad for your teeth.”
“Yes, thanks Doc. My mom gets on me regularly about my nasty little habit.” Part of his delicious smile returned to tickle his lips. He winked, but left the straw exactly where it was.
Roxy hated to take the light moment they shared back into the dark, but she wanted to know what made this complex cowboy tick. “I’m sorry if I brought up bad memories. I take it you lost your father?”
Zayne sighed then squeezed Roxy’s hand, his smile once again fading.
At his unexpected touch Roxy’s tummy flutter-kicked. Tucked into the warmth of his work-calloused hands, she basked in the comfort his strong grip gave her.
“Dad had a heart attack and died this past year working on these tomatoes. These babies were his life. I plan to make good on his dreams.”
“I hope I didn’t damage those too,” Roxy said, afraid to know if that’s what she’d done but preferring to deal with reality rather than wonder later ‘what if’.
“No worries. They look like they escaped unscathed from the sole of your deadly shoes. And don’t worry about your dancing boots. I’ve got the perfect fix for your predicament,” he said then let go of her hand.
Probably a good thing. She was way too comfortable in it.
“What kind of fix?” The man was getting more intriguing by the second, Roxy thought, while climbing into the cab of his truck and settling in beside Dipstick and Darling.
“My mom and I own The Neon Cowboy Saloon. You heard of it?” Zayne asked and shut Roxy’s door then yelled by name for his own dog to take his place in the bed of the truck.
“Yes, of course I’ve heard of it. I’ve only been there once ‘cause it’s a bit over my budget, but talk about a great place to dance, that’s it. I can’t believe Kat didn’t tell me the Neon Cowboy was her business.”
“Mom doesn’t talk much about business, especially when she’s away from it. She prefers to leave it inside the saloon’s doors. That’s what she always says anyway,” Zayne said not appearing surprised at all by his mom’s approach.
So different from Roxy’s past where business was all people talked about along with the riches their success afforded them.
Roxy could have talked forever about the saloon’s fabulous dance floor but after hearing the name of Zayne’s dog, she couldn’t keep her giggles at bay any longer and laughed out loud. “Studley Pete. Now there’s a great name. So does he take after his master?”
After her tease, Roxy swallowed. She wasn’t quite sure where her tenacity came from. Bantering with him just felt nice – kind of natural really.
“Of course Studley Pete is named in my image,” Zayne said, moving the straw around his cocky grin. “So which one is most like you, Dipstick or Darling?”
“Well done, Asshole,” Roxy said unable to suppress the smile she attempted to bite back between her lips and teeth.
Zayne inhaled with gusto then exhaled with the same mighty brawn. “Ahhhh. That’s much better. Thank you for the compliment. Now back to the saloon and fixin’ your boot hang up.”
“I know you have great boots. I took a walk through your gift corral, which isn’t bad by the way,” Roxy said, thinking how terrific her new buckle designs would look inside the fancy display cases underneath the premium lighting system. “But there’s no way I can afford a pair right now. Thanks anyway.”
“Who said anything about you buying a pair?” Zayne took one arm off the steering wheel so Dipstick could wiggle his way onto his lap. “This one isn’t the sick one is it?”
“Not that I know of,” Roxy said, knowing she’d just die if Dipstick decided otherwise. “But I don’t seem to have luck on my side today. So proceed at your own risk, Cowboy.”
“I’m not so sure about that, Princess. I’m feeling quite fortunate over the day’s events thus far.”
Catching Keith Urban’s voice playing the air waves, Zayne cranked up the volume on the radio, apparently liking Keith’s take on a new day as much as Roxy did. Another plus on his Darwinian-worthiness meter.
Slipping into the comfort of the song’s rhythm, Roxy tapped her foot to the beat while Zayne’s thumbs kept perfect time on the steering wheel.
“What do you say I hook you up with a pair of boots?” Zayne inquired during an instrumental portion of the song.
“I don’t accept charity,” Roxy said, realizing as soon as the snotty reply left her mouth that she’d answered way too quickly, forsaking politeness - considering his kind offer - with her Vaughn-style, knee-jerk, defensive bravado.
She sighed deeper-than-soul-level, unable to block out the irony that she herself had given to charity for years - without her parent’s knowledge. As if she could ever spend the enormous wads of cash they lavished on her to buy-off her love and happiness. And now, well, now she’d been asked to accept that same kind of help from a stranger.
“I’m soooo sorry how that sounded. I do really appreciate your gesture. But as soon as I have a couple days of good sales at the boutique, I’ll be able to afford a pair,” Roxy said, trying to explain her unintentional cattiness and wishing she could kick herself for sometimes coming off as quite the bitch when trying to just be gutsy girl strong.
“Whatever makes you happy. But just so you know, I didn’t say anything about giving you the boots,” Zayne said, taking the straw out of his mouth and twirling it between his fingers.
Roxy looked at him, more than taking his bait, although momentarily distracted by Dipstick who was trying his best to capture the straw. “So what do I have to do to land these boots?”
“It’s quite simple really,” Zayne taunted, giving Roxy a flirty come-get-me look she couldn’t ignore. “Come to the Neon Cowboy and dance with me.”
At his invitation, Roxy’s stomach turned gigantic flip-flops. The idea of her body hugged tight against his Wranglers, and her arms interlocked with his, had her already floating across his dance floor. “Oh, well, that doesn’t sound like charity to me. I might be interested in that deal.”
“Good. I’ll take that as your acceptance. I teach bootscootin’ three nights a week. Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays. You pick the night, and I’ll take you for a spin on my floor,” Zayne suggested, an attractive confidence carrying his words. “Do me the honor of a dance, and the boots are yours.”
Before Roxy could answer, Studley Pete stuck his big furry head through the cab’s window and took a huge swipe across her cheek with his wet tongue. Roxy tried to escape a repeat performance, but the dog was way too fast and evidently determined to befriend her.
“Gotta give the guy credit. He’s got one great set of instincts,” Zayne said then laughed, looking down at Dipstick who’d finally confiscated his straw. “So does this little one.”
He rubbed Dipstick’s ears sending the dog into a delightful tizzy.
Roxy smiled, taking in the moment. She wiggled her toes, unable to curb the excitement of having found a possible dance partner. She couldn’t wait to follow Zayne’s lead and see where it took her and their dogs too.
But just because she was following this cowboy onto the dance floor didn’t mean he’d get any more out of her than a great two-step partner. Darwinian survival be damned. She was living according to her own plans now. Getting into a relationship with a bootscootin’, tomato-growin’ cowboy – even though he’d rocked her world a bit - wasn’t on her list of To Do’s.
Zayne wasn’t keen on using his mom’s connections, but he wanted info on Roxy Rae Vaughn so he’d just have to suck it up. Sometimes a guy’s gotta do what a guy’s gotta do – so his dad used to say.
Hearing his old man’s raspy voice replay in his head, Zayne’s stomach clenched. Like it or not that was Kent McDonald. Always quick to offer his opinion but short on accepting others. And the guy didn’t give a shit if you liked his ways or not. Zayne didn’t. But his dad couldn’t have cared less. Zayne missed the man but not his bull-headed stubborn streak. He’d been at the receiving end once too often.
“A little tense today are we?” Kat McDonald asked as she sat in the chair directly opposite her son.
“Perhaps. Get back with me in a couple days,” Zayne said, unable to resist yanking her chain.
Never one to skirt an issue, his mom wouldn’t think of using a less than direct route to get what she wanted. A trait Zayne admired, unless he was the target of her head-on meddling. But he couldn’t escape her intuitions. She knew him way too well which was both a blessing and a curse. When something was up, she knew it. And she didn’t stop ‘til she’d confiscated all the details.
“How ‘bout I kick your smart ass now and ask questions while you’re recovering tomorrow?” She inquired.
Her eyes sparkled with the good-natured humor Zayne adored her all the more for using to great advantage.
“Spill it, Funny Boy.”
Since she preferred head-on, Zayne would play that way too, even though his gut tightened throwing her bait about his personal life. When it came to women he may or may not be interested in, he preferred to keep his mouth shut. But that wouldn’t work now with the Queen of Hounds on his trail, so he pressed on. “Tell me what you know about Roxy Rae Vaughn.”
At the mention of Roxy’s name, Zayne’s mom settled back into her chair, her beautiful but mischievous smile slowly taking over her still youthful face. Damn, he was going to pay-up big-time for opening this info can. Hopefully Roxy turned out to be worth the trouble.
“So how did you meet Roxy?” His mom needled him to fess up.
“Never mind for right now. We’ll get to that in a minute. I’m asking the questions this time,” Zayne said knowing he didn’t stand a chance escaping her mom-needs-to-know-all inquisition unless he kept a short leash on her well-played hi-jinx.
“Okay. I’ll tango. Here’s what I know,” she said motioning the nearest waitress for more coffee.
Not a good sign, Zayne thought. He’d have to make this Q&A move along or else he’d be cornered here the rest of the afternoon. If he wanted to get his work done in his dad’s greenhouse before bootscootin’ lessons tonight, he’d need to quicken the pace of his interrogation.
“Roxy owns Raeve, my new favorite boutique in town,” his mom said as she leaned into the table toward him as if about to divulge a huge secret.
“Already know that, Mom. What else you got?” Zayne still couldn’t believe he was putting himself through this torture. So help him if she started in on all her artsy-stuff talk. Although he admired her passion – like he did anyone who loved something enough to live it or at least patronize those desires – he’d heard all about Roxy’s one-of-a-kind designs each time his mom came home with the next shopping bag full of ‘em.
“You already know Roxy owns Raeve? How? I didn’t mention her to you, although, believe me, I definitely intended to when the time was right.”
Zayne decided to save her timing issues for another day’s discussion. “Just keep talkin’, Mom. I’ve got to get back to the farm.”
“Fine,” she said then pouted probably because he was pushing her rather than indulging the slow, drawn-out and dramatic way she divulged her scoops.
“Please, Mom. What’s Roxy’s story? Her past? Her financial status?” Zayne zinged her with several shots at once.
He’d forgotten to maintain his lead in the conversation. He was asking the questions. She was supposed to be answering them. No one could afford to leave anything open-ended with Kat McDonald or she’d have you corralled into revealing much more than you intended to.
“Not sure where you’re going with this. But you bet your ass I’ll find out,” she said, twisting her wedding band back-and-forth across her finger much easier than she used to.
Zayne had suspected she’d lost weight. Her loose ring was further proof. His heart squeezed every time he thought of her being alone and the toll being a widow was very visibly taking on her. That’s why he’d moved back to the farm shortly after his dad’s death. Despite his mom’s insistence she didn’t need him looking after her – as if he’d ever been able to convince her of that where his life was concerned – he was home for good.
“I’m sorry to be a bit abrupt, Mom. And I will fill you in soon,” Zayne said then harrumphed. “Like you won’t hear about it anyway from our customers.”
“Hear what?” She tilted her head like a parrot preying on new words to absorb into its social lexicon.
Evidently getting his exasperation from the disgust making his jaw twitch, she backed off her questioning then rolled her eyes. Now that was the sign he was looking for. He had her. Yes. Finally, he’d be hitting some pay dirt. She always rolled her eyes before giving-in to his wishes.
“Roxy’s story is she came to Nashville to start her line of accessible accessories. Brilliant concept really. The girl’s smart. I like that. And what a fabulous boutique she’s made out of that hole of a corner in the farm store. I could just spend hours in there taking it all in.”
Oh, Brother. Here it goes. Now he’d have to hear this crap too. Although he was kind of interested in even the fashion details if it filled him in on Roxy’s past. And that made him cringe admitting it. But so be it. Roxy buying cheap dog treats while driving a Mercedes just didn’t add up. Why would an upper class chick like that freak out about paying for the damage she’d caused?
Zayne tuned back into his mom in time to hear, “Once a Fifth Avenue Manhattan designer, Roxy gave all that up in favor of designing accessories and clothing lines for the classy woman on a budget. Get it? Accessible accessories. Items any woman can afford and still look great. Ingenius!”
“Got it, Mom. But I’m not so sure Roxy herself can afford her clothes and accessible accessories.” Zayne tossed this out hoping his mom had done her usual M.O. and gotten to know what brought Roxy to Music City when she obviously couldn’t afford the move.
Kat McDonald always keyed-in on the ‘why’s’ of everything, usually using that information against Zayne so he’d see her logic and give-in to her nose-trouble antics. This time, he’d use the fruits of her labor to his favor.
“Well I do know her parents sound like absolute beasts. I’ve kind of gathered from talking to Roxy that they’re quite well-to-do but turned their backs and banking accounts on her once she stepped out on her own down here. She apparently went against their plans for her lifestyle and career. And now she’s paying for it.”
Bingo. Zayne leaned back in his seat, needing the extra space to take in what his mother had told him. Wow. He had to respect Roxy for her ballsy move. Hell, she had bigger nads than he did. At least she went for the life she wanted and not what she was expected to do. Unlike him. Where was he on his life plan? Knee-deep in his dad’s tomatoes without a clue what the fuck he was doing. Yeah. Roxy just scored major points for doing things her way.
“So there’s Roxy’s past, Son. Now why would you care about her finances? I think it’s your turn to answer some questions,” his mom said then tapped her manicured nails against the lacquered table top.
Damn, he hated the nail tap thing. The clickety-clack of her impatience drove him nuts.
But she was right - hard as it was for him to reconcile that with running as far away as possible from her butting-in bravado.
He took a deep breath then spilled his beans about his and Roxy’s fender-bender.
“Well I sure hope you don’t plan to have her pay for the damage to that clunker of a truck you and your dad love – loved – so much,” his mom said with an indignant don’t-you-dare tempered only by the realization she must refer to Zayne’s dad in the past tense.
“Of course I’m making her pay for it! She cracked the hell out of it. What do you mean by letting her off the hook? You certainly didn’t raise me to shirk responsibility. I always had to pay for my mistakes.”
“You’re right. But that’s different,” she said, pressing then re-pressing her napkin.
“How so?” This oughta be good, Zayne thought.
“You were raised with all kinds of love and support. Roxy never had that. That girl doesn’t even know the meaning of family. She deserves a break.”
“Wait a minute. You, Mom, raised me with unconditional love. Yes, you did. I’ll give you that. Hands down. But not Dad, and you know it. The beasts Roxy grew up under sound just like Dad.”
Seeing his mom wince soaking in the reality of his words, Zayne’s lungs constricted trying to catch the large knot descending his throat. He didn’t want to hurt his mom, but he was tired of her hiding the truth about his father’s failures. Why couldn’t she just accept he was a miserable dad? Zayne sure as hell had to deal with that truth years ago.
“I’m sorry, Mom. I didn’t mean to hurt you. But you know how I feel about Dad’s parenting skills or lack thereof,” Zayne said, willing to put his hurt aside to bring a smile back to his mom’s face. The last thing he wanted to do was cause her more pain and heartache. She’d been through enough - in marriage to the man and by his death.
“Apology accepted. And that...you should know by now, Zayne,” she said, the hurt still taking the once ornery and playful sparkle out of her eyes. But just as soon a small smile returned to her lips. “I just think you could take it easy on the poor girl. Roxy’s new in town and really struggling to find her way on her own.”
She sighed. “How bad is the damage to your vehicles?”
“Don’t have the estimates yet but it’s not looking too good. I dropped her off at Raeve and will check with the guys at the garage later today about the damage.”
“Maybe I could just have the repairs made and talk to her for you,” his mom offered, her let-Mom-fix-this-for-you wheels spinning as fast as she could evidently get them too.
“Oh no you don’t. See? That’s exactly why I didn’t want to tell you any of this. You need to just stay out of it. Roxy and I can handle things without your help. We’re adults. We don’t need our parent’s making things all better for us anymore.”
When will she stop protecting him, Zayne thought. The idea of her getting involved in this had him all riled up, worse than the accident itself or his uncertainty of how best to handle Roxy.
And why was he doing battle with his mom for both himself and for Roxy too? Shit. Who was he kidding? The nerves in his neck stiffened his resolve. He knew why. And thanks to his mom’s CIA-worthy meddling Roxy was no longer such a mystery.
Zayne knew what it felt like to want more than anything to escape your past. Roxy had the strength he hadn’t yet found to break the mold her parent’s set. For that gutsy move, he’d protect her at all costs and for the costs of the damage she’d done with her ridiculous, but hot-as-hell shoes.
“So what are you going to do about the repair estimates?” His mom asked, her eyebrows raised in that I expect-you-to-do-right-be-her way.
Yeah. Good Question. What was he going to do? Roxy wasn’t about to accept help if it appeared at all charitable. She’d made that perfectly clear.
So far he’d only secured one dance with her in exchange for a new pair of boots. How could he make her ‘accessible’ to him for longer than that?
“You do know she’s one helluva a bootscooter, right?” His mom said, her butt-in wheels evidently still rotating strong.
“That’s what she told me,” Zayne said, his brain starting to feed off his mom’s energy. “Got that one covered.”
But what else would she be willing to trade for boots? For the right motivation, how long could Zayne keep her on his dance floor?
“Do the right thing, Son,” his mom said, getting up from the table. “Pay it forward not back.”
He agreed with her there. How far forward was the challenge. “I’ll see you for dinner, Mom. I’ve got to get over to the garage and pick up the estimates.”
“Oh, Boy,” she said then shook her head and left him to his plans.
* * *
Roxy stormed toward the dance floor, her stilettos clacking with a vengeance.
Confident all eyes in the Neon Cowboy followed her stampede, she closed the distance between herself and her target. Each step pinched her toes, entrenching each digit deeper into the pointed tips of her sling-backs. Each stride confirming her gut-twisting desire to make Zayne McDonald pay for her pain.
Grease from dropped Buffalo wings and fried pickles smeared the bottom of her handcrafted Italian leather shoes. But she couldn’t bear to stop and look, as if ignoring the tragedy would salvage her soul or soles.
Once on the dance floor, she elbowed her way through the rowdy crowd. With line dancing lessons ready to begin, she had not one minute to waste.
Seeing Zayne at the head of the class, she teetered on the edge of disaster as one of her miniscule heels caught on a misaligned floor-joint. Her heart stumbled along with her feet. But she wasn’t about to retreat. Her adrenaline kicking her pulse up a notch, she quickened her pace.
She didn’t need Zayne to make a fool out of her. She’d done that on her own. It was her fault the heel of her Manolo had caught under the accelerator of her Mercedes. But she certainly hadn’t meant to demolish the bed of his pickup truck and almost bruise the baskets of his daddy’s hybrid tomatoes.
With a mere fifty feet to go before she was within striking distance, she balled up her fists, clenching them tight, attempting to maintain a relative degree of control. Zayne hadn’t a clue what a fully-throttled Roxy Rae looked like. Give her ten seconds, and he would.
But before she got to him, he turned to face her, donning a mischievous grin that didn’t quit. Damn him. The room froze in mid grapevine.
The twelve thousand dollar repair estimate he’d left in her mailbox this afternoon – the same day as their damn accident - propelled her out of the freeze frame. Crossing the floor’s waxed wood grain, she could only hear the piercing sobs of her feet.
There was no way in Hades she could have done that much damage. Hell, the blue book value on that hunk of junk couldn’t be much more than that. And if it was so important to him to get the darn thing fixed, why hadn’t he freaked out about that when they had their little fender-bender? No. Oh no. He had to be all hero-like calm, cool and sexy-to-boot with his damn piece of straw and sexy, Southern aw-shucks drawl.
While Zayne stared her down with an intense spark Roxy swore would ignite, she made her final approach. If she held his gaze, she’d melt, lost in the dark swirls of his better-than-chocolate martini eyes. Mind over matter, she thought and marched on, forcing her anger to obstruct her vision.
Oh, yeah, she had conviction. Her intent had been to smack the shit out of him. But as soon as she was within reach, his goddamn cologne killed her nerve. One waft of his spicy hot scent and she was toast.
Her own heat about burned her alive, partly due to Zayne’s good looks, the rest due to the people on the dance floor watching her. She wrestled her brain to think of something ingenious to say. It sure as hell wouldn’t be very nice to slap him without a decent explanation.
She should have agreed to turn the claims into her insurance, but she couldn’t risk a rate increase. And he was the one who suggested they settle it on their own. Or had she said that? Whatever, whoever, those details were irrelevant now. Settle on their own, her ass. She was good for a couple hundred bucks, not several thousand.
“Here’s what I think of your estimate,” she said, giving up on witty discourse, pulling back her hand, ready to fire.
Zayne covered his headset microphone with one hand.
“Don’t make me kiss your over-dressed bad ass,” he dared her with a hoarse whisper, letting go of the microphone in time to catch her raised arm by the wrist.
She countered his block with her free arm, raised her bejeweled hand, opened her palm, and steadied her aim for the swift slap he deserved.
But she was too late.
Zayne captured her chin in the palm of his hand, positioning her mouth only inches from his. Pulling her tight against his oh-so-sweet-toned body, he moved the microphone away from his lips and covered her mouth with his, kissing her until her head spun and her heels wobbled.
Not exactly the smack she had in mind.
“Are you done playing cowgirl?” he asked then displayed a ridiculously sexy smile. “Why don’t you go home? We’ll finish this later.”
Still pinning her up against him, he brushed away the loose bangs that had tumbled onto her forehead. Steadying her as if she were a doll he was placing back on a shelf, he stepped away from her and returned the microphone to his mouth.
“Are we ready for some bootscootin’?” He spoke into the headset, spinning her around to face the wide eyes of his students.
Before she had time to respond, Hot Apple Pie’s “Hillbillies in the Hay” and Zayne’s booming voice taunted her through the saloon’s speaker system.
“I see you’re right in time for my favorite song. Coincidence,” he mused, leaning into her, his warm breath tickling her burning ears. “What do you think, class? I seriously doubt Roxy does anything accidentally.”
Not one of Zayne’s floor-full of students seemed remotely interested in bootscootin’. Instead, they focused on Roxy, bringing more heat to her already over-cooked cheeks.
She’d made her move right at the point in the lesson where Zayne picked a partner. Perfect timing, Vaughn.
It was all she could do to keep her rushing pulse from exploding. With cold air blasts from the ceiling fan freezing the remnants of his kiss onto her lips, she didn’t have the composure to determine how she should react. She was beyond finesse, beyond frustration and beyond finagling.
“On eight, class,” Zayne instructed, counting down the measure, tapping his boot against the floor.
The song’s intoxicating rhythm pulsed against the parts of her held firm against his side.
“I’m not done with you, Zayne. That estimate is bullshit,” she hissed and on her own count, ground her heel into the toe of his boot, not the least bit concerned her effort may have been borderline overkill.
“Keep playing dirty,” Zayne said then laughed as he laced his fingers through hers. “This is some kind of foreplay.”
The raging-mad butterflies swarming Roxy’s stomach declared mutiny, settling into fluid flitters of delight matching the suggestive tease of Zayne’s voice.
Fine. She’d go along with him because she never turned down a chance to dance. She did a mean grapevine and a beautiful box step, probably the result of winding her way through the masses during big sales at Bloomingdale’s.
So what if she’d given up on slapping him? Who wouldn’t after that kiss?
But when the lesson ended, Zayne was hers for a fine dressing down. To hell with her bootscootin’ butterflies.
Following a tantalizing Texas Two-Step and a gigantic Achy Breaky Heart, Roxy sank into a chair at one of the oak tables bordering the Neon Cowboy’s dance floor. Fanning herself with a menu, she attempted to cool down from her impromptu dance lesson. Even with the air whirring, her heart continued pumping hard. With each unsteady breath, she coaxed her restless spirit to take five, but a disconcerting mix of pleasure and stymied frustration blocked her progress.
Dancing with Zayne may be a dream worth its weight in the stock options she used to own, but dealing with him on truck repairs was proving disastrous.
She fidgeted in her seat, trying to find a comfortable plank in the straight-backed chair. But comfort eluded her. With each hushed whisper she heard or imagined she heard about her limit-pushing look, simmering bubbles of doubt flooded her ego, drained her confidence and tsunami-sized her predicament. She knew what the fuss was about but had decided a long time ago to weather the initial shock.
She popped her knuckles even though she didn’t do that anymore, wishing her angst would vanish with each crackle and pop.
She didn’t care if the entire bar judged her wardrobe. Dammit. Let’ em keep sizing her up and pointing her out to their sidekicks. She worked hard to be a trend-setting designer. The key being trend-setting. She created the looks. The rest of these people would soon see the benefit in following her muse.
To hell with whether or not her style was a Music City fashion faux paux. She wasn’t going to change her design elements to mingle in Nashville’s spur-heeled saloons instead of Manhattan’s Moomba-esque martini lounges. She planned to merge both worlds and would get ‘er done in her new blue collar comedy home.
She placed her hat onto the chair next to hers as if the chair was a mannequin, turning and fluffing it to showcase her design. She fancied her latest wide-brimmed creation a hybrid cross of Chanel and Stetson...a rather bizarre, but interesting marriage of Fifth Avenue and Music Row. Running her hands across the copper beads encircling the hat’s crocodile-banded stock, she concentrated on the feel of the smooth edges of the large glass baubles. With each pass of her fingertips, she tried to block her memory of Zayne’s svelte, well-defined shoulders.
She tugged on the faux fur of her jacket then readjusted the hook-and-eye closures, centering the fasteners at the lowest point between her breasts. Despite the fact she had nothing on underneath, at least it appeared she was a tad bit demure.
Nashville would catch on to her designs...at least she hoped so...and before she ran out of start-up cash. Thinking about her finances, especially the red numbers her adding machine spewed, ripped holes in the pit of her stomach, giving the bumbling butterflies their freedom. She wasn’t in denial. Oh no. She knew she was a piggy bank without a plug.
Maybe she shouldn’t have emptied her savings into the closet-sized boutique she called Raeve. She sat straighter in her chair. Yes, she should have. Absolutely. You bet your sweet ass she should have and did. She wasn’t giving herself the option of failure. Failure wasn’t part of the Vaughn vernacular.
She scanned the packed house on the saloon’s main level and the crowded booths bordering the balcony. Yep. These people could most definitely use her designs. She still had a market. Thanks to her dare-to-be-different looks, her Accessible Accessories line already had a captive audience.
Steadying her gaze on her French-manicured feet, her sour mood lifted. She admired the delicate straps holding them to the stiletto heels of her favorite pair of Blahniks. The crocodile mid-heel halters complimented the band on her hat. Too bad she’d ended up on the dance floor and desperately in need of a podiatrist.
Blahniks simply weren’t made for bootscootin’. And if for no other reason, Zayne needed one of the designer’s high-dollar heels wedged in his ass for his part in committing her feet to a rest home at the tender age of thirty-four.
Before she could delight in the prospect of spearing him with her stilettos, the tomato-growing cowboy was once again in her face.
“If you ever interrupt my class again...” He tossed his hat on the table then leaned down to her eye level, wrapping his arm around the top of her chair. “Listen, why don’t we just call a truce? Let’s just forget you ever put a dent the size of the Brooklyn Bridge in the back of my work truck and almost ruined my tomatoes.”
“Oh, no, Beefsteak,” she said, calling him by the only tomato name she knew. “Do you see me waving a white scarf?”
Instead of challenging her to a verbal duel, Zayne offered up a heavy sigh. Pushing his hands through his earth-kissed, layered locks, he caught a drop of sweat before it escaped onto his brow.
“I’ll interrupt you anytime I feel like it, being as you stuck me with a repair estimate from hell,” Roxy said, continuing her admonishment, holding back a tad since he seemed a bit too tired to tango.
Maybe dancing together had him over-heated and out of cooling mechanisms too. She certainly empathized. Being close to him again, her body temperature continued to soar. Each time he invaded her personal space, her norms registered new baselines. So much for getting back to normal biorhythms.
Zayne’s jaw tightened as he removed her hat from the empty chair across the table then placed it on her head. He turned the chair-back against the table edge and straddled the seat. Saying nothing, his smoldering gaze soaked up the silence.
Now I’m getting somewhere. Aren’t I? Roxy leaned back in her chair, taking time to choose her words. “You ever spring a proposal like that on me again, and you’ll have the heel of my shoe stuck in more places than the tip of your boot.”
“So that’s the thanks I get for getting you a tow and an estimate?” Zayne waved for the waitress to come to the table. “You want anything to eat or would you rather bite my head off?”
“Is the latter option on special?”
Roxy pulled a menu out of the holder in the middle of the table. She slammed it down in front of Zayne - like he needed to see what his own restaurant offered to eat - then grabbed it before it slid onto the floor. Putting her palms on the tabletop, she pushed herself to her feet, determined not to subject herself to more of his bullshit.
Zayne placed his weather-worn hands on hers, stopping her cold. Shots of heated desire rushed up her arms then straight to her stomach.
She pulled herself out of his grasp and massaged her knuckles, trying to stop the naughty tingles surging beneath her skin.
“Sit down, Roxy.” His voice remained soft but with enough edge not be taken lightly. “I have an idea I think you’ll like.”
“I doubt you could say or do anything I’d like.”
Roxy sat, but not to amuse him. She was hungry. Keeping on the pressure for her gutsy girl act, she planted the toe of one shoe against his closest shinbone. She wasn’t about to let him think her guard was down just ‘cause her stomach was growling.
“I didn’t hear you complaining when I kissed you,” he said then ordered each of them a Corona and fried pickles.
“You were saved by the music.” So was she, Roxy thought. That kiss nearly knocked out her resolve to fight for her financial survival.
Zayne reached under the table, repositioning her foot away from his leg. “Just in case you get any ideas.”
Oh, she had ideas. The moment his hand touched hers then her foot, she had several delicious brainstorms. Too bad she didn’t have time to entertain those thoughts. And damn him for stirring them. How she could have a chemical attraction to a man that totally irritated the hell out of her was beyond comprehension. Perhaps she should schedule some quality time with her hormones.
Taking her first swig from the bottleneck of her Corona, she shivered. The juice from the lime she’d shoved down the bottle still lingered on the rim, sending her tongue into a tart tizzy. She swallowed another gulp, trying to recompose her thoughts.
“I still don’t get how city girls like you worship those God awful Cosmopolitans and can’t stomach a Corona,” Zayne said, watching her, before taking a long pull from his own bottle.
“You’ve got more to worry about than my drinking habits, Tomato Man.” Roxy tapped her manicured fingers on the tabletop, wishing her plan to stay mad at him was as tough as her nail hardener.
Zayne set down his beer bottle with a non-relenting clank, evidently abandoning the spirit of surrender. “I thought you’d be glad to get the estimate. Now we can work on settling our issue. Don’t you think?”
“You just don’t get it, do you?” She slammed her own bottle against the table’s well-marred surface, fearful she’d cracked one or the other. “I don’t have that kind of money.”
“Could of fooled me, princess,” he said, letting his eyes wander the length of her body before resting on the five carat ring her parents gave her last Christmas.
Before taking time to think through the sting of his innuendo, she covered the obscenely large stone with her opposite hand. Just as quickly, with an even deeper instinctive urge, she uncovered the ring, letting the facets sparkle in their multi-carat glory.
“I guess I can’t hide from my past. But I’m through with the high society money crowd. You know that. That’s why I came to Nashville. To make my own way,” Roxy said, flustered to have to relive this conversation. She’d told Zayne when she hit his truck that she was operating on loose change. “In your speak, cowboy, I’m trying to dance to my own tune.”
Zayne leaned back in his chair, far enough that she got a great view of what might lay beneath his oh-so-tight-in-all-the-right-places Wranglers.
“Look around, Roxy. Do you see anyone else as dolled up as you?” He turned his head about the room, eyeing the classic western crowd then turned his attention back toward her.
“As a matter of fact, Wise Ass, I have studied this market,” she said, ripping off the corner of her napkin. “The pages of Country Weekly are filled with Nashville celebrities wearing the kinds of things I design. And I’m going to show the rest of the women in Music City they can get that look too but for a whole bunch less cash.”
“What about your shoes? See any others like ‘em?” He asked then motioned for her to survey his patrons.
“Nope. Didn’t think so. But now you’ve got a choice. You’ve got the boots you earned dancing with me. Those high-priced suckers you’re wearing now gotta be killing your feet. Although they’re sexy, I’ll give you that,” he said then winked at her. “I could get used to them if you’d keep them to yourself.”
“If you wouldn’t piss me off, you wouldn’t have to worry about where I stick my feet,” she retorted, practically inhaling another gulp of Corona. She wiped a runaway dribble, catching it before it slid down her chin, not sure whether she was more mortified by his dismissal of her unique style or horrified that she’d missed her mouth, like an ill-mannered hillbilly. “I just have to find a way to bring Nashville to Raeve.”
“I don’t think it’s a matter of getting folks to find Raeve. Your boutique sits in the rear corner of the tractor supply store for cripe’s sake.”
“That was a low blow, Zayne McDonald.” She wadded up her napkin and tossed it into the center of her plate. Despite the fact she had several pickles left, she’d lost her appetite. “I’m only renting that space until I save enough money to move to Hillsboro Village.”
“From the low number of people I hear you’re getting into Raeve, you need my mom in there if you expect to sign a Hillsboro lease.” Zayne signaled the waitress for another round and lifted his brow, as if trying to decide how to play his next hand.
Too bad he had the world’s worst poker face. Roxy read him like a how-not-to manual.
“I’m not catering to the whims of anyone but myself. Raeve is my creation, and no one’s going to dictate my styles. I don’t need your mother’s input.”
“You should be thrilled to have Mom as part-time help. She’s been a damn good customer. And if she’s working there, her friends will stop by. I’d also hardly call her a dictator,” Zayne added, then laughed. “Not by your standards.”
“My standards are exactly what’s at stake,” Roxy snapped back. “I’m not modifying my designs to match the money flow.”
If she gave in now and brought his mother into Raeve, even as temporary help, she might succumb to the kind of woman she’d thought she’d left behind. The kind of women designers couldn’t afford to ignore if they planned to last past one collection. The kind of women who caused her toes to curl worse than they already were, shoved into her favorite pointed-toe stilettos.
“Have it your way, princess. But I’m fixin’ to tell you a couple things.” Zayne leaned-in close, speaking in a hushed voice. “One, you can’t be controlled by someone unless you allow yourself to be. And two, if you want to make it in this town, you need Mom’s help.”
Roxy bit the inside of her lip, chewing on what he’d said, knowing he was right, but too stubborn to admit as much without a struggle. “So what’s in this for you?”
“It’s simple,” he said, even though his squirminess betrayed him.
“This arrangement will benefit both of us,” he continued, poking at a piece of batter dislodged from a pickle slice. “You’ll pick up some business. And I’ll keep my mother out of mine.”
He reached for her hands and squeezed them between his own, taking her out of the realm of coherent thought. “I need your help, Roxy. Mom adores you – and lucky for us, she doesn’t know you well enough to challenge her misguided notions.”
“Keep it up, cowboy,” Roxy said, bouncing her foot ever-so-lightly off his kneecap while pulling her hands out of his grasp.
She removed her napkin from her plate and dunked a pickle wedge into the spicy Thousand Island dipping sauce, wishing she could attribute her tight grin to an acidic response to his comment. In truth, she couldn’t stand fried pickles. But dammit, she had to adjust to Nashville lifestyles, and developing a taste for fried pickles was a reasonable start. What she wouldn’t give for sushi.
Zayne took a big bite of pickle, then double-dipped the bitten-off end into the sauce cup. “Mom also worships what you and she call Raeve’s element of style. Or something like that. Anyway, if I’m going to get this hybrid ready for the Tomato Festival, I’ve got to get her out of my way. I know she thinks hanging out at the farm every day until the saloon opens is showing me support. But she’s driving me nuts.”
Okay. Call her a sucker. Well, a sucker for a good-looking tomato-growing, bootscootin’ cowboy.
Considering how hard the farm store guys said he worked his dad’s farm, she had no reason to question his loyalty to his tomatoes. But she sure didn’t see the same spark in Zayne’s eyes when he talked tomatoes instead of bootscootin’. Held by the anxious waves in his dark, desperate eyes, though, her resistance was drowning.
“Say something, would ya?” he begged her. “Your silence isn’t comforting.”
“All right. I’ll accept your offer. Bu-” She couldn’t finish her ‘but’ for his cowboy hoot and holler. “I have a couple conditions,” she said, rubbing her ears to relieve the shrill shriek boomeranging off her eardrums.
“Shit.” Zayne shoved another wedge of lime down the throat of the new Corona the waitress had delivered with his second basket of pickles. “I’m not gonna like this.”
“Well, that’s more than fair,” Roxy said, tucking her hair behind her ears, twisting her pride as well as her split-ends, summonsing the courage to state her conditions. “I can’t afford to pay for your truck or your mother’s wages, so you’re truck’s just going to have to wait. I’ll get you the money as soon as I can. And despite wage and hour laws, your mom’s going to have to take her pay in merchandise.”
Appearing somewhat relieved, Zayne repositioned himself in his chair. A smile formed across his lips, cocky and way too self-assured to mean good things were forthcoming.
“So here’s my counteroffer. I’ll drive Mom to your boutique Monday – say around ten o’clock. Trust me, she’ll be thrilled to take her pay in your creations. And about my truck,” he said, his smile so confident, there was no way in hell he’d make it through the saloon’s entrance, despite the double-doors. “You’ll start as my Neon Cowboy dance partner next weekend, which means we’ll be practicing each Wednesday night at the farm.”
He raised his eyebrows and nodded his head as if saying ‘damn I’m brilliant.’ “If you do that the rest of the year, consider the truck paid, and since you’re without a vehicle, you can use the truck ‘til you can afford to gets yours fixed.”
Roxy struggled to swallow the last drop of her beer while her brain searched for an answer to his proposal. Her debt would be paid, and she wouldn’t have to get her car repaired right away or rent one, whatever was cheaper. She’d also have an excuse to bootscoot, and be Zayne’s partner, meaning he’d noticed she knew her way around his dance floor. Hmmm. Odd. She couldn’t come up with better alternatives.
“So why not teach me here at the saloon?” She asked, pleased to see him squirm although distraught to note her body was also unable to remain at ease.
Spending that much time alone with him at his farm, although titillating, would be treacherous. The last thing she needed to do was bring a cowboy home for Christmas in Manhattan. She’d be completely disowned. Although, that thought had merit.
“Remember, I want our patrons to keep coming back because they’ve seen how well I teach. You need to be polished to perfection by the time you hit this dance floor,” Zayne said then pulled the original estimate out of his shirt pocket while his kiss me-or-kick me smirk returned.
Damn she loved the confident spark in his eyes and how it bolstered that I’m-all-yours-Baby grin.
“You know damn well I’m perfection out there. But okay, Cowboy, if you want shown up on your own dance floor...well then...you got yourself a deal.” She stood up from the table and tilted her hat back into place. “But keep stuffed under that hat of yours that I may make your mother miserable. Designers are notorious for being difficult.”
“I’m counting on you to make each other miserable,” Zayne threw his head back, laughed and winked then ripped the estimate in half and tossed it into the air with way too much pompous ass drama.
“Asshole.”
Roxy left him laughing and stormed across the dance floor, dodging the dancers gathered for the band’s final set. She maneuvered through the crowd like a midtown-Manhattan bike messenger zigzagging in and out of traffic during rush hour.
Two thirds of the way across, her stiletto found a second wood-grain imperfection. She toppled off her heel, falling to the floor with a bang.
Once again, all eyes in the saloon were upon her. All mouths were wide open, conversations and laughter halted midstream. She felt like she’d awoken from another bad dream, hazy, unsure of what was reality versus what was la-la-ville.
Before she fully comprehended the nature of her latest disaster, Zayne was kneeling at her side, protectively shielding her exposed upper torso. Cold air trickled across her tummy and nipples, which were apparently on display since her jacket had popped open when she hit the floor.
Note to self: reinforce closures.
“I told you those damn shoes were a safety hazard,” Zayne said while tucking her breasts back into her jacket as if it was all part of a normal days work, although his flushed cheeks betrayed him. “I’ve always thought you should flaunt it if you got it, but Girl, you’ve forever redefined that philosophy.”
Even in pain, the effect of Zayne’s touch on her bare skin was numbing.
Once his eyes met the tears welled-up in hers, he stopped ribbing her. “Gosh, darlin’, are you okay?”
Before she could answer, his warm, calloused hands were rubbing her ankles, one of which hurt like a son-of-a-bitch with every bit of pressure applied.
“Ouch. That hurts.”
“Well, it looks like you’d better get this one x-rayed,” Zayne said, handing her what was left of the sole of her shoe as he pulled the heel out of the floor joint. He then swept her from the floor and into his arms before she could resist. “Let’s get you to the hospital.”
“I don’t need to go to the hospital. It’s too damn expensive.” She wiped a runaway tear from her cheek, but then winced as pain shot up through her left leg. “Okay, so maybe I’d better. I can always sell the Mercedes.”
“You might need Mom’s help at Raeve after all,” Zayne crooned with enough honey to catch a thousand bears before tucking her head into the crook of his neck.
“Don’t forget,” she said kicking out her right foot. “This one still works.”
After three hours in the Baptist Hospital Emergency Room and a sprained ankle to-go, Zayne balanced Roxy in his arms while she punched in the code to her brownstone’s front entrance. Holding her, her more than ample cleavage heaving under his nose, twisted his stomach muscles into heated missiles. Hearing the latch click, and glad for the diversion, he used his shoulder to push open the door.
“Watch my walls and the furniture,” she commanded as he stepped into her home, closing the door using the heel of his boot.
He maneuvered her and her surgical boot through the narrow foyer, their path lit only by the beams from her porch light streaming through the windows lining the door. Another night, another couple, the moment may have been a contraceptive commercial without the dumb bath tubs.
Thank God the ER’s ice pack had Velcro straps securing it around Roxy’s ankle. Somehow, he managed to avoid clipping anything except his libido.
“What kind of builder installs a switch on the wall opposite the door?” Zayne muttered, still feeling his way along the wall, trying to ignore her perfect backside resting against his groin.
“He must have planned on me using the garage entrance. Which I do. Normally,” Roxy answered, sounding equally peeved at the inconvenience. “The outlet’s by this door somewhere. Just quit your bitchin’ and help me find it.”
Remembering she was injured, disregarding the strong urge he had to snap at her, Zayne found the switch. Light flooded the foyer, illuminating a three-and-a-half feet taxidermist stuffed alligator laying in wait on an entryway table. Jumping back onto the heels of his boots, he jostled Roxy in his arms like a juggler trying to keep all objects suspended. He’d heard of making your house an extension of yourself, but this was ridiculous.
“What in the Sam hell is that?” Though he could honestly imagine Roxy in a barely-there-bikini, slinging mud, and wrestling gators.
“It’s my tribute...to Manolo,” she answered, her voice catching as if awestruck by the name alone. “He has one just like it in his town house in Bath.”
“Interesting.” Zayne took in the parted jaws of the beast. Its spear-sharp teeth clenched a copper-colored pearl necklace. The olive-brown and black marks flecking its body made for anything but attractive decor. Although, he did like the way gator skin looked stretched across a boot.
“Where to?” he asked, hoping like hell she wasn’t going to say up the stairs directly to the right of the entryway. Having her that close to his body for another flight or two could shatter his nice-guy image.
“The master suite is two flights up,” she said, her matter-of-factness putting him on edge.
After carrying her from his truck to the gator greeter, his biceps burned as if she’d been prodding him with hot pokers. Climbing the stairs with her nestled into his arms’ fiery muscle mass would be ego-annihilating debilitation.
“Somehow, I’d guessed that.” He adjusted her weight in his arms and swore on his dumb luck. Of course her bedroom was on the top floor. Fortunately, she was a petite – though amply packed - powerhouse.
“How about if you put me on the sofa in my studio?” She pointed to the darkened room to their left, a mischievous smile curving her lips.
“I’m all for that,” he said, fighting to keep a victorious smile from escaping his lips. Although he was sure he was more humored by her acquiescence than she apparently was, he wasn’t about to let her see his relief.
Doing his best to remain stoic, as if the stairs were no big deal, he turned to take her in the direction she’d requested, but then pivoted back to the marble foyer table, tentatively taking steps toward the croc. “I just gotta touch this thing first. Make sure it’s dead.”
Still holding Roxy tight, he brushed the backside of one hand against the croc’s head, careful not to disturb the necklace, fearing the beast might be possessive of his treasure. Laying his hand on the gator’s shellacked, knotted snout, he shivered, swearing the damn thing’s eyes twitched. Taxidermy anything gave him the creeps.
“So who did you say had one of these in England?” Zayne asked, toting Roxy toward her studio, still buzzing on an adrenaline high complements of the croc.
“Manolo Blahnik,” she said, appearing somewhat insulted by his ignorance. “He swears no creature on earth compares to a Louisiana alligator.”
“Okay...” Screw this game. “And Manolo Blahnik would be...?”
Crossing the studio’s threshold, Roxy reached out to the right of the door and cranked a recessed lighting knob as high as it would go. Zayne didn’t need to wait for her answer. Signed and numbered prints of the man’s sketches and his shoes were immortalized in every available inch. Talk about having a hang up. Roxy may not have room for any other man in her life.
“According to Madonna, Manolo’s shoes are better than sex. And they last longer,” Roxy said, melodrama dripping from her every word followed by a wicked giggle. “He’s the man solely – pun intended - responsible for the design of every one of the thousands of shoes that bear his name. Damn I’m funny.”
“Yeah...freakin’ hilarious.” Zayne deposited her on a red leather couch in the center of the room, his arms tingling even after he’d released her. “I take it you own a pair of each?”
Circling the room, he focused on the custom, glass-fronted, oak cupboards holding hundreds of pairs of shoes. “So you have a shoe designer fetish. Odd. But tolerable.”
“Kind of like your tomato fetish. Odd. But also tolerable. Wouldn’t you say?” Roxy followed the dig with a groggy yawn. “But hey, lucky for you, Manolo’s also into Nubian Folk music.”
“Nude-been, what?” Damn, maybe he needed rest too. After working both the farm and the dance floor, his eyes felt as if free weights were racked on his lids, but he’d thought his hearing was still decent. Although, it wasn’t often this farm boy received stimuli at two a.m.
“I said, New-be-un Folk Music,” she articulated. “From what I’ve read, that type of music was the early root of bootscooting. Something, I’d think you’d already know.”
“Hmmm, never heard that before. And here I thought it came right out of Urban Cowboy.” Maybe he should read more, trying subjects not found in his dad’s, dog-eared Farmers’ Almanacs. Like he had time for recreational reading with the damn Tomato Festival.
Zayne removed a pile of design books from the end of Roxy’s couch as well as several DVDs and Country Weekly magazines then sat by her feet. He removed her surgical boot and ice pack, placing her bad ankle on his leg to give it extra elevation. He ran his hand over the swollen and bandaged surface, careful not to stray above her knee cap. Purplish-red and green-blue bruises spread outside the edges of the wrap. His heart squeezed imagining her pain.
Roxy tensed-up from his initial touch. But the longer his hands lingered, the more her body relaxed.
“Am I hurting you?” He asked, pulling a pillow from behind him and settling her foot on it, re-securing the Velcro straps of the cold pack.
“It’s not you,” she jerked as he finished tightening the straps, then relaxed into the pillow. “It’s throbbing. That’s all. But I’m the stupid ass who fell.”
“You said that,” he said then chuckled as her dark chestnut eyes fought the urge to close.
“You should probably take this pain medication before you go to sleep.” Zayne pulled the prescription bottle out of his shirt pocket. “Where’s the kitchen in this place? Let me guess...the third floor?”
“Shit,” Roxy sat up with a jolt, her eyes wide with apprehension.
“What? The builder forgot the kitchen?” Zayne chided then laughed. “Or is that in the garage too?”
“No, asshole, I have a kitchen on the second floor,” Roxy flopped back into a pillow and covered her forehead with her hands. “You said water. That reminded me I need to let the dogs out. Actually you do. Unless you’re interested in carrying me to my bedroom to get them. Then cart my lame ass back down again.”
“Okay. Relax. I’ll take care of your dogs. But first, take this medicine.” Zayne handed her a large white pill, its size and shape similar to a piece of Mike & Ike candy. Although he doubted the taste would be as enticing. Reading the directions on the bottle, learning two was the max dose, he took out another one. “You’d better take two.”
“Are you sure?”
“No. I’m going to drug you then take advantage of you.” Talk about distrustful and paranoid, he thought. If he was still hanging around after what she’d put him through in the last twenty-four hours, she could probably safely assume he was a fairly decent guy.
She raised her eyebrows as if considering the possibility. Damn her eyes were beautiful. His groin drew taut.
“Right, Jack Ass. There’s this incredible chemistry between us.” Popping the pills into her mouth, she reached behind her on an end table for a half empty water bottle. Washing the pills down, she set the bottle on the floor next to the couch, tossed her head back and laughed.
“Yeah, that’s it...chemistry. Can’t you feel it? It’s...” he said, catching himself in another yawn before he could complete his thought. Six a.m. was going to hit mighty damn hard.
“Oh, yeah, we’re so hot together, neither one of us can stay awake,” she said, her eyes about to give-in to dreamland.
She stretched on the couch, awkwardly varying her position, eliciting his sympathy. Scrunched from end to end, she looked uncomfortable as hell, her neck and head at a bizarre angle against the sofa’s armrest, a Goldilocks in the wrong-sized bed.
According to the nurses, she should sleep off the pain but continue the ice therapy. She didn’t need him causing her grief, which he seemed to do just by breathing. Since she’d cajoled him into being her dog handler, though, he’d take care of them, refill her ice pack then head home. The sooner he got out of groin shot of their potent chemistry, the better off he’d be.
“So where are Dipstick and Darling? I’ve missed them.” He loosened the straps of the now tepid cold pack and removed it from its cover.
“Th...”
“Third floor,” he finished the thought for her. “I’m on my way.”
“Make it quick, Cowboy.” She finished off her water. “We’ll be lucky if they haven’t already pissed themselves.”
Zayne left her cussing on the couch and headed for the stairs. For some reason, he got a kick out of her foul mouth. She was harsh, a bit rough around the edges, but not in a mean way. He got the impression she liked to pretend she was a bad ass lot lizard. Her big and brown, hopeful but used-to-being-disappointed eyes betrayed her tough girl bite.
Little did she know, her rough edges soothed him. Being the son of Kat McDonald had made him tough, tough like an American Idol contestant swallowing and assimilating a Simon Cowell critique.
Zayne shook his head, once more in awe he’d let his mom cajole him into watching that drama with her every week. But it made her happy. And that’s all that mattered.
Hell, after thirty-five years, he had yet to learn how to handle his mother’s harsh honesty, let alone a woman who could meet her match-for-match. If he had to bet on Roxy Vaughn or Kat McDonald, he’d put chips on both their shoulders. Simon Cowell didn’t stand a chance.
Zayne had never been interested in a woman with Roxy’s kind of spitfire spunk, but the sparks she ignited were too colorful not to pursue.
Clear of the Manolo Mausoleum, Zayne ventured into the foyer, checking one more time to make sure the croc was permanently napping. Out of the beast’s reach, he took the stairs two at a time to the second floor of Roxy’s tri-level.
Reaching the landing, he entered an open, airy living space that included a gourmet kitchen, with custom, hand-crafted cabinetry. His friend Damian would give a testicle to build rooms for this much money. The workmanship was awesome. Zayne had been raised to recognize and appreciate quality when he saw it, and this spread wreaked high-class, spare-no-expense quality.
Pure upscale, sophisticated urban living in one of Nashville’s most sought after neighborhoods. Roxy knew how to live and live well. Not that he doubted her unique taste wouldn’t carry over from her clothes to her home. The woman possessed class and, in the not too distant past, must have had money to set up this pad. All the more interesting that she freaked out about his truck estimate. Didn’t chicks like her have trust funds to forever cushion their lives?
Scratching noises and whimpers from the third level interrupted his thoughts. Not wanting to wander uninvited throughout Roxy’s home and certain her dogs were in bad need of a potty break, Zayne left the ice pack in the sink and began his ascent of the final flight of stairs. He huffed and grumbled. Despite the craftsmanship, the layout of the home sucked.
But once he stepped onto the third floor, the view stopped him with an unexpected punch to his gut. Ten-foot ceilings and expansive windows filled one wall, framing Nashville’s downtown skyline. The picture-like setting begged him to step onto the outdoor terrace.
Passing a fireplace that separated Roxy’s bedroom from an ornate, yet comfortable sitting room, Zayne opened the French doors and walked out into the spring night.
At this height and location, an electrifying quietness blanketed the cityscape. He’d never looked at Nashville from this vantage point. If he lived in this house, he’d spend all his quality time here, watching the city sleep, dozing in the chaise lounge until the sunrise awakened him.
His mom would get a kick out of this.
Scratching noises broke the spell. He hustled inside, feeling bad he’d forgotten the reason for his sojourn.
Once back in Roxy’s sitting room, he found the dogs and their cages next to a drafting table. Dipstick and Darling looked out with their large, sweet-natured eyes. Zayne’s chest swelled as if a balloon filled with the animals’ joy took over his heart. Dogs socked him in the cardio muscle, creating irreversible damage.
Unlatching their cages, he noticed one-of-a-kind, jeweled labels attached to each. They could only have been Roxy’s handiwork. The girl certainly loved her bling. On polished silver, in decadently scrolled script, he read ‘Dipstick’ and ‘Darling.’ Dipstick’s plate was studded with some type of funky brown crystals and Darling’s featured large, pink sparkling rocks. He also wasn’t surprised, knowing Roxy’s flare for matching everything, that each dog wore a collar and tag coordinating with its crate label.
Zayne had no sooner let Dipstick and Darling free when both dogs and their loose-skinned, wrinkly-faces were all over him. They licked and sniffed identifying him as (a) dog-lover or (b) non-dog-lover. Quickly deciding he was the former or perhaps remembering he’d helped them in their snack sickness state, the dogs wouldn’t leave him alone. Maybe they also smelled traces of their long lost buddy Studley Pete.
Zayne sat down on the edge of an over-stuffed ottoman. Both dogs jumped up on him, competing for his attention as their curly-fry tails jiggled.
A far cry away on the canine social scale from Studley Pete’s shelter-rescued, lab shepherd mix, Zayne had read about these designer mutts after his mom had seen them on the Today Show. She hadn’t let him forget since how much she wanted one. Yep, Dipstick and Darling were definitely Puggles – a cross between a pug and a beagle. And if he weren’t mistaken, their breed had first been discovered walking alongside Manhattan elite. No wonder Roxy had them. He couldn’t imagine a woman more uniquely elite and Puggle-worthy.
“What are you doing up there?” Roxy’s voice crackled, appearing to come right through the wall. “I’m sure the poor dears have to pee something fierce.”
Zayne looked in the direction of Roxy’s voice and found an intercom, its green light buzzing. Damn! He couldn’t get away from her, even two floors up - definitely the house’s biggest design problem yet.
“Do they look like...they...uh...missed me,” Roxy said, her slurred speech, signaling the pain medication must be working.
Not really, Zayne thought to himself, they just look like they have to pee. Thinking it best to ignore his sarcastic impulses, he pushed the intercom’s green talk button and changed the subject. “I’d been meaning to ask where did you get these dogs? I’ve looked online. No one seems to be able to keep them in stock.”
The intercom beeped. “I don’t know where they came from. My mom got them for me after she forgot my birthday last year. Head...upstairs...I mean downstairs. We’ll talk while we pee. There’s intercoms...in the...stairwells too, so you won’t lose me.”
‘We’ll talk while we pee?’ Something wasn’t quite right with that statement, but he’d better pass on it. Good thing he’d given her two pills. She’d be off his ass in no time.
He pressed the green button again. “By the way, how are you reaching an intercom from your office couch? You’re supposed to be off that ankle.” It’d be just like her to be walking on it when she was told not to.
“Relax, Dudley Do-Right,” she mocked him. “I happen...to have a reboat...remote.”
How convenient. Even though she was immobile, he couldn’t dodge her medically-induced babble.
He rubbed Dipstick and Darling’s ears and massaged their elongated snouts, giving-in to their lap-loving personalities. Figuring he’d probably better get them outside, he located their leashes on top of Roxy’s drafting table and hooked them to each dog’s collar. Brown with the brown gems and pink with the pink. Roxy had to have been raised in Granimals. No wonder his mother loved her. When Zayne was a boy, she’d bought the entire line each season. He’d wanted Wranglers but always ended up with Granimals.
He followed the dogs down the first set of stairs. They raced around the side hall toward the second set. Damn. The steps were a bitch. Especially trying to hurdle dog leashes. No wonder he planned to keep his parent’s ranch-style home instead of building a modern multi-level dwelling. After working the fields then the saloon every day, stairs of any kind were an unnecessary aggravation.
On the second-floor landing, he found the intercom mount, painted the same canary yellow as the wall. He pushed the button, but couldn’t wait ‘til Roxy responded as Dipstick and Darling made a mad dash for the first floor.
“You...rangggg...,” Roxy squealed into the speaker on his way down the final flight. Yep, the drugs were working.
Reaching the foyer, he yelled into the study. “And just where would your Highness like me to allow her royal Puggles to relieve themselves?”
“Out back. Follow the dogs...through the garbage...garage, whatever...,” she yelled back then laughed some more. “How did you know they were Puggles? I’m stressed...I mean...impressed, yeah, that’s it.”
Stepping into the two-car garage, he spotted Roxy’s cracked-up Mercedes and...her motorcycle? Unbelievable. The woman was a fascinating mystery. Who would have thought the fashion princess would also be a Harley Mama? Unfucking believable.
Lost in thoughts of taking her vintage Harley for a test-run on the back roads of the farm, Roxy seated behind him, he imagined the feel of her body against his. The idea drove him to new places, making him hotter than a bike’s exhaust pipe after a long ride.
Dipstick and Darling pulled at him, stopping his mind in its wistful tracks. He opened the back door of the garage, letting them tug him over a cobblestone terrace into a fairytale-like courtyard.
Surrounded by a brick privacy wall, Roxy’s backyard was cut straight out of the pages of his mother’s Southern Living then pasted here. He’d stepped into a honky tonk Garden of Eden. He unleashed the dogs and let them do their thing. Thankfully, the heady smell of roses and wild lilies, all in shades of pink, hit his nose ahead of the dogs’ number two.
The yard was the stage for a canopied eating area including, of all things, a lit chandelier suspended over an antique wrought-iron table and chairs. Roxy had also meticulously landscaped and lit a cutting garden with a majestic, lion-head fountain anchored in the center of a reflecting pool.
Except for the lion, the scene offered a softer side of Roxy he’d never imagined existed. And never would have believed unless he’d seen it with his own eyes. The woman was a dichotomy of morally opposing forces, but he was crazy about the mix.
“You never answered me, did you? How did ya know about Puggles?” Speaking of a lion, damn if she didn’t have an intercom piped into the backyard too.
“My mom wants one, but I haven’t found one for under six hundred bucks.” Zayne leaned over to praise the dogs for doing their deeds. “Hell, I only gave the pound twenty-five for Studley Pete.”
All he could hear from the intercom was a series of guffaws followed by choking bursts of hysterics.
“Now what the hell’s so funny?” I should have only given her one pill.
“Stud...ley Peeete. That name still cracks me up. Now...there’s one...hell-uv-a name for a mutt.” Roxy sniffled then blew her nose, evidently while she was still holding down the talk button.
Nice. Sexy too.
“He happens to be one fine dog, Princess. And you know he has a huge crush on you.” Zayne thought of his mixed-breed friend patiently waiting by his back door. Yeah, that’d be the day. Who was he kidding? That dog was sprawled out on his bed, reveling in the extra room afforded him by his master’s absence.
Maybe he’d stick with a pound rescue for his mom too. He still had misgivings about getting her a Puggle. Puggles were sweet-tempered, affectionate cuddlers. Qualities no one would use to describe his mom. Or Roxy, for that matter. Although her dogs seemed pretty damn happy. And so did she, now that she was drugged.
With their duties done, Zayne took the dogs back into the house. While they bee-lined for the study, he went to the kitchen to fix a new ice pack. Taking ice out of the stainless steel side-by-side, he noticed a picture of Roxy and two other girls stuck to the front of the frig with a “I ‘heart’ NY” magnet. He leaned-in closer to the photo, zeroing-in on Roxy’s image, letting her smile melt the frost blasting from the still open freezer.
The photo must have been taken at last year’s Wine on the River because each girl held the event’s signature wine glass. On the historic Shelby Street Pedestrian Bridge, with the sun setting over the downtown Nashville skyline, Roxy appeared angelic. Must have been the wine.
Zayne had been there that night too. Regret chipped at his mind thinking he’d never run into her.
At his mother’s insistence, he’d attended the event because the proceeds went to an organization of merchants and residents of Broadway, Second Avenue and Printers Alley. With The Neon Cowboy in the 100 block of Second Avenue, Kat offered him no outs. But to be fair, she was right.
Anything that meant good business for the saloon was okay with him. Anything that meant his mom’s happiness was also okay with him. Anything that meant less time on the farm was beyond okay with him.
His granddad’s and dad’s tomatoes had never given him the buzz his mom’s saloon did. Blame it on the linedancing. Blame it on the casual, slower-paced lifestyle the saloon celebrated. Blame it on the break it offered to the area’s hard-working cowboys and farmers. Whatever the reason, The Neon Cowboy energized him more than any tomato hybrid.
He traced Roxy’s outline in the photo, letting his fingers run the edges of her curves, wishing it was her in the flesh letting his hands wander. But at this point of their relationship, her photo was all he was going to get, other than a dance partner two nights a week.
Damn, he was a genius at times. Like he gave a shit if the dents she’d put in his tomato truck were repaired. What he wanted was a chance to get to know the woman. He had a feeling there was a lot more to her than her zany, shoe designer fetish and her sharp, tough-girl tongue.
Filling the bag with ice, he zip-locked the seal and headed for his final flight for the night. Funny Roxy hadn’t buzzed him while he’d been in the kitchen. He’d come to expect whirlwinds when in her midst, not peace and silence. And he, without any excuses to offer that would be remotely convincing, thrived on the rush circulating through him when she spoke. There was no denying the way his body responded to her presence. Even thinking about her got him worked-up.
When he reached her study and peaked in, he discovered the source of the unexpected calm. His princess was out cold on the couch, her faithful guardians Dipstick and Darling settled on top of her, one wedged in the curve of her stomach and one between her legs. What he wouldn’t give to be a Puggle tonight.
At least, while she was asleep, she couldn’t argue with him or throw him out.
With care, he placed the ice pack into its cover and secured the straps around her ankle, then repositioned her leg on the couch to what he hoped would be a more comfortable angle. Thinking she must be out good since she never stirred, he grabbed a suede throw from a rack full of them then shooed the dogs off her long enough to tuck the blanket around her. Soon, blanket and dogs were nestled in for the rest of the morning.
He smoothed her hair away from her forehead, momentarily mesmerized by her thick, tri-colored locks. He’d never seen a woman with three simultaneous hair colors. Leave it to Roxy to up the ante. Hell, to give her credit, it looked great. With a combination of caramel, honey, and chocolaty-colored strands, she was hot. In an odd way. But that was Roxy, hot and odd.
Before he knew what he was doing, he leaned over and planted a kiss on her button nose then dipped-in for a taste of her devil-for-the-taking lips. Wanting much more, he settled for easing back and inhaling the cherry almond scent of her skin. For a woman full of spice, she smelled nothing but sweet. And talk about baby soft skin. Spooning her in his bed would be real nice, the thought further denting his good boy image.
In desperate need of cooling off, he checked the ice pack once more. Standing to leave, he bent over to pick-up the empty water bottle she’d dropped onto the floor. He didn’t want her falling again.
“Nice aaasss,” she mumbled then winked at him before once again closing her eyes.
“At least you like one part of me.” Zayne shook his head at her brash bravado, suppressing a laugh.
McDonalds had always started at the bottom and worked their way up. With Roxy Rae, the legacy continued.
Zayne pounded the snooze button a fifth time, forcing his eyes to verify the time. Shit. He blinked then refocused, staring harder at the glowing red numbers. Could it really be 7 a.m.? He was way beyond late.
He shoved aside what little bit of comforter still covered him, knocking Studley Pete onto the floor. Pete yawned, making it known by a disgruntled half-bark, half-growl that he wasn’t any happier than Zayne to be awake.
“Quit your belly-achin’, Pete,” Zayne said as he rubbed behind the dog’s ears and patted his back. “All you do is run into the kitchen and eat. I won’t get a morsel till I answer a butt load of questions.”
Zayne opened his bedroom door and stuck his head out, seeing if the path to his bathroom was clear. The smell of fresh bacon and coffee assaulted his nose, reminding him how hungry he was. Hell, he hadn’t eaten since last night’s fried pickles. No wonder his stomach rumbled with the ferocity of a bear waking up from a winter nap.
“I’ll be there in a few minutes,” he hollered to whoever could hear him in the kitchen. “Just have to rinse off.”
“It’s about damn time,” Damian’s deep, taunting grumble echoed the halls, followed by a hearty laugh.
Asshole. Damian knew better than to start something Kat McDonald couldn’t resist finishing, although all Zayne’s friends agreed how fun it was to test her patience.
“Hurry up, Zayne,” his mother scolded, feeding off Damian’s bait. “The food’s been done for over ten minutes. That’s not fair to Cody. He busted his ass fixing our breakfast.”
“You mean it’s not fair to you, Mom. You’re dying to know why I’m late.” Zayne grabbed his robe off the hook on the back of his bedroom door and headed for the bathroom.
“I know where you’ve been, Smart Ass,” she snapped back, “and who you’ve been with. So get moving.”
Zayne heard Damian snickering, followed by Cody’s guffaw. Some friends they were.
Closing the bathroom door, Zayne turned the shower as hot as it would go, waiting on the water to reach a scalding temperature.
He stepped around the glass-block shower wall Damian had built during the remodel, entering the swelter of steam swirling the stall. He switched the showerhead to deep massage. The increased pressure pounded his nerves into minced meat.
How could he limit his mother’s involvement in his life without crushing her? Since his dad’s death, her control wrapped around him tighter than ever. It was as if she feared she’d lose him too. He had to level with her soon. Otherwise, she’d squeeze his ambitions into dried up dreams, like the frazzled and frayed pulp of a bad wedge of lime.
Damian and Cody busted his balls constantly for giving her too much power. But nobody told Kat McDonald what was or wasn’t acceptable meddling. Zayne, and his father too, had tried for years and gotten nothing but chastised or ignored.
The hot water pummeled Zayne’s chest, beating down with hollow thumps against his ribs. Knowing she struggled to fill the empty space left by his father’s death, he didn’t want to be too hard on her. Fussing over his life ‘til he was nuts was her answer to attempting to heal her bereavement.
Hanging out at the farm every free minute she earned, she was privy to all his comings and goings. She didn’t give a shit about the tomato business. And never had. Tomatoes were the McDonald way of life. She’d just happened to fall in love with a McDonald. The farm simply provided an extra venue in which to keep up with her son’s personal life. She didn’t have enough time to get the dirt on him while tending to their saloon.
As much as he wanted to stay in the shower to avoid the lynch mob in his kitchen, Zayne turned off the water and reached for the towel he’d thrown over the top of the shower wall. Pressing the fluffy cotton to his face, he breathed in the fresh-laundered scent. His mom insisting on doing his laundry again now that he was back home wasn’t an item he opposed.
He wrapped the towel around his waist and brushed his teeth. Crossing the hall back to his room, he threw on jeans, and grabbed a T-shirt.
“Sorry I’m late,” he mumbled as nonchalant as he dared, waiting on the firestorm.
Call him hyper-sensitive, but the kitchen was un-naturally silent, with only the clinks of utensils against plates. Each ping pierced his nerves.
Avoiding direct eye contact with anyone, even the dog, Zayne took a mug out of the cabinet above the sink and poured a cup of coffee. His back took the brunt of the holes bore by their expectant faces. He couldn’t help but notice Studley Pete’s front paws shielding his eyes from the drama about to unfold. Zayne’s most loyal friend was no dummy.
“So what’s the verdict on Roxy’s ankle?” His mom fired the first shot. Like she’d ever refuse to take one. “The poor dear. What did you do to get her so flustered?”
“That’s nice, Mom, just assume it’s my fault. Her ankle will be fine in a day or two. It’s a mild sprain.” Zayne set his mug on the table, glaring at her before picking up a plate and heading to the counter to fill it with Cody’s quality cooking.”
“It’s a fair assumption. You’re no Romeo. And whenever you’re around that girl, bad things happen to her,” Kat said, taking his plate away from him then motioning for him to sit at the table. While serving up heaping proportions of scrambled eggs, bacon, buttered toast and fresh-sliced tomatoes, she continued, “I saw you two arguing. Then I saw her stomp away. What am I supposed to think? You’re such your father’s son.”
Zayne looked at Damian and Cody for support, but suddenly the food on their plates required their full attention. All he got was the tops of their heads. “Gee, thanks, guys.”
Begging off, Damian lifted his shoulders and threw up his hands. Cody simply smiled at his plate, shook his head and kept eating.
“Mom, I’d like to think I’m more like you than Dad,” Zayne said, hoping that would knock her down a notch.
“Sooo not working, son.” She slammed his plate in front of him. “Try again. We’re not talking intelligence. We’re talking basic socialization skills. Skills your father never had, God love him, and you pretend not to have.”
“So that would make me more like you, then, right?” Zayne harrumphed, knowing he had her. She’d never excelled at Abbott & Costello-style arguments.
“Huh?” She paused, as if sorting through the sequences of their conversation. “You know what I meant. Don’t play word games. Tell me why Roxy was so upset.”
Zayne took a bite of his food. Stalling wouldn’t permanently keep her off him, but would allow him a small sliver of control. For added measure, he took a long drink of coffee, wishing she’d swallow a sip too, warming her up to what he had to say about her involvement with Roxy’s boutique. Asking Cody to pass the juice, he savored his last effort to hold her off. She’d get her information, but on his time schedule.
Sparring with her was just too much fun to pass on. She was a hoot to get going, and Zayne wasn’t about to pass-up the opportunity.
“If you must know, Mom, Roxy left in a huff because she didn’t take too kindly to me offering your help at Raeve.”
The look on his mother’s face made him wish he had his camera. Bull’s-eye.
“What’s the matter, Mom? Got a bitter beefsteak on your tongue?”
“Well now, I’m sure Roxy’s angst wasn’t just about my going to work at Raeve.” She adjusted her boot-shaped, diamond-spurred pendant so it settled against the hollow of her throat. “It must have been the way you approached her. You know you have no tact with women...not that I’ve seen at least. I should have just asked her myself.”
“Yeah, I guess you should have. Why didn’t you?” Zayne challenged.
“I’m trying to wean you,” Kat said, then laughed at her own wit.
Damian choked on his bacon. Cody turned his head and coughed.
“Whatever,” Zayne mumbled, warning his friends with his eyes and the tip of his fork pointed at their heads that he didn’t think she was as funny as they evidently did.
Zayne watched his mom pull at the waistband of her pants and gently knead her stomach. Things he’d often seen her do when she was perplexed, usually when she and his dad were having a serious disagreement.
Since it was clear no one else was going to help him out of this, Zayne prepared his own defense strategy.
“It wasn’t my tact or lack there of, Mom,” Zayne said then swallowed half his toast. Using the back of his hand, he caught the butter dripping onto his chin. “Roxy doesn’t want your help. She thinks she can make Raeve a success on her own.”
“Well then, I’ll let her think she can do just that,” his mom said while clearing his plate, along with Damian and Cody’s.
Guess we’re done eating.
While his mom straightened up the table, she hummed, meaning her wheels spun fervently under her platinum-blonde hair. Zayne admired her tenacity even though he was afraid of what she was weaving.
In spite of her years, his mom was still a beauty. Although, since his dad’s passing, Zayne swore she’d lost a ton of weight. He made a mental note to keep tabs on her diet.
With the exception of her recent weight loss, every year that passed seemed to make her more stunning and spunkier still. Hell, even while doing housework and working like a dog in the saloon, she dressed to make heads turn. From her platinum crown to the three hundred plus pairs of boots she owned, not one damn thread was ever out of place or the wrong color. As a kid, he’d thought she was the most beautiful mom in Nashville. As a big kid, he still did.
Watching her scrape their plates and fill the dishwasher, a glowing pride spread through him, warming his restless spirit.
She’d made him proud in so many ways. She was a woman who always knew what she wanted and went after it. And no matter how much she tried to run his life, Zayne hoped he could figure out how she found the nerve to make the world dance to her tunes. Just like Roxy.
Kat McDonald continued laying out her plan, evidently not giving a tinker’s damn at the lost looks on their faces since she’d taken away their food. “Maybe Roxy needs confidence. It’s not like her avant-garde designs are a perfect fit for Nashville. She needs a champion.”
Now she’s thinkin’. Zayne smiled, giving himself a mental atta boy. Perhaps his plan to get her focused on something other than him would work better than he’d hoped. Well, for him anyway. He pitied Roxy. She had no idea what she was in for.
“I’ll just give her little nudges here and there. Perhaps I can whisper into my friends’ ears about her one-of-a-kind designs and get them into the boutique.”
His mom was too preoccupied knitting her meddle yarns to catch Zayne shaking his head in disbelief.
“She’ll hardly know I’m doing anything.”
“Oh, she’ll know. Trust me,” Zayne said and laughed. “You may have just met your match, Mom. So don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
With brilliant flashes in her hazel eyes, Kat turned on him fast.
“And I’m warning you to be nice to that girl. I like her. And you’re going to too. Trust me,” she mimicked him.
“Care to talk tomatoes?” Cody volunteered.
Finally, one of them had the balls to break into the conversation.
“We’re not quite finished here, boys,” Kat said and bee-lined for the table, dishtowel in hand.
Zayne hoped the towel wasn’t about to meet the back of his head.
“So when do I start at Raeve?” she asked, wringing the tomato-printed, checkered cloth.
“Is tomorrow morning soon enough?” Zayne watched her demeanor relax, a slow smile shaping her mouth. “Roxy sure as hell wasn’t thrilled, but she’ll get over it.”
“Yes, she will.” His mom turned and disappeared into the laundry room off the kitchen, leaving the room and the three men in it breathing on their own again.
“Isn’t Roxy the chick that rear-ended your truck?” Damian asked.
“Yep, that’d be her.” Zayne didn’t give him any more info than he’d asked for.
“Well, that tells us a lot,” Cody chimed in. “Spill it, dude.”
“Nothin’ to spill when a woman hates your guts.” Zayne got up from the table and retrieved a file box from the baker’s rack along the back wall of the kitchen.
“Well, like your Mom says, bro...” Damian cracked Zayne on his shoulder blade. “...if you weren’t such an ass to the ladies, they might take a liking to you.”
“I am not an ass to women,” Zayne replied, jerking the box lid open, the idea he’d treat a woman badly like his old man did galled him. “Roxy just brings it out of me.”
But man can she bootscoot, he thought. “I wonder why we get along on the dance floor?”
“What was that?” Damian leaned in, applying a full court press.
Shit. Had he just said that under his breath instead of in his head?
“Never mind.” Zayne spread the cards on the table. “We’ve got work to do if we’re going to have a hybrid ready by August for this damn festival.”
“You’re right. We do,” Cody agreed, taking a couple of the cards out of the stack.
Zayne counted on Cody, like his father had, to be the brains of the tomato operation. Zayne also needed Cody’s discipline, unlike his father who had more than enough of his own, to see to a win in this lousy contest.
Winning Nashville’s Best Heirloom Tomato Contest was all Kent McDonald had cared about. Admitting that was his Dad’s dream and not his still hurt Zayne, but the years had softened his pain. His dad had never given a rat’s ass that the rest of his family didn’t share his vision. As his son, Zayne was just expected to follow the McDonald tradition.
Even though Zayne didn’t care about the contest while his dad was alive, his death had brought a sense of urgency Zayne couldn’t explain. Winning the title was a way he could please his father, something he hadn’t accomplished growing-up.
“Okay, the way I see it,” Cody steered the conversation to the growing season. “Today, we need to decide which seeds to use. Then start to work the soil. Damian, I need you to repair and make new stakes. Zayne and I’ll build-up the beds.”
“No problem,” Damian offered. “Just tell me how tall you need the stakes and how many.”
“Will do,” Cody said.
Zayne flipped through the cards, half-heartedly thinking about which hybrid he’d like to perfect for the contest. How could he narrow it down when none of them meant shit to him? How could he keep his focus on his dad’s dream while abandoning his own?
He paused before passing on the Red Rocket Brandywine card. If his dad were still here, he’d go with this one. If for no other reason than to piss off the Baudlins who ran the neighboring farm. Zayne was sure Jack Baudlin, the oldest son, would enter the Baudlin Farm’s Red Rocket Brandywine. His mom had heard Jack’s dad boasting about it at the saloon. Nothing like a little vine-to-vine competition.
“Let’s go for the Red Rocket Brandywine.” Zayne smacked the card in the middle of the table.
“Are you sure?” Cody asked, blinking his eyes, evidently not sure he’d heard Zayne correctly. “You know that’s the one Jack Baudlin will enter. I don’t know if I feel like going head-to-head with him.”
“C’mon, Cody,” Zayne baited him. “Where’s your sense of friendly competition?”
“Jack’s a little too friendly, if you ask me,” Damian said. “If that family wasn’t so fiercely conservative, I’d swear that man’s gay.”
Not that Zayne hadn’t wondered the same thing on occasion, but the chances of that were so slim, they didn’t warrant consideration. “Jack’s old man would kill both him and his lover. And you know it. Jack may be a tad effeminate, but he’s not gay.”
“Zayne’s right, Damian,” Cody said, picking up the card with the mix notes Zayne had chosen. “How many gay tomato growers do you know?”
“Well, if you believe the tomato’s a fruit...” Damian smacked his thigh.
“Good thing your mom didn’t hear that,” Damian said between laughs. “You know how much she loves her gay artsy- fartsy friends. We’d be in the dog house for sure.”
“Consider yourselves already in it, Neanderthals,” Zayne’s mom said swatting all three of their heads with her dishtowel. “At least those boys know how to treat a lady.”
“So, the Red Rocket Brandywine it is,” Cody stated, bringing the conversation back to a respectable level while studying the cards containing the notes from the McDonald Farms’ past attempts growing that particular large heirloom tomato. He cleared his throat. “Shit, Zayne, this is the one your dad never got right. It says here he didn’t think the skin was as thin as it should be.”
Zayne took the card and flapped it against the palm of his hand, wishing he could dismiss his uncertainties by flapping his brain. His nerves flicked under his skin, causing his arm to itch as if he had hives. “Don’t worry, my man. We’re going to figure it out.”
“If you say so. But I sure as hell hope you plan on living and breathing the farm for the summer,” Cody warned. “Producing this monster, there won’t be much time for bootscootin’ and bar tendin’.”
“Whatever it takes,” Zayne said, with much more conviction than he felt. “This one’s for dad, he’d -”
Tires crunching in the gravel driveway directly outside the kitchen’s bay window interrupted him. Zayne reached his arm behind his chair and pushed back the curtain. Harry Baudlin, his son Jack, and Jack’s friend and ranch-hand Santos got out of Harry’s truck.
“Speaking of thin-skinned. What the hell do those whiners want?” Cody demanded as they watched the trio approach the door.
Jack waved at Zayne and smiled, earning the same from Zayne in return.
But the Baudlin clan got nothing from Cody. Cody watered and tended the fruits of the McDonald’s labors when he wasn’t busy cooking at his family’s diner. He didn’t give a damn about the fruits next door.
Zayne felt a surge of panic at his own lack of competitive edge against his father’s biggest competitor. The men who should have been his nemeses were nothing but fairly decent neighbors and frequent patrons of the Neon Cowboy.
Now, if it was a dance-off...that was another matter entirely. Zayne had seen Jack on the dance floor numerous times at the saloon. The man knew some good moves. Zayne hoped he stuck to tomatoes.
Zayne got up to open the door.
His mom hustled out of the laundry room. “I’ll get it.”
She whizzed past him, beating him to the door. The woman had the uncanny ability to know exactly what was going on without even being in the same room.
“By the way, Zayne, your boots and clean socks are in the laundry room.”
Zayne went to put them on, leaving Cody and Damian snickering. They may think he cow-towed to her demands, but he didn’t. He chose his battles carefully. Boots and clean socks weren’t worth premium billing.
“What a nice surprise,” Kat said as she swung open the screened door, her voice dripping with forced niceties.
When she packed it on that sweet, it was always a sinful departure from how she really felt. A talent Roxy shared with her.
“C’mon in, neighbors.”
Oh, boy. Zayne watched the action while he slipped on his socks and boots from the bench outside the laundry room.
Harry tipped his hat on his way in, his face reddening. Yep, dad was right. Mr. Baudlin had a thing for his mom. Not that it mattered. She’d never give him the time of day. She’d outlived one tomato man, and even though she’d loved his dad, she’d never commit to another one.
“Harry. Jack. Santos.” Zayne came toward them, shook their hands, and gestured toward the empty chairs at the table. “Have a seat.”
“No. No thank you. We won’t be staying long,” Harry said, nodding his acknowledgement of Zayne and his friends.
“So what brings you by?” Kat dazzled them with her best forced smile.
“Well, the boys and I just wanted to check-in with you. We didn’t figure you’d be participating in the festival this year with Kent’s passing. But with the entry deadline approaching the end of the week...” He wiped his damp forehead with his hand. “We just wanted to tell you we’d miss the competition.”
Zayne and his mom laughed simultaneously, exchanging ‘the look’ they shared when they knew much more than their opponents.
“Well, it appears as if you’re in luck.” Zayne looked at Harry then Jack, whose neighborly smiles faded.
“What do you mean?” Harry stood straighter and bristled, taking a handkerchief from his shirt pocket and patting it against his forehead.
“You won’t have to miss our competition. The guys and I were just deciding which hybrid to enter.”
Maybe he could enjoy this game, Zayne thought. Suddenly it was getting a bunch more fun to play. He sure got a kick out of watching Harry squirm, just like his dad always had. That - their competitive barbs with the Baudlins - Zayne and his old man had in common.
“We’re going with the Red Rocket Brandywine. What about you?” Zayne asked unable to keep a smirk from forming across his mouth.
Jack recovered first. He took a deep breath and shifted his weight.
“Same one. Looks like we’ll see who’s the better tomato man once and for all – a Baudlin or a McDonald,” he said, the goodwill gone from his voice.
“Maybe,” Zayne countered, expecting Jack’s challenge but surprised by the edge in his normally genial demeanor.
Zayne gathered the mix cards from the table and stuffed them into the box, silently chastising himself for not clearing them from view when he’d first seen the Baudlins’ truck. “Good luck. But if you’ll excuse us, we were just heading out to the greenhouses.”
“No problem,” Jack replied, stepping out of Zayne’s way. “And good luck to you.”
This time Jack’s tone was its ‘ole congenial self. He reached out to shake Zayne’s hand.
Upon accepting Jack’s good sportsmanlike offer, Zayne fumbled the box, sending the cards flying through the kitchen.
“Shit.” Zayne bent down, grabbing as many cards as he could off the floor, while Cody and Damian did the same.
“Here you go,” Jack offered, handing him another one.
“And here’s one more,” Harry said.
“Thank you,” Zayne said, mentally kicking himself for being so stupid.
His dad never would have let those cards out of his sight and was probably belting the top of his casket with his fists at his son’s ineptitude.
Hell, Zayne hadn’t even known the notes existed until after his dad died. He’d stumbled across the box in his dad’s office. ‘Til his discovery, he’d always thought his dad kept the seed mixes in his head. Man he was in deep.
Winking at his mom and giving her a quick peck on the cheek, Zayne stepped out the back door, Damian and Cody at his heels, leaving her to get rid of the Baudlins.
Poor bastards.
Roxy’s pharmaceutical-induced snore catapulted her out of a deep sleep. Rubbing her eyes, she tried to clear the haze blanketing her vision. But the fog was thick.
Placing her hand over the top of her sofa, she pulled herself up along its padded frame. Stopping midway, she clutched the leather cushions, anchoring her nails into the supple fabric, until her dizziness subsided.
Whoozyville was a rough ride and coming to was no Sunday afternoon cruise. But where exactly had she been? Her ankle, throbbing as if someone were thumping it with a rubber mallet, reminded her of her disastrous fall. But how had she gotten home?
Oh, God. It was all coming back...in the form of Zayne’s rear end.
Had she really commented on the nice nature of his ass? Nice one, Ace. So maybe she deserved the headache bouncing off her skull bones like a bonanza of brain freezes. But no one would blame her for thinking the man had one fine ass. She’d just forgotten in her medicated state that some thoughts should be ponder-only instead of ponder and pronounce.
No wonder she rarely took medicine. The damn pills zapped her mind and body of all humanness, turning her into a dazed, loose-lipped lunatic. From here on, she’d deal with the pain instead of the loss of control.
She tried again to focus her eyes, but the cherry red sofa blinded her. Please God, let there be no sun today. Dreariness and darkness. That’s what she wanted. But the gold-dusted particles streaming through the slats of her Venetian blinds hinted at a different Local on the Eight’s.
Dipstick and Darling wiggled to life at her feet, licking her toes. Toes she swore looked blue sticking outside her surgical boot. But toes too cramped up and stiff to give a damn they were blue.
Letting the dogs out for their morning duties was going to be a real treat. Moving around today period would be a pain in the ass – well, not in her ass.
Her lips were sucked dry by the pain meds. She rubbed them together but moisture refused to surface. Even though dehydration seemed more attractive than fighting for a foothold on the stairs to the kitchen, she had to flush out her drugged-up stupor and attempt to drown the dysfunction swirling through her bloodstream.
She swung her bad leg off the sofa, her booted foot connecting with Dipstick’s head and almost knocking out the poor dog. Dipstick yelped. Roxy winced. Darling went airborne then scampered for the door, evidently realizing her master still had another foot to put to the floor.
“Oh, Dippy, Mommy’s sorry,” Roxy said reaching for the dog, who’d fallen off the sofa during the commotion.
Dipstick shook his head. His eyes rolled in their sockets like a cartoon character sans the chirping birds. Shaking off the trauma almost as fast as it had got him, he trotted across the room like a proud, battle-hardened warrior.
Well, if her dog could conquer a boot so could she. Placing her bad foot on the floor, Roxy added weight, one pound per square inch of pulsating pain. Finding stamina to maneuver her other leg off the sofa, she concentrated on its placement, careful not to get tripped up where the area rug met the hardwood. Feeling her blood rush to keep up with gravity, she stood, leaving one arm on the sofa as a safety.
“Son of a -,” she said, adjusting her weight onto her good leg. “And I gotta be ready to dance by next Wednesday night.”
Darling poked her head around the doorway of the studio, tilting her neck as if to say ‘excuse me?’
“That’s right. You heard me, Darling. This chick will be dancing in three days.” Roxy searched the room for something to brace herself with, cursing her vain refusal to accept the hospital-recommended crutches.
Seeing a broom in the corner, partly hidden by one of her shoe cases, she took a deep breath. Thanks be to God she’d spilled a bag of beads yesterday then left the broom instead of putting it where it belonged post-mess.
She still hadn’t quite gotten the hang of cleaning-up after herself. In Manhattan, everything she’d left out, magically ended up in its original spot by the time her au pair tucked her into bed. Now, every object she touched ended up a semi-permanent fixture in whatever room she last used it in. Working at Raeve all day then designing her buckle line at night, something had to give. And house-cleaning it was.
But worse than the clean-up by far was adapting to nobody being there to make her snug as a bug before bed. Nobody turned down her sheets anymore or fluffed her pillows or basically gave a damn how or if she slept tight. And yes, pathetic as it was, that kind of paid-for care was the only way she’d been used to measuring whether or not she was the least bit thought of or worthy of her family’s concern.
Roxy scoped the distance to the corner then willed herself to move. Dipstick and Darling stayed clear of her path, although they both started panting, as if cheering her to victory.
Using first a floor lamp, then her desk, followed by an over-sized chair and finally a wall for balance, Roxy hopped toward her broom, foregoing poise or grace.
Locking her hand around the broom’s wooden handle, she turned back toward her canine cheerleaders. Seeing that she’d scored, they wagged their tails.
“All right, you two.” She made her way toward them, using the broom, bristles down, in what looked like an awkward version of The Electric Slide. “Mommy will take you outside.”
Leaving Dipstick and Darling to fertilize her backyard, Roxy hobbled back to the foyer. Needing a delay tactic before she climbed the stairs to the kitchen, she decided to grab yesterday’s mail. So far, her ankle hadn’t refused to cooperate with her mind, although it didn’t seem overly amenable. Each point of pressure and the brief pierce of pain following, reminded her she was a well-coutured klutz.
She dropped her broom into the umbrella stand in the front of the foyer and opened her door. Diamond-edged sunlight fired into her eyes, each ray poking and prodding her pharmaceutical nightmare. A gorgeous southern morning she’d normally embrace with gusto, today, only intensified her massive, medicinal migraine.
Leaning against the doorframe for added support, she shielded her eyes with the back of one hand. Shoving her other hand into the mailbox affixed to the façade of her home, she yanked out the mail, failing to catch a letter nestled between two fliers.
“Shit.” She bent down to retrieve the envelope, but her equilibrium refused to equalize whatever it was supposed to, and she nearly took a nosedive into her azaleas.
Slowly righting herself with the letter clutched between her fingers, she recognized her dad’s handwriting. The sharp scratches of his penmanship clawed her ego. With the sun’s glare and without her glasses, she couldn’t make out the foreign postmark.
“Wonder what the hell he’s up to?” she said as she shuffled back inside and closed the door.
Arming herself with her broom, she fixed her eyes on the stairs and wiggled her nose. Maybe the broom, coupled with her best Bewitched-style nose twitch, would turn her stairway into an escalator.
She hummed the theme song from the show – her family chef’s and her favorite show. Duh-Duh. Duh-Duh. Duh, duh, duh, duh, duh-duh. Hearing imaginary bells tinkling in her head, she wiggled her nose again.
Nothing. The damn stairway stayed put. Promising herself she’d invest in a witchcraft manual and get the show added to her Netflix queue, Roxy gave up then stuffed the mail into a pocket on the front of her scrubs. Jabbing her broomstick into the carpet’s plush pile on the bottom step, she attacked the stairs, planning to cuss her way to the top.
She’d whipped three stairs out of nine using her broom and the mouth of a Manhattan cab driver when her phone rang. Like she’d be answering any time soon. She nailed two more steps before her machine picked-up.
“Rox, it’s Mom,” her mother’s oh-so-cheery voice etched into her answering machine’s memory. “Darling, I haven’t talked to you for days. Really. It’s been days, Darling. I’m at Elizabeth Arden between my seaweed wrap and pumpkin facial peel. Then I’m scheduled for the eucalyptus steam shower. I’ll try you again later. Ciao.”
Roxy grunted her way up the last four steps.
Life was so unfair. Her mom was wrapped in seaweed, while she was wrapped in bandages and a surgical boot and relying on a broom for life support.
Or was it unfair? Roxy pondered that question as she and her broom finally landed in the kitchen. She parked the stick between two stools at her breakfast bar then stepped-and-glided her way to the refrigerator. Reaching for a carton of organic orange juice, she searched for something else to soak up the medicine coating her stomach.
Cursing the empty shelves, she slammed the door shut. Where were delivery services when you needed them? In Manhattan. That’s where. So, yes, her life on the surface appeared unfair, but she wasn’t about to trade in her freedom for a grocery service.
Since getting a glass would require making a trip across the kitchen, she drank straight from the carton. The cold juice gave her a cool resilience, shoring up her dampened courage.
Lily Vaughn never drank out of a carton or fetched her own glass. Hell, the fact a carton was a paper product excluded her mother from partaking. If a drinking vessel wasn’t Waterford crystal, it was highly improbable her mother’s bo-toxed lips had touched it.
Roxy swallowed another gulp of juice, struggled onto the seat of a bar stool, and took the mail out of her pocket. She sorted through the items, holding each piece against the end of her nose to read it. Going back downstairs to her office to retrieve her glasses just wasn’t an attractive option.
Taking the envelope with her dad’s scrawled script, she examined the postage. Hmmm. Amalfi Coast. Must be nice. Southern Italian beach towns along that stretch of sea would be beautiful this time of year, perfect for sipping Limoncello at a waterfront restaurant overlooking Capri. Perfect for dreaming about sipping Limoncello, she thought, not a bit of regret dampening her zest for her new life choices.
She slit open the letter with a knife. Removing her father’s custom stationery from its matching envelope, her hands trembled. Pressing her backside firm against the back of her stool, she braced herself before reading how she’d disappointed him - yet again.
Opening the two folds of the note, she smelled the sage and sandalwood of his cologne, not sure if the scent was real or imagined. He’d worn the same designer fragrance since she was a small girl. Once at Christmas, when she’d given him a new brand she’d picked all by herself, he’d told her he’d already discovered perfection then had her au pair exchange the gift the next day.
The same despair that crushed Roxy then, still weighed heavy in her heart. The scent of his letter had the effect of a poison seeping into her new home, a vile toxin from her past.
She may have only been 10-years-old that Christmas, but she’d forged a firm grip on her inability to measure-up to her father’s standards. As positive reinforcement for her inadequacies, her father still reminded her on a regular basis that she’d never meet his lofty standards.
Roxy positioned the note close to her eyes, willing herself to read her dad’s words.

Roxy’s tears splashed onto the paper’s fine grain. Pathetic thing was she didn’t know why she was crying. There certainly wasn’t anything new or cataclysmic about her dad’s latest diss of her life plans. Refusing to let her dad dash her dreams one more second, she wiped away a deluge of buried emotions.
With or without his support, she’d make Raeve a success. She’d never let her happiness hinge upon her family. After thirty-four years, she was fairly immune to his refusal to support her decisions. Except for the occasional crying fits she indulged in just to pamper her pride.
Sniffling, Roxy knew what she needed. She needed to be back in her studio. She’d sketch out her frustration with her next design, gather herself with the materials from her supply closet, and throw her disappointment into her work. There wasn’t any sense losing her resolve by wasting time analyzing her parent’s inadequacies. They were the ones that were messed-up. Not her.
But first, to get into the designing spirit, she’d have to fight the next staircase to find something decent to wear. The nurses had cut off her favorite pair of skinny jeans, replacing them with what they called pants and she called scratchy, cheap cotton Hell. And since having her jacket pop open again didn’t seem prudent, she’d also caved to the nurse’s pressure and worn the matching scrub top, which hung on her like an ill-fitting tunic.
Now that her head wasn’t so groggy, she remembered she’d been instructed not to get the damn boot and bandages wet. She supposed she’d also have to suck it up and take a sponge bath instead of a nice soak in the tub or steamy hot shower.
Although none of this experience registered remotely pleasurable, she was proud to fight it on her own. Spurts of gutsy bravado stiffened her spine, shielding her composure. She didn’t need anyone. No, Sir. No one. If there was one thing this stumble in life confirmed, it was that she didn’t need help. Not that she’d had that luxury since she’d outgrown her last au pair.
The shrill sound of her phone made her head gyrate like a spinning top. She looked daggers at the cordless receiver sitting in the nook across the kitchen, determined to answer it before the machine clicked-on and claimed the call. With the agility and speed of a lumbering elephant, she crossed the floor and lifted the phone from its cradle on the last ring.
“Hello,” she said then took a much-needed extra breath.
“Roxy? Is that you? Oh dear. Did I wake you?” Kat McDonald’s words were sympathetic but her rushed, excitable tone betrayed her.
There was no way this energizer bunny would call back later, letting whatever was on her mind wait. As much as Roxy admired Kat for that, she wasn’t sure she could handle all that adrenaline right now.
“Well, no, Mrs. McDonald, I was just...”
“Oh, dear, please call me Kat. Especially now that we’ll be co-workers.”
Completely irked by the ‘co-workers’ moniker, Roxy hardened her voice. “How about we discuss the details tomorrow at Raeve?”
“Oh, I’d rather discuss them today,” Kat said, adopting the misguided notion she was in charge. “And I’ll be right over anyway. Due to your injury and all, Zayne and I would like to bring you dinner this evening. How about 6:30?”
Roxy was teetering for control like a ticking bomb, fighting to disconnect her innate wiring for independence before she blew. “I’m sure Zayne has better plans.”
Roxy held her breath, hoping on account of her silence and the hesitancy she hoped that quiet moment signified that Kat would follow her lead, pause and reconsider.
“No, Zayne doesn’t have anywhere he’d rather be. So will 6:30 work?”
The woman didn’t quit, a quality Roxy would have admired if it wasn’t being used against her.
Roxy rationalized her surrender. She was starving. She had no groceries. She had a mother who chose eucalyptus steam showers over her only child and a father who chided her from an Italian seaside villa. She had no good reason to hold out. Plus, she now knew exactly who to give her broom to when she was finished. Kat McDonald would so appreciate the perceived power in that stick.
“Fine then. Six thirty it is,” Roxy said inflecting her voice with false enthusiasm primarily to convince herself she was looking forward to Kat and Zayne’s visit.
“I hope you like tomatoes, dear,” Kat said, erupting into a hoot of laughter then hanging up before Roxy could respond.
Better than fried pickles.
By five-thirty, Roxy was exhausted. Every bone in her body ached from the horrific angles she used to keep pressure off her ankle. She felt like a pretzel stick, twisted into frightening shapes by a delirious baker.
After taking a sponge bath from hell, she scoured her closet, shoving hangers aside, sending her frustration flying down the racks with her clothing. Nothing in her wardrobe accommodated the surgical boot except pajamas. And she’d be dead before she’d entertain Kat McDonald in flannels. Kat may be a farmer’s wife, but even she didn’t wear flannel.
Making a designer’s decision, Roxy had taken her scissors to a pair of brown linen cargo-style trousers, turning them into cargo Capri’s. Not quite satisfied, she’d added embellishments to the pockets including silver beaded patches and art deco silver and rhinestone zipper pulls. Finding a faded, muddy brown camouflaged T-shirt with metallic silver exposed seams, a perfect compliment to the dye lots in her pants, she contorted her lame duck self into the newly improvised duds.
Finally done, she turned in front of the full-length dressing mirror in the corner of her studio. Not bad for improvisation, although she wouldn’t win a challenge on America’s Top Designer.
Not like she cared about industry critiques of her work. As long as her clothes felt like her, looked like her, Roxy was pleased. Even though she’d never been able to pinpoint what that really meant she knew when she saw it.
Awkwardly turning full circle for a third time, she should be feeling the love of her design, but she wasn’t. The glare of her fluorescent white, ankle bandage must be throwing off her fashion sense.
She put her hair up, scrunching and twisting it with a tortoise shell clip, letting only a few loose tendrils trail her neck. Not her favorite look either, but it kept the strands out of her face while she tottered.
With fourteen minutes to spare, and Dipstick and Darling fed, watered and tucked inside their cages for the evening, Roxy plopped herself and her pain into her office chair. She reached for her colored pens to work on her fall Accessible Accessories line.
Scanning the image on the tablet in front of her, she absorbed the look with a critical eye, allowing the lines and colors to permeate the limits of her mind. She was trying her hand at belts for the first time, focusing on the buckles. If this collection turned out like she hoped, Nashville’s cowgirls would soon be introduced to Raeve’s “Buckles Me Baby” collection.
Roxy liked the signature drawing and the sass it suggested. She had built her over-the-top bravado into the design. Made of a base-plate of hammered copper, she planned to cover it in handset pink topaz stones. Along with the pink and brown faux crocodile leather she’d ordered from a New York textile warehouse, she’d have a piece that hoot and hollered Raeve.
At two hundred dollars each, she hoped her cash register screamed ‘Sold.’ She knew these buckles were way too expensive for her ultimate goal of creating accessibly-priced accessories, but her plan was to get these gems to become must-haves for country music’s female superstars. Once she’d nailed that market, the buckles would garner gotta-have-it appeal for a lower-priced version to be mass-manufactured for everyday gals. And that’s when she’d make it on a big-time scale.
As she finished touching up one of the bezel-set stones in the sketch, her doorbell chimed. She grabbed her broom and went to the door, her stomach growling with anticipation.
Opening the door and seeing Zayne’s expression confirmed her hunch. He’d rather be anyplace else but on her stoop. He had a look of surrender, as if silently pleading ‘sorry, mom made me do it.’
The angst in his warm eyes hurt Roxy more than the dull ache circulating her ankle. She’d been in his shoes, or in his case boots, many times.
“I’m not sure why you never thought to carry a broom before,” Zayne said and laughed. “It’s a natural accessory for you.”
Roxy couldn’t keep a crooked smile from escaping. Inside, she was cackling. Zayne could be a stitch, even when she was the butt of his wisecracks.
“Zayne McDonald, you apologize right now,” Kat piped up from behind him then elbowed his ribs.
“Kat, he’s not a two-year-old.” Roxy stepped out of the doorway and ushered them into her foyer. “And I’m perfectly capable of demanding an apology when I feel it’s warranted.”
Zayne turned to his mother and gave her a cocky grin.
“Zayne, you’re an asshole. Apologize.” Roxy said, taking profound satisfaction in the disappearance of his smirk.
“I’m liking you more every time you open your mouth.” Kat stepped around her son, carrying a heaping shopping bag and an arm full of food. “Where’s your kitchen?”
“Upstairs,” Roxy said and motioned for Zayne to come in, moving her hand in a grand sweep she’d like to snap across his fine ass.
Zayne crossed the threshold, each hand filled with a covered dish.
“Interesting entryway sculpture,” Kat said passing the croc then turning back to Roxy. “Do you need help up the stairs?”
“No, I can make it. But thank you.”
“She can ride her broom.” Zayne ducked, but not before the broom’s bristles grazed his chest-hugging, way too sexy T-shirt then bounced off one of the back pockets of his jeans.
“Seriously, Rox,” Zayne’s rich chocolate eyes twinkled as he spoke, “you keep on that ankle and you’ll be good to go for bootscootin’ on Wednesday.”
He winked at her on his way to the stairs. “Wouldn’t want your bad ankle to be our deal-breaker.”
Thinking more along the lines of ball-breakers, Roxy struggled up the stairs behind him. On account of his sweet eyes and his nice rear view, she’d let him live another day. Beyond that was questionable.
“I know you were looking at my ass,” he whispered in her ear when they reached the landing.
“I was not looking at your ass.” With an evil grin, she spoke loud so Kat could hear.
“Okay, kids, I don’t really care who looked at whose ass first, but it’s time to eat,” Kat said as she took several containers out of the shopping bag and started opening lids. “Roxy, honey, tell Zayne what dishes you’d like him to set your table with. And don’t worry. He’ll clean-up when we’re done.”
Zayne glared at his mother. Turning to Roxy, he said in a low drawl, “One of these days, I’m fixin’ to tell her...”
Roxy, just to antagonize him, shrugged her shoulders as if she didn’t see a problem. Although she secretly lived for the hour Zayne would tell Kat exactly what he wanted and not what she wanted to hear. Roxy liked that he cared enough about his mother’s happiness to indulge her whims but worried he was creating a monster by never refusing her wishes.
Part of her, though, coveted Zayne for having a mom who fussed over him like Kat did. Why did it bother him so much? Unlike her parents, Kat seemed to only want the best for her child.
Roxy’s stomach contracted and not from hunger. She certainly knew what it was like to choose between a parents’ ways or the highway. Even though Kat seemed a tad controlling, Zayne was fortunate to have a mother who loved him enough to butt-in where she didn’t belong. At least she did wrong by him for all the right reasons.
With Kat and Zayne now on either side of her, Roxy sat down at her bistro set in the alcove off the kitchen. A tremor slid through her, her senses hyper-responsive to what felt like a normal family enjoying a meal together. She’d never pictured herself as part of that Hallmark Family Movie image.
Warming her heart further, her table was covered with nothing but fiery red dishes. Good thing she liked the color and tomatoes too. The luscious color variations and aroma made her long to be back in a Tuscan villa, reaching for a bottle of Chianti. But she’d always take the McDonald’s companionship over the vineyard-fresh, Italian wine and a table for one.
Kat passed her a plate of fresh sliced tomatoes, perfectly arranged among slices of mozzarella cheese. The serving dish was drizzled with olive oil and sprinkled with oregano. Bellissimo.
“Isn’t the growing season just starting?” Roxy’s mouth watered as she slipped several slices of both the tomatoes and cheese onto her plate. “Which grocery did you go to for these beauties?”
Kat coughed and cleared her throat, motioning with her hands for Zayne to answer Roxy’s question.
“Did I say something wrong?” Roxy couldn’t imagine what, but both her guests seemed mildly offended.
“Around here, you use grocery-bought tomatoes if no one likes you enough to give you their homegrown varieties.” Zayne emptied pretty much the rest of the appetizer platter onto his plate. “Serious growers are measured by their tomatoes alone. We grow them in greenhouses during the off season, so they’re always fresh.”
“I’m sorry for my ignorance.” Roxy felt awful for insulting them but was thrilled to be liked enough not to have to succumb to the grocery bins.
She sure didn’t think, though, that Kat could be measured by tomatoes alone. Totally not her style. This was a woman wearing linen, crushed silk, and fabulous boots, not Carharts. Looking at Kat’s smart style, Roxy could very easily and with good reason label Kat a Manhattanite. A woman bred for Tiffany’s, not beefsteaks. Not until Kat opened her mouth, speaking with her southern sweet tea voice, did Roxy know different.
“Try some of this, dear,” Kat said, handing her what looked like some sort of tomato quiche as she suppressed another cough.
“Is it quiche?” Roxy said, taking the dish and hoping Kat wasn’t coming down with a cold. She seemed a bit flushed too.
“Down here we call it tomato pie,” Kat corrected her.
Whatever it was, Roxy thought, it looked delicious. Putting a forkful in her mouth, she concluded it tasted even better. The homemade comfort warmed her stomach and her soul, a comfort foreign to her.
“Wow. This is great.” Roxy took another bite. “Thank you both so much. I was hungrier than I thought.”
“You could use some more meat on those bones of yours,” Kat said even though she had barely touched the food on her own plate.
“Mom, Roxy cleaned-up her plate better than you,” Zayne cut in.
“I’m fixin’ to get to it.” Stirring the air between them with her fork, Kat brushed-off Zayne. She played some more with her pie, spearing the crust until it broke into a zillion crumbs.
Zayne leaned-in across the table toward his mom, evidently thinking his close proximity would have a larger impact. “What’s up with your eating? I know you’ve lost weight.”
“Oh, hogwash. Why don’t you mind your own business?” Kat leaned into him and popped a piece of pie into her mouth.
“Yeah, like you mind yours?” Zayne harrumphed. “If you keep cutting sizes, Roxy’s going to have to make you an entire new wardrobe.”
At first appearing more-than-uncomfortable when Zayne questioned her weight, Kat’s demeanor lifted once he’d offered her Raeve apparel. “Well, maybe that’s what I had in mind. I just can’t wait to get busy in that shop.”
“It’s a ‘boutique.’ Not a shop,” Roxy said, not able to refrain from commenting on one of her pet peeves. She hadn’t gone to one of the top design schools in the world to own a shop. She pushed her plate away and took a drink of water, washing down the raw nerves pinching her throat. “Let’s talk about this arrangement.”
Kat sat up straighter in her chair, her eyes wide with hurt and confusion from Roxy’s snarky retort.
Humbled, the cement barrier around her heart cracking, Roxy sighed, struggling to find a way to apologize. Used to defending her talent to her own heartless family, she’d forgotten she wasn’t dealing with a Steve or Lily Vaughn. Kat wasn’t talking-down Raeve’s designs. She supported Roxy’s talent more than anyone ever had.
“I’m sorry, Kat. I didn’t mean to snap like that. I just don’t do well working with a partner. Ask my dad.” Roxy slouched in her chair, wishing it would swallow her. She scooted her chair away from the table to put distance between herself and the person she’d unintentionally hurt. “Frankly, I’m lousy at it.”
“Mom is too. Aren’t you, Mom?” Zayne threw his napkin onto his plate, a wicked grin spreading with the blazing fury of a wildfire.
“Zayne, I resent that,” Kat said, but not in the way of a woman insulted, rather in a tone almost representative of a hidden sense of pride.
“Whatever makes you feel better, Mom. But I doubt Roxy’s going to take too kindly to you bossing her around like you do me.” Zayne rose from his chair and took his plate to the sink.
Damn. She wasn’t used to a man rushing to defend her bullheadedness. The man kindled more flames in Roxy than she was ready for. Could she handle the heat? Did she even want to?
“Zayne, I’m capable of telling your mother what I will and won’t take kindly too,” she said, swiveling her chair back toward Kat so as not to be fazed by how perfect Zayne looked standing at her sink.
“Just so we’re straight on this, Kat -”
But before she could finish, pain seared Kat’s eyes and she placed her hand over her chest.
“Are you okay?” Roxy whispered, instinctively reaching out her hand, wrapping it gently around Kat’s wrist.
Kat anxiously looked over at Zayne who was scraping his plate. Roxy followed Kat’s concern, noting Zayne wasn’t paying any attention to them as he concentrated on his work at the sink.
Kat then looked at Roxy and nodded her head she was fine, beseeching Roxy with her desperate eyes not to make a fuss. Pockets of troubled air expanded inside Roxy’s chest then pressed against her ribcage.
“We’ll talk about this tomorrow,” Roxy said in a hushed voice, “and that’s a promise.”
Before Roxy could say anything else, Zayne was back at the table, scooping up their dishes.
“I’ll help you with that.” Kat sprang up from her chair and hustled away from the table. “Roxy, honey, where’s your dish soap?”
“Under the sink,” Roxy said to the woman who now wouldn’t look her in the eye.
Roxy’s chest tightened with each avoidance maneuver Kat employed. “But there’s really no need for both of you to clean-up too. I can do it later. It’s enough that you cooked.”
Kat laughed. “Honey, I didn’t cook a damn thing. In fact, I don’t cook at all.”
“Then who did?” Roxy glanced at Zayne. The hunk in her kitchen cooked too? If she had time for a man, he’d definitely be at the top of her list.
“Don’t look at me,” Zayne said and laughed along with his mother. “If Mom or I made dinner, I would have refused to come over. A man can only take so much.”
“So who made it? And do they deliver?”
Roxy got up and dragged herself to the sink, taking Zayne a glass he’d missed.
“Zayne’s fortunate to have a good friend, Cody, who cooks a mean streak. He keeps us fed when we’re not at the Neon Cowboy.” Kat rinsed off the last dish and placed it in the dishwasher. “I’m not sure about the delivery thing. But I’m sure his arm could be twisted occasionally. Or, for that matter, Cody could cook at his family’s diner, and Zayne would deliver it to you.”
“Why that’s just what I was going to say, Mom.” Zayne rolled his eyes at Roxy. “You just beat me to it.”
Roxy laughed. She enjoyed their easy banter. Nothing like this ever occurred in her family. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten a meal at home, around a dining room table, with her family. Until she’d left home, her meals consisted of reheats from the family’s chef, eaten on her bed while watching CMT. If not that, then reserved tables in posh restaurants with her girlfriends.
And Roxy’s mom sure didn’t know which of her daughter’s friends could cook, a task she’d find way too menial to consider talent unless it rivaled the skills of an Iron Chef.
“Got any friends who can build things?” It didn’t hurt to ask, Roxy figured. She had some shelving and display ideas for Raeve.
“Yeah, actually I do. My friend Damian can make just about anything. What do you need?” Zayne asked, while packing the last of the empty containers into the shopping bag.
If there was one thing positive Roxy’s parents had shown her, it was how to network. Although, she certainly didn’t schmooze like they did, sucking up to whoever was necessary to get what they wanted then talking about them behind their backs.
“I have a couple of projects at the boutique I need help with. You know I can’t pay much. So I need to learn how to make them myself.”
It was hell being this strapped for cash. But Roxy refused to ask her parents for more money. It was bad enough she’d accepted the family’s realtor to find her townhouse then caved to their decorator – although she had no idea they’d go to such pricy extremes in the renovations.
But she wasn’t stupid. The Vaughn entourage only did so much to the house to max-out her dad’s resale value after Roxy failed and bailed. Too bad for her dad’s investment, she wasn’t going down if she could at all prevent her financial annihilation.
She’d used her money for Raeve and all but wiped-out her savings. All she had left were her mind, muscles and borderline maniacal determination. She’d have to rely on those to succeed.
“Let that be one of my first responsibilities,” Kat broke into the conversation. “I’ll have Damian there tomorrow afternoon to talk to you.”
“Okay. Fine.” Maybe with Kat concentrating on construction, she’d leave Roxy alone to finish designing the buckle collection. Maybe there were some things Roxy could delegate. She’d have to give this co-worker idea additional thought.
“Okay. Fine,” Kat repeated and picked up the bag to leave. “C’mon, Zayne, let’s not make a nuisance of ourselves. It’s getting late.
“Roxy, dear, I put plenty of leftovers in your frig, which should get you by for a few days,” Kat headed for the stairs.
She turned back and wrapped Roxy in a huge hug. “Or maybe I’ll just go to the store for you tomorrow.
“Thank you, Roxy.” Kat hugged her again. “For everything.”
According to Roxy’s recollection, she’d only agreed to Kat’s help at Raeve. Not taking her on as a personal assistant.
Roxy, without thinking, returned Kat’s hug, allowing the woman’s kindness to smother her like a blanket. Even though she was unprepared for the affection, it was sort of nice. “Okay, Kat...we’ll talk tomorrow.”
The shock on Zayne’s face must have mirrored hers, but it just felt like the natural thing to do. And Roxy really didn’t owe herself or Zayne any explanation. That’s what her new life was about – doing what she wanted when she wanted.
Kat winked at her then headed down the stairs.
“You women amaze me,” Zayne said. “Just when I think I’ve got you figured out, you go and do something sweet. If I didn’t know better, I’d think I’d just witnessed you two bonding.”
Roxy reached for her broom. “How’d you like to bond with my broomstick, Beefsteak?”
That got him moving.
But it also got other combustible chemicals stirring inside Roxy too - a cowboy concoction she didn’t have time to experiment with. Or should she make time?
At precisely six Monday morning, Roxy dragged herself, her bum ankle, and Dipstick and Darling across the parking lot behind Raeve. She wasn’t about to allow the inconvenience or achy irritation of her weekend injury to vary her work habits. Rushing through the tractor supply store’s employee entrance, she congratulated herself on rising above her handicap.
Punctual...that was her in a gigantic nutshell. A self-diagnosed nut in an at-times shell-shocking new culture. But one thing about her hadn’t changed. She was hell-bent on punctuality.
The time zone change between Manhattan and Nashville hadn’t been a problem. She’d simply set her anal-tivity an hour back. The land of Jack Daniel’s, however, operated on its own sweet schedule, without the need for an instrument of time. Life here happened whenever people got around to it. On the –ish clock. Seven-ish. Eight-ish. Nine-ish. Nobody used the minute hand. And Southerners were suspicious of Yankees who did.
Flipping the appropriate switch in the farm store’s breaker box, Roxy waited while the overhead lighting in her corner of the building hummed and buzzed to life. She was convinced sound engineers for Star Wars mimicked the same auditory patterns to produce the film’s light saber battles.
Knowing it should be about 6:02, she glanced at her watch. Perfect. Her internal clock still worked. She could still sell her Bulgari if finances got too desperate.
She limped her way through the boutique, toggling the switches on the hand-made paper lamps lighting each display. Her ankle wasn’t close to the stiff and cramped appendage it was yesterday. Ever the pessimistic optimist, Roxy charged on, hope filling her psyche’s dwindling reserve.
Maybe she would be ready to dance by Wednesday. If she weren’t, she’d lie and do it anyway. She owed Zayne at least a new bumper, so she really didn’t have much choice. Plus, she wasn’t going to miss the opportunity to be held close by that hunk of a man. No matter how hard she tried to ignore his manly-man wholesomeness, his good looks, paired with his irritatingly charming personality, drew her in deeper, frying her resolve to ignore her attraction.
Once thinking serendipity was over-rated, Zayne had Roxy rethinking coincidental connections. Whether or not she liked the pattern of events leading up to their bizarre pairing, Zayne kept showing up in her life, upsetting her hormonal balance and reinforcing their karmic connection. Either way – ravish him or ignore him - Roxy made good on her commitments. And she’d committed to him...kind of. So consequently, probably should be committed.
By eight minutes after six, she’d clicked on the last lamp. Normally, she was tending to Dipstick and Darling by now. The damn fall had her two minutes off schedule.
She poured fresh water for the dogs and fluffed the pillows she’d made for them out of fabric scraps. Having them here with her in the boutique was a blessing – a benefit to being a tenant of a store selling pet food.
Some days, it was just the three of them holding down the back corner of the supply store. But the days she had customers, Dipstick and Darling were a hit. She sold more canine couture some weeks than she did human apparel. The success of her Canines with Class Collection had a lot to do with her spokes models.
She still needed a way to attractively display the ID tags, leashes and jewelry she’d created with them in mind. But she sucked at sales and marketing. Outfitting a human or canine body was easy. Encouraging someone to purchase her goods for themselves or their pampered pooch was out of her talent pool. She couldn’t do it. Her efforts wasted time she didn’t have. That part of her brain was a dismal disappointment with or without her father’s reminders she was promo-challenged.
Manhattan therapists had received a lot of her father’s cash trying to figure out why she couldn’t sell her designs. They’d told Roxy her deficiency had to do with her obsessive drive for perfection, suggesting she feared attempting anything new if success wasn’t a guarantee. Interesting. Moving 886 miles from Manhattan to Nashville to open Raeve must have been nothing more than overcompensation.
Roxy unloaded her Coach tote, careful when removing her spiral-bound sketchbook not to catch the rings on the bag’s beautiful lining.
She needed to finish the Buckles Me Baby sketches so she could order the materials to produce them. Provided, of course, she could wade through her supply room maze to discover what she already had in stock.
Organization – like marketing - wasn’t part of her world. Frankly, to maintain her massive To Do Lists, some things had to give. Disorganization provided a Romper Room for her muse, keeping the creative juices flowing amidst her eclectic clutter.
The fact the supply area in the rear of Raeve looked like the aftermath of an avalanche was part of something bigger. Her disorderly conduct drove her parents crazy –the very key to its continuance. Plus, her last au pair told her that because she usually found what she was searching for that made her a Certified Rescue Specialist. Kind of a cool designation she’d thought at age 13, and she still got a kick out of the title.
Roxy placed her empty tote in the spot reserved on the Frank Lloyd Wright-inspired chair next to her design table. Making a mess of supplies was acceptable. Haphazardly abandoning a designer bag on less of a seat would earn her a plastic folding chair in Hell. Some things in life had to be protected.
Pulling the previous week’s hand-printed receipts off the pin cushion next to the cash register, Roxy sorted the slips by date. Noticing she’d sold nothing for two days, she cringed.
Open five days a week, Raeve’s hours were technically Tuesday through Saturday from ten to six. But she worked in the boutique on her off days too, primarily to entice the farm store’s patrons who had all seven days and holidays to find what they needed. It wasn’t like she’d turn down a customer if one ventured into her retail space by mistake. Roxy had made more than a few sales on her days off to customers looking for lug nuts. Struggling designers just couldn’t afford to rest when potential customers were close by.
Not due for her coffee fix and breakfast until 6:42, she had roughly twenty-two minutes to straighten up the shelves ransacked by Saturday’s customers. She should have done it Saturday night before going home, but by the end of the week she’d been too depressed by the hemorrhaging numbers in Raeve’s budget.
Starting with the T-shirt collection, she picked up her favorite beaded design. The morning sun, filtered through the buildings plate-glass windows, skipped across the tiny crystal facets. She checked a large, hot pink sequin, making sure it remained secure, then refolded the shirt to reveal the torn-out neck she’d scooped dangerously low.
Manolo Blahnik believed the secret to design was in the cleavage. Granted he referred to toe cleavage. But Roxy had proven it worked as well with the kind she exploited.
So had all the men she’d dated. Used to talking to the tops of their heads, making her stomach curl, Roxy had decided early in her career to give them something else to focus on while they ogled her and her clients’ D-cups. Proud she filled her own cups instead of relying on silicone, her designs tended to be top heavy. And she liked them that way. Slightly out of whack. Slightly unbalanced. Slightly imperfect.
Grabbing the next size shirt, she tucked and fussed each piece in the stack until they formed an artistic leaning tower on the display table. They may be a bitch to reassemble, but Roxy refused to use folding boards. She didn’t want military perfection. There was that perfection thing again. She wanted her own flounce and flare, that anything goes, Holly GoLightly attitude. She hoped her customers felt that freedom too when wearing her designs.
If she only had the cash, she’d shelve the shirts in art deco cubbies. But that seemed to be a ways from reality, unless this Damian friend of Zayne’s knew how to help her build them.
Asking for help made her queasy, putting the squeeze on her pride. But as she reasoned out her actions, her muscles loosened under her ego’s grip. At least she wasn’t seeking her parent’s philanthropy. Instead, she relied on her own intuition and work ethic.
She straightened up the next sequined pile of baby T’s along with the glitter-dusted variety. Except for her reworked classics’ palette of browns, blacks, grays and white, she’d stuck with just three new color-combos for the summer season.
At the drawing table, she’d visualized sherbet, dished up in metallic metal bowls. The result – three delicious shades of raspberry, orange and lime - her favorite flavors.
With twelve minutes left before breakfast, Roxy visualized more than sherbet. The image of a grande, cinnabon-flavored coffee and a recycled paper bag containing scrambled eggs, hash browns, toast and bacon danced in her head. Salivating like Pavlov’s dog, she checked her coat pocket for cash. Cutting breakfast out of her budget was unthinkable, although both her waistline and her wallet would benefit if she’d at least skip the hash browns and bacon.
After massaging the hunger pangs out of her stomach, she color-coordinated the crushed silk and velvet camis, resorted the skinny jeans by size, and reconnected the satin peasant skirts precariously dangling from their hangers. Why couldn’t people put things back in the same place on the rack or shelf they’d taken them from? Better yet, why couldn’t they purchase what they picked up, making the issue a non-issue?
She changed the jewelry on the mannequins posed on the tops of the carousel racks, giving her repeat customers – both of them, Kat and one of her friends - a hint at the versatility in her pieces. Moving a gorgeous citrine and turquoise necklace to the only mannequin it hadn’t been on sent a shockwave rippling across Roxy’s reality pool.
She had to think of something to push her designs out the door. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have the cash to transform her drawings into the fall collections. She needed help. As much as it contradicted her staunch independence, she wasn’t naïve regarding her future without a rocket booster of some sort.
She’d been hoping to hold off for the rest of May until Jules and Audrey came to visit. Looking for a break from the City, her favorite gal pals since prep school had decided to join her and go Dixie for the summer. They’d know what Raeve needed to get off the ground.
Roxy may have a sixth sense enabling her to pinpoint which designs would drive demand. But Audrey, a management guru, planned to take Raeve online and launch a web store, limiting the boutique’s reliance on farm store traffic. And Jules, a culinary schooled chef, would feed them while they worked to save Raeve.
Blowing her bangs out of her eyes, Roxy gathered the dismal pile of receipts then hauled out the folder holding her accounts payable. After reconciling her sales with what she owed her suppliers, she’d know if she could survive the three weeks ‘til Jules and Audrey arrived.
Hoping the Bongo Bean’s caffeine would give her a bigger jolt than her cash flow analysis, Roxy headed next door to the coffee shop a full minute ahead of schedule.
Pushing in the Bean’s door, Roxy breathed in the rich aromas of roasted-on-site coffee mixed with a confectionary cloud of sinful pastries. Luckily, she didn’t do sugar. A recovering sucrose addict, she was perfectly satisfied riding the low carb train. But coffee and eggs were part of her budget and an accountant’s dream compared to the price of a scone.
Seeing her order on the counter, she sashayed through the customers waiting to be seated. Maneuvering the morning rush, she whizzed past the dramatic, dark red drapes dividing the café from the dining room. It wasn’t just the curtains that looked as if they were about to reveal the next act in life. The place had an ambiance fit for an artist. From the special treatments restoring the original brick walls to the repaired tin ceiling, the café’s character offered respite to Roxy’s muses. The rest of the day, her creative divas competed with wheelbarrows and Allen wrenches.
Roxy felt more at home in the unique charm of the cafe than in her brownstone. Creative synergy was blended not only in the lattes, but in the convergence of the patrons as they sipped mochas and nibbled on cinnamon buns.
Roxy left her money on the counter and smiled at Marcus, a barista who appeared to have stepped behind the Bongo Bean’s counter straight off a Caribbean island paradise. While firing up the espresso machine, he blew her a kiss then flashed his Taye Diggs smile.
Taking her breakfast with her, Roxy hobbled back out the door onto the sun-dappled sidewalk, planning to get her groove back just like Stella. After waiting on a delivery truck to pass, she stepped off the curb and into the alley behind the plaza, surprised to see a black Hummer parked in front of the supply store’s rear entrance. No one came in this early, unless they worked...
What? She checked her watch. Three hours early?! A horn blew her a blatant warning that time was irrelevant in the middle of a loading zone. She jumped back onto the safety of the curb. Getting run over by the chicken feed supplier - that’s all she needed.
She focused her shook-up nerves on the Hummer in time to see Zayne lower the driver’s side window. “Whoa, Princess. You’d better watch where you’re going before your need a body cast instead of a couple of bandages.”
“It’s your fault, Beefsteak,” Roxy screamed, willing her heart to drop back into her chest.
Her index finger, once wrapped around her coffee cup, now pointed at Zayne, shaking a mean jig as she desperately tried to regain her composure.
“Every time you’re around, something horrible happens to me,” she said, glad to feel her pulse winding down to a much more manageable rhythm.
* * *
Even though Zayne hadn’t thought of it like that, Roxy might have a point. Both of their universes took tailspins when they inhabited the same space.
“Well, now you’re making me feel bad,” he said and meant it.
He opened his door and started towards her as she remained frozen on the curb, staring at his mom’s SUV. He wasn’t sure how to explain why they were three hours early. Technically, it was the only time he’d be out of the fields for the rest of the day. But yeah, he was also anxious to check-in on his favorite diva. She didn’t need to be privy to his personal motivation, however, so he’d best stick to business.
As if that was possible with her walking towards him. The gentle sway of her hips hypnotized him. Her almond eyes, narrowed into spirited slits, hooked him, reaching into his soul, refusing to let go until he’d softened them with happiness or laughter.
Zayne had first noticed Roxy after New Years in the Bongo Bean. He used to eat breakfast there when he had clients to meet either at Vanderbilt or a Music Row recording studio. He sure missed the creative vibes of the advertising world. He missed the café. And he definitely missed seeing Roxy come into The Bean to pick up the same-sized bag and the same-sized cup of coffee she now carried.
Not able to get her out of his head, Zayne hoped to at least obtain a new image to replace the Sleeping Beauty he’d left on the couch Saturday night. The watching-her-sleep-like-an-angel replay had him in knots. But judging by the ferocious scowl he’d just witnessed on her face, he had another mental picture of her to add to his dreamscape. And this latest vision really tickled him. Even when she was mad as hell, she was one hot vixen.
“Yoohoo,” Roxy cooed, “I’m talking to you.”
She passed her cup of coffee under his nose, teasing him out of his stupor. The inviting smell of cinnamon rolls and cocoa mixed with her lilting voice got Zayne’s attention.
“I said, I agreed to your little deal, expecting you to repair your truck, not buy a new one. If you think I’m going to be tied to you until that beast is paid for, you’re nuts.”
“No, you’re the nut,” Zayne said then rolled his eyes as his mother opened her door. “And so’s she. Sorry we’re early. For the record, this is Mom’s truck. She wanted to come to town early in case you needed her. Now about you being tied to me...”
“Good morning, dear,” his mom said, stepping down onto the running board of her truck, her tote bag stuffed to the max, her timing effectively squelching Zayne’s bondage concerns. “Hope I’m not too early. Just thought you might need the extra help. Zayne was on a break from the fields, so I asked him to go ahead and drive me into town.”
Zayne knew from Roxy’s eyes once again narrowing into those challenging slits that she wasn’t buying their crap, but she kept her mouth shut. Too bad. He’d liked to have heard what she was thinking inside that tart head of sexy curls.
“Zayne, honey, get the box out of the back for me, would you?” his mom ordered while she took in the store’s back entrance. “It’s too bad they won’t let you do a window display out front. But, oh my, the wisteria back here. What an eye catcher. That had to be your idea, Dear. Whatever made you think of that?”
“Why, I’m sure it has something to do with Manolo Blahnik,” Zayne said, struggling to keep the lid of the box from blowing away in the breeze.
“Right you are, smart ass,” Roxy said then laughed, more than likely fighting his attempt to humor her, judging by the set of her jaw.
“Wisteria covers the entrance to one of Manolo’s homes,” Roxy told her protégé as they started for the door together.
“How did you know about the Manolo connection?” Zayne’s mom questioned him while he closed the truck’s rear cargo hatch.
“Roxy and I do have some civilized, meaningful conversations,” he said, enjoying sparring with his two favorite women. It beat propagating tomato seeds.
“I was drugged when I told you that,” Roxy reminded him.
“I know. That happens to be when you’re the most civilized. In pain and on medication,” Zayne said, smiling as Roxy held the door for him, although fearful she’d let the thing bang shut on his ass.
Before he’d gotten six feet inside the farm store, Dipstick and Darling were all over him, pawing at his jeans and sniffing his boots. Shit. Now he’d never get out of buying his mom one of these yappy lapfuls. Although they were cute little squirts.
“Oh, Zayne. Look. They’re Puggles.” His mom dropped to her knees, diverting the dogs’ attention away from Zayne as she let them pounce all over her, licking her ears and nuzzling her neck. “You didn’t tell me Roxy had Puggles. Where were they during dinner last night?”
“I’d already tucked them in for the night. Kat, meet Dipstick and Darling.”
“What cute names. Oh, I’m in heaven.”
His mom stood up, reaching for a rack to steady her. Her balance was off, he surmised, for a reason he’d be finding out about real soon after a call to her doctor.
“Do the dogs come with you to the shop...I mean boutique...every day?” His mom asked followed by a deep, measured breath.
Was she nervous? Zayne banished that reasoning almost as soon as he’d produced it. She never showed insecurities. And why would she be on edge with Roxy? The two were probably best friends in a past life.
Roxy set her coffee and sack on the checkout counter. “Yep, they’re here about every day. I can’t stand leaving them at home. They keep me company along with the other barnyard animals.”
“Oh, I love the idea.” His mom brushed a few short pieces of hair off her pants and let her eyes wonder the premises. “Now where shall I put my things?”
Roxy picked up an expensive looking leather bag and hooked its straps onto the top corner of the most unusual chair Zayne had ever seen. Something like that would have looked great in his Village flat.
“Here would be fine for your Louis. Great bag, by the way. As for the box, just put it somewhere behind this counter,” Roxy directed. “What did you bring?”
As Zayne wedged the box between the dogs’ pillows, Roxy met his eyes with a half-terrified look.
“Oh. Not much at all, Dear.”
His mom placed her hands on her hips, let out a large sigh and turned a full three hundred sixty degrees with the happiest look Zayne had seen on her in a long time.
“Just odds n’ ends to help you do a better job at moving this inventory.”
Roxy looked at Zayne with her hands raised, signaling him to decipher his mom’s cryptic slam.
“This is between you two,” he said, wanting no part of where this was heading. “But you’d better approach things with a lot more tact than that, Ma McDonald.”
After he addressed his mother that way, Roxy laughed. But his mom didn’t. Her death look told him just what she thought of his suggestion.
Irked that his mom would stoop to such a direct remark right out of the gate, Zayne wasn’t worried about her watch-it-boy look. She didn’t need to blatantly expose Roxy’s lack of promotional skills. Not everyone had the natural advertising instincts and salesmanship he and his mom had. Roxy sure knew how to accentuate and promote her body, but marketing what she made to cover it wasn’t her strongest attribute.
Although Zayne’s mind cautioned him to get away while he still could, he couldn’t force his eyes off her curves. Her commanding, attention-getting persona, coupled with her dare devil style made all his blood rush below his belt, leaving his brain seriously malnourished.
Damn. He knew it was rude to stare, but that tiny pink shirt - not to mention where those sparkly things were placed - made him hotter than picking tomatoes in August. Together with the pink shiny skirt hugging her perfectly rounded hips, Zayne was seeing stars.
But the fury suede boots hugging her legs from her knees to her toes brought him back to earth. Those were a little too out-there for his taste. But what did he know? She was the fashionista. Twenty bucks said his mom owned a pair within the week.
Roxy flicked his Stetson with her perfect nails. “My eyes are up here, Beefsteak.”
“Yeah. Yeah.” Heat found its way from Zayne’s groin to his face. “Sorry. Got hung up on the big boo...boots.”
“Don’t you have your own heirlooms to tend to?” Roxy tapped one Eskimo boot against the hardwood floor. “Your mom and I have work to do.”
“Yes. We do.” His mom abandoned her self-guided tour through Raeve long enough to show Zayne to the door. “I’m going to the Neon Cowboy straight from Raeve, so I’ll see you tonight.”
“Why don’t you just take it easy when you’re done here? ‘Til you get used to this.” Zayne gestured to the boutique’s surroundings.
“I’m thinking Zayne has a valid point,” Roxy butted-in.
Now that’s a woman he could get used to, Zayne thought. One who said what she thought even when not asked. Well...when it helped his cause. But why was she rushing to his defense? Weren’t women supposed to stick up for each other in front of a man? Granted, Roxy wasn’t your normal woman. But she certainly wouldn’t take his side without a damn good reason.
“You have a great staff at the saloon,” Roxy added.
Continuing her push for him, stoked Zayne’s concern.
“I’m sure they can handle things. Maybe we can grab an early dinner and go over your impressions of the boutique,” she offered.
Zayne rubbed his temples, trying to relieve the pressure building into dizzying waves. One minute Roxy’s damn close to breaking her neck over his mom having anything to do with Raeve. Now, she’s soliciting her opinions.
No wonder Zayne stuck to tomatoes and bootscootin’. The female hybrid confused the hell out of him.
“Well...I’m sure the Neon Cowboy could manage without me for one night. Okay, then. Dinner it is. I know just the place,” Kat said.
Apparently his mom was surprised too as she stuttered out an answer to Roxy’s impromptu invitation.
“Guess you don’t need me in your way, ladies.” Zayne tipped his hat on his way out the door. “Don’t kill each other.”
The flash firing from Roxy’s narrowing eyes put him back at ease.
What he wouldn’t give again to be one of those damn dogs. They always got to stay around for the action.
Zayne scanned the benches of his dad’s greenhouse. Cell pack upon cell pack sat side-by-side, mourning their master’s death. The leggy bastards had figured out Zayne didn’t know them like his father had.
Classified in the industry as family heirlooms, the seeds creating these tomato plants had been handed down five McDonald generations. But with Zayne’s inheritance, this could be their last dance. The plants probably feared they’d end up mystery heirloom tomatoes, unintentionally cross-pollinated because their new breeder didn’t know shit.
Searching for the packs marked Red Rocket Brandywines, Zayne tightened his grip on his father’s note box. Making his way down and across the narrow bench rows, he reached the section reserved for the Brandywines. The mid-morning sun soaked through the glass ceiling, warming the tender plants but failing to energize Zayne for the task ahead.
After losing his father, he’d promised himself he’d see through this year’s contest. But where was he going to get the vision and knowledge to make it happen? He’d certainly given up on finding enjoyment in the process.
He tapped his fingers against the sides of the plastic box as if trying to wake an imaginary tomato genie. Maybe he wasn’t looking hard enough. ‘Course it would help if he knew where the hell to start.
He pulled out the worn wooden stool from under his father’s workbench and placed it in front of the Brandywines, setting the card box on the stool’s chipped paint seat. Needing additional workspace, he moved several packs to an empty bench along the far wall of the greenhouse, making a mental note to return the trays to their original position before he left. If he didn’t, Cody would jump him. Not a good way to prove his devotion to the operation.
Somehow he had to survive this crucial season. If he did and worked out the thin-skin issue - both his and the tomato’s – Zayne’s would be the fifth successful season of this particular seed. Making the McDonald Red Rocket Brandywine officially de-hybridized and welcome into the created heirloom class of tomatoes. A class full of financial possibilities.
Based on what little he’d studied, if he wanted success, he’d have to grow the tomato true to what his dad had in mind. For the past four years, his old man had saved and replanted Brandywine seeds. If Zayne’s attempt this fifth season worked, he and his dad’s tomato would earn the right to be called an heirloom.
By mastering his father’s hybrid cross and winning the contest, the prize contract offered by Red Gold would belong to the McDonald farm. A new commercial grade, USDA quality hybrid tomato would be ready for the market. A tomato not sacrificing flavor for the uniformity in size necessary for packing and shipping. Just like his dad had planned, toiled and sweat buckets to achieve.
If he used his dad’s cards right, not only would Zayne be ready to mass produce these bad boy Brandywines, but the seeds alone would sell for three thousand dollars per pound. Perhaps his mom, having seen his dad’s dream realized, would then agree to sell the farm and stay in the city where she seemed happiest.
Without success, Zayne would never get her to leave the farm. Even though she’d never told him in exact words and would never force him to participate, he knew she wanted his dad’s dreams seen through. A fitting tribute to a guy who never accepted a challenge without finishing it. A win would free them both, bringing closure to his dad’s death and a forward momentum to their lives, lives stifled like the humid spring air hunkered down over their fields.
Zayne shuffled through the card box, feeling like each card turned was a missed chance with his father. Maybe if he’d spent more time in the greenhouses with his dad instead of choreographing dance steps in the loft in the barn, the lump wedged in his throat wouldn’t be as bothersome.
Reaching the section he needed, Zayne prayed he’d find the answers. If they weren’t in the cards, his dad’s vision was screwed. Just like his father’s plans for Zayne had gone unfulfilled ‘til now.
Beyond the disgusting job of collecting seeds, Zayne knew nothing about growing tomatoes. To ensure these critters ripened into masterpieces, Zayne needed his dad’s notes on weather, soil condition and care methods. Any tricks preserved on these cards, like chemical solutions for foliage spraying, also wouldn’t hurt.
Some kids cleaned their rooms for allowance. Zayne had fermented tomatoes in glass jars, waiting until the seeds fell to the bottom. Then he’d sprayed off the slimy crap from his harvest and counted the suckers, before sealing the cleaned seeds in zip-locked bags and swapping them with his father for cash.
That’s it. That’s all Zayne knew about heirloom tomato farming.
After graduating from college thirteen years ago, he’d lived in The Village, creating media campaigns to make good on his degree, teaching bootscootin’ at The Neon Cowboy to fulfill his passion. He’d left the tomato business in his father’s rough, field-hardened hands, leaving their relationship as scattered as the seeds his father planted.
Zayne had no choice now but to rely on Cody and what the two of them could glean from these damn cards. Once the vines were in place in the field beds, Cody could work the soil. He was a genius working the land. But only Zane’s father had prepared the plants for that point. Kent McDonald had been the genetic maestro breathing life into the dirt mounds. Cody was the field workhorse. All Zayne could do was pull his head out of his ass and pretend he knew something useful.
Zayne picked through the divider tabs. Jesus. He couldn’t read half his dad’s scribbles. What a fucking mess!
Reviewing the first card, he skipped the illegible sections, hoping he could deduce the missing elements once he’d read all the cards. He perused the second card before flipping to the third. A scrawl at the bottom referred him to a fourth card for a list of errors his dad had made and couldn’t afford to repeat.
But where was the fourth card? The one behind three was numbered five and contained the foliage spray and watering schedules. Terrific, Zayne thought, slamming the box lid shut. His mom had said she’d replaced the cards in order. Not that she’d been the imbecile who dropped them. She must have misplaced the card he needed. Or perhaps it was stuck to another one in the box.
He’d have to go through the whole damn container again, looking for one fucking card. Thank God his dad had labeled each one with the variety name and card number. All he had to do was find ‘Red Rocket Brandywine Card 4 of 5.’
He certainly didn’t have time to repeat his father’s mistakes. He’d make enough blunders of his own to fill another box of cards.
Zayne may be a pro at saving Red Rocket Brandywine seeds in glass jars. But getting these heirlooms vine-ripened to harvest new seeds was unproven territory. The process was ripe for major, costly errors unless Zayne found the missing card. Without the perfect specimen, winning the contest was impossible. Without knowing how to harvest the seeds, the Red Gold prize contract was worthless.
Zayne studied the cell packs, comparing what he was seeing to what he was supposed to see according to card number one. So far so good. The transplants were mid-sized and a healthy green. But hmmm. They were a little leggier than suggested. At least he’d managed to keep them from flowering. That victory would make the root systems stronger in the fields, giving the plants more growing power.
Getting warm from the sun and from the turmoil staring him in the face, Zayne took off his flannel work shirt, throwing it up on the bench, careful not to brush against and break the new starts in the trays.
The greenhouse wasn’t the only environment producing too much heat and a lot of legs. Roxy had generous proportions of both. Seeing her at Raeve earlier in the day, dressed in that cotton candy-colored get up had him hotter than he should be. He’d dropped back the greenhouse thermostat to allow for the afternoon sun but he couldn’t compensate for the heat Roxy stirred inside him.
She was the real hybrid. And no card could teach him how to nurture the volatile mix they created together. She was another transplant he didn’t have a clue how to cultivate. But not knowing what he was doing had never stopped him.
Roxy’s flare for the avant-garde, coupled with her haughty independence had an erotic hold on him he couldn’t explain. But one he planned to explore. Oh yeah, Baby. Her barely-there designs, menacing in their bold, busty dares, made him hunger for what was tucked underneath.
But for all Roxy’s whimsical fancies, Zayne felt a solid strength in her that would wear a lifetime.
Forcing his mind back to the legs in his cell packs, he pulled the Brandywine growing chart out of his back pocket. Hopefully, the spreadsheets he’d created would keep the schedules straight. Taking a pen out of the antique vegetable can holder on the bench, he went through the chart. His dad kept most things in his head or in the note box, but Zayne preferred a multi-media approach. He’d been doing his homework and had the graphics to prove it.
According to his chart, during the fifth week of growing the transplants, he was ready...let’s see...he turned to the next page...for hardening the plants for the cooler outdoor temperatures. Not exactly the same hardening Roxy gave him. But since he’d had plenty of practice cooling off from her shenanigans since she’d rear-ended his truck, the process with these plants should be easy in comparison. Something else Roxy wasn’t...easy.
Zayne’s spreadsheet indicated he’d need to move the plants into the sunlight for a few hours each day, reducing their water supply but not letting them wilt. He remembered a shady spot behind the tractor barn. As a boy, he’d carried what seemed like thousands of cell pack trays to that area each morning for a couple of weeks in early summer. Then he’d hauled them back into the greenhouses at night. He’d have to do this for the next two weeks, returning the trays to the greenhouse each night until the shoots were hardy enough to plant outside. Some things in life you must not outgrow.
Zayne stuffed the chart back into his pants pocket, irritated as hell he’d entered the contest with the hybrid they’d sowed more trays of than any other variety. He’d be moving trays until his body buckled from exhaustion. Although that high sowing rate would allow for more errors, he reasoned, a contingency even Martha Stewart would acknowledge was a good thing.
He wiped runaway sweat from his brow. Damn greenhouses were always so stuffy, and he hated the pungent, acidic smell. He sucked in a breath as he surveyed the job, the chemical-saturated air burning his lungs.
Hell. He had forty, four-by-eight foot benches with approximately sixteen trays in double rows on the top of each bench. He’d be hardening these suckers for hours.
Hoping Cody had made it back from town, Zayne unclipped his Nextel from his belt and dialed Cody’s number. He had to start moving the trays out of the greenhouse. Since it would be another two weeks before they could plant the vines in the fields, they could mix the starter solutions later. But if they didn’t get the trays out, the straggly shoots wouldn’t need starter solution. They’d need a compost pile.
Not getting any response from bumping Cody, Zayne grabbed as many trays as he could stack in his arms without crushing the starts and headed for the hardening area. Muscling his way to the greenhouse entrance, he heard a vehicle pull into the lot in front of the door.
Good. Cody must be back.
Leaving the greenhouse, the screen snapped hard against Zayne’s back, sure to leave a welt. The high noon sun beat down into his eyes, but he was unable to shield them on account of his tray-packed arms.
His upper body strained against the weight of the trays as he squinted into the sun’s glare, trying to spot Cody’s truck. But he didn’t find Cody or his truck. He found Jack Baudlin, adding nothing but disgust to Zayne’s damn near debilitating distress.
Zayne fought the blinding rays ricocheting off Jack’s white Silverado as the truck rolled to a stop in front of the greenhouse. Dust churned from the dry ground, plastering the Baudlin Brothers Tomatoes sign covering the side of the truck’s cab.
Six feet, five inches of farm-buffed muscle stepped out of the driver’s side, activating Zayne’s defense mechanisms before his brain could argue. His shoulders squared to Jack’s solid frame, his chest inflated, pressing against the buttons of his shirt.
As Jack’s boots hit the ground, he tipped his hat. A friendly gesture contradicting the serious furrow of his brows, Zayne thought.
Jack’s straw-blond hair made for a sharp contrast to the man accompanying him. Santos, a good seven inches shorter than his employer, was made of the same home-grown muscle. He was the dark yang to his boss’ golden boy ying, with hair and skin the color of the earth. Whereas his eyes were light, a clear blue holding nothing but kindness, Jack’s were weary with darkness brewing.
Zayne hadn’t seen much of Jack since high school, except for occasionally at The Neon Cowboy. Each time he’d run into him, however, Santos had been at the youngest Baudlin’s side, always with a good-natured gentleness balancing Jack’s rowdy, drunken bravado.
Zayne, unlike Damian, though, couldn’t rationalize that the two men’s brawn, coupled with Jack’s ultra-conservative family, would allow them to be more than work partners.
Interesting too, Zayne thought, that Harry wasn’t leading his pack this time. Two visits in two days from the Baudlin bunch. What was up with that? Nothing smelling of good will.
Putting value in his body’s cautionary instincts, Zayne refused to relax the hard-set tension tightening his jaw.
He believed in friendly neighbors. But this double drop-in was beyond neighborly. Baudlins weren’t known for affability. In fact, except for Jack’s tendency to smile and Santos’s polite, reserved demeanor, Baudlins were assholes, especially when it came to tomato contest time.
Jack wasn’t smiling today. His lips were set in a taught line. He sucked-in his stomach, puffing out his perfect pecs. This was the last place he wanted to be, Zayne thought, watching Jack posture as he closed the short space between them.
“I’d shake your hand, but mine are full,” Zayne said, nodding toward the cell packs. “What brings you two by again?”
“So you’re really serious about the contest this year?” Jack asked, his voice’s forced ease betrayed by his intensely dark eyes.
“Yep. Sure am.” Zayne adjusted the packs in his arms, hoping for a brief visit from his competitors. The trays, still heavy from last night’s watering, were about to buckle in his arms. “Why are you asking again? Did we not make ourselves clear on that point yesterday?”
Scuffing his boot on the ground, the only son Harry Baudlin produced, gnawed on a piece of straw in his mouth. A habit Zayne had taken-up too, but just about the only one he shared with his old man. Hell. Kent McDonald should have been buried that way.
Jack moved the straw around his mouth with his tongue, chewing on his question. “You were perfectly clear. But after we left, we all got to talking. You haven’t been in the business for what, Zayne...ten plus years?”
“Something like that,” Zayne answered, not sure where this conversation was headed but curious enough to continue. “But why would that worry you? Hell, with me at the helm, I’d think your farm would already be celebrating a win.”
Jack laughed. But Santos didn’t, choosing instead to stare at the ground, drawing the heel of his boot against a jagged piece of crushed rock as if he was reluctantly standing guard, dutifully waiting to follow his mentor’s lead. Santos’s seriousness tempered by his concerned look seemed to offer Jack the loyal support of a friend. A devotion Zayne admired despite the trouble the man’s silence predisposed. Something was brewing at the Baudlin farms.
“Well, you’re not far off there,” Jack said, cloaking the awkward silence. “Dad sure is whoopin’ it up knowing you’re his competition.”
Yeah. He would be, Zayne thought. But why was Jack singling out his father as the only poor sport in the bunch? The Jack Baudlin Zayne had grown up with would have been bellying up to the winner’s circle right along with his dad. All Baudlins were in love with their tomatoes and knew their farm produced the best in the county. And Baudlin men stayed true to the family line, regardless of truth or what act would better serve justice.
“Dad swears he’ll be Nashville’s tomato king forever.” Jack tossed the limp piece of straw to the ground, mashing it into the dirt with his boot. “His only real competition was your father. So, yeah, he’s feeling confident.”
“Good for him. Just don’t let him get too confident.” Zayne shifted his weight, antsy to move the trays off his cramping arms. “I’m planning to win.”
“I’ll tell him that,” Jack said with a sly grin.
Although Zayne would have liked to dig deeper into Jack’s apparent angst at the promise of a tomato showdown, he had work to do before the heat of the day gave way to sundown. “If you’ll both excuse me, I’ve got to get these trays out.”
“Here. Let me help you.” Jack took two trays.
Santos took two more. “Hardening time?”
“That it is. Thanks. Cody should be back soon to catch the rest.” Zayne set off for the shade behind the tractor barn with Jack and Santos following close behind him. “So things working out for you farming for your dad?”
Jack edged ahead of Zayne and Santos, effortlessly maneuvering the trays. “You bet. Farming. Tomatoes. Family. That’s my life.”
Santos quickened his strides, securing his place next to Jack, leaving Zayne faltering alone. But Zayne needed the extra time to digest Harry Baudlin’s hell-bent drive to win the competition.
Jack slowed down so Santos could match his gait then hollered over his shoulder to Zayne. “But I’ll never have the insane devotion to the farm that Dad does. There’s more to life than tomatoes.”
Zayne fell back further, not remembering it taking this long or this much effort to get from the greenhouse to the tractor barn. His stomach tightened in raw acknowledgment. He faced more of a battle than he’d prepared for by entering the contest. Dancing and tomato growing required different muscle groups. The reality of his incompetence sickened him, while at the same time producing an unshakeable will to beat the odds.
A fleeting glance passed between Jack and Santos. Or was Zayne imagining it? With the early May heat, greenhouse gases and manual labor overload, hard telling what was real and what was a mirage messing with his mind.
“Jack’s dad will do anything to prove he’s the king,” Santos said, shaking his head almost as if he were in a disturbed daze.
Despite his stoic detachment, Zayne sensed Santos had a sharp edge grinding underneath his composed surface. His muscles twitched under his skin, giving Zayne the push to needle both him and Jack for specifics. “What do you mean by anything?”
Santos brushed Jack’s shoulder with his hand as if attempting to sooth his friend’s unrest.
No, Zayne thought, he wasn’t imagining a bigger connection between the two men. There was something more going on there than work. But Zayne sure as hell didn’t have the time or right to ask. He wasn’t even sure he wanted to know how well they were connected, although he definitely needed more on their cryptic behavior regarding Jack’s dad’s intentions.
“Just be prepared for a hell of a competition.” Jack set the trays in the shaded grass behind the barn. “Dad’s devoted to his growing operation. So are Santos and I. I’m sure your dad told you the stories. My old man’s not always the best sport during the game.”
Zayne hadn’t talked tomatoes with Jack even when they were boys. ‘Course, he’d never been direct competition. His father was their threat. Only now had Zayne filled those boots.
And boy he sure didn’t like the implications of foul play being levied. Jesus. He wished his dad were here. He’d know what to make of this. Did the Baudlins play fair? Or would they do whatever it took to win?
Maybe his dad had despised Harry Baudlin for a valid reason. Zayne had thought the riff between the two was petty jealousy, perhaps Harry’s obvious fondness for Zayne’s mom. Now he wondered if his dad had a sounder basis for his fierce despise of all things Baudlin.
“Thanks for the warning.” Zayne put his tray next to the others, wishing he’d spent more time with his dad, picking up pieces of the man’s knowledge.
He turned toward Jack and Santos, wanting to question them further about Harry’s sportsmanship, but they were already returning to their truck.
What was Jack trying to tell him? And why were both he and Santos all but speaking in codes? Even though Jack had never been the in-your-face guy his father was, he hadn’t been a man who played games. He’d always played straight. Well, maybe that wasn’t exactly true regarding Santos. But where business was concerned, Jack, unlike his father, had no history of walking as the crow flies.
Did he?
Reaching the driveway, Jack turned back toward Zayne. “Make sure you get those trays off the ground. They need to drain.”
“I planned on it,” Zayne said. Once you told me to, he thought.
Zayne rubbed his ears, shaking out the roars of confusion assaulting him.
He used to think only the advertising world was full of anomalies. Not anymore. The man who stood to inherit Baudlin Farms just tipped off his competitor on possible foul play. Plus, offered advice on product development.
Jack had just saved Zayne’s ass. Forgetting the trays needed proper drainage while they hardened Zayne hadn’t bothered getting the benches out of the barn to hold the trays off the ground. Hell. He would have drowned the shit out of the start-ups, leaving him with nothing but moldy muck-ups for planting.
Once Jack’s truck was out of sight, Zayne went to the barn to dig out the benches, praying Cody would get his ass back to the farm to help.
Shit. Now Zayne didn’t have time to look for the missing card. He had too many of his own fuck-ups to avoid to worry about his dad’s.
7:17 p.m. So much for a dinner companion, Roxy thought. Kat had been in the Sunset Grill powder room for over twenty minutes.
Roxy tapped the tip of her home-manicured nail against her wine glass. Her hands may no longer be Elizabeth Arden quality like her mother’s, but they still passed for high maintenance. She’d paid attention to the extravagantly tipped technicians she’d employed every Friday in Manhattan. She may be frugal for the first time in her life, but she was still fashionable.
She’d give Kat three more minutes. If she didn’t return to the table by 7:22, Roxy was going in. Her annoyance had turned to concern. Her stomach was a free-for-all of nervous twitter that something awful could be wrong with Kat. If she were remotely responsible for a mishap resulting in Kat’s injury, Roxy could never face Zayne. Worse, she couldn’t handle the guilt caused by her inaction.
Kat had fluttered around Raeve all day, ooh-ing and ah-ing and making notes. The woman never sat down, finding one design after another to occupy her curiosity and feed her enthusiasm. Not used to overt excitement regarding her talent, Roxy couldn’t decide how to handle the positive reinforcement or the woman behind it. But she was inclined to consider the attention favorably.
Roxy poured herself another glass of Pinot Grigio. One glass hadn’t taken the unique edge out of the day she’d had. She’d started damn near getting run over by a chicken feed truck and ended befriending a co-worker. Not that she was dismissing the horror of the former, but the latter was much scarier.
Surprised at the positive slant she’d given Kat’s first day, Roxy sipped her wine and tried to sort through her discombobulated emotions.
Zayne’s mom may have missed her calling by trading in her fashion sense for The Neon Cowboy. She had a flare for design and most definitely knew what to wear to flatter her body type. Not that much wouldn’t look good on her well-maintained body. At fifty-something, her curves were still in the right places. And she’d proudly boasted, while trying on a pair of Raeve’s jeans, she’d kept her figure without injecting-into or sucking-out any ominous substances. No wonder Roxy liked her so much and, at the same time, had nothing but disdain for her own mother the Cosmetic Surgery Queen.
Roxy swirled the wine around her glass, placing her conflicting feelings in the vortex of the soft white centrifuge.
Exhilarated by Kat’s talent, ideas were taking form as to how she could best apply her new assistant’s strengths. Every creative wire wound through her buzzed with possibility. Too overwhelmed though to accept Kat’s encouragement and support of her designs, Roxy’s blocked artist short-circuited.
Was there anything Kat couldn’t do? The only role she didn’t fit was the image of a farmer’s wife. But by making her thirty-year marriage to Zayne’s dad work, she’d also booted that contradiction in the ass. Although Roxy had been convinced she’d find several failing points when Zayne had set-up her and his mom as co-workers, the woman just didn’t possess any qualities Roxy couldn’t tolerate.
With her Bulgari gliding past the three-minute mark, Roxy removed the linen napkin from her lap, brushing off the stray fibers inconveniently stuck to her skirt. She scooted to the outside of the booth. Just as her bandaged, Ugg-booted foot hit the aisle, Kat rushed toward their table as if she was running from paparazzi.
“So sorry for the delay, Dear.” Kat sashayed into her side of the booth in a frenzied huff. “I ran into a few of the girls from the Belle Meade Preservation Society and filled them in about your fabulous fall line. We really should consider doing the fashion show for their autumn gala. I wanted to say yes as soon as they asked, but remembered it was your decision, not mine.”
Kat patted her napkin to her forehead, dabbing at the dampness glistening on her skin in the restaurant’s soft lighting. She pulled the neck of her shirt away from her chest, using the spun silk as a fan against her faltered breathing. Even the woven lavender fibers flapping against her neck didn’t add color to her pale face.
“We’ll discuss the autumn gala later. Are you all right? It’s certainly not warm in here. In fact, if it weren’t for the wine, I’d be frozen stiff. But you’re clammy and damn near hyperventilating.” Roxy leaned across the table, encouraging Kat, by up-close-and-personal scrutiny, to spill whatever condition she was desperately, unsuccessfully trying to hide.
“I’ll be fine.” Kat emptied the last of the Pinot Grigio into her glass and smoothed the tablecloth with her salon-perfect hands. She focused her attention on the wine’s canary yellow bottle instead of her dinner companion.
Roxy knew the look. She’d worn it herself in the man-eating, Manhattan socialite circles her family swam in. Should I confide? Or shouldn’t I? I’ve held it in this long. Why feed the sharks? I’ll get through this obstacle alone. Like I always do.
If she’d pegged Kat correctly, Roxy thought, the only difference was that Kat wouldn’t make an appointment with a therapist. ‘Course, Roxy wouldn’t have either, come to think of it, if she’d had the power back then to live according to her own mind. Therapists were her father’s idea, not hers. She, like Kat, would prefer to release and catch her own life rafts.
“Okay. I’ll be blunt,” Roxy said, shoring up for the storm approaching. She pressed her back firm against their booth’s leather-padded bench. Pulling back her shoulders, chest uplifted, she prepared to drag Kat out of her secret cocoon. “From what I’ve seen, you’ve got an illness you’re denying because (a) you don’t want to worry Zayne and (b)...”
Roxy paused to recompose her hit, thinking she’d probably be safer spouting off to Tony Soprano.
“Well, go ahead know-it-all,” Kat encouraged her.
Faced with Kat’s melancholy resignation instead of the sharp scolding she’d expected, Roxy softened her edge. “Or (b), you’re in denial.”
There. She’d said her piece.
She knew she’d forced the woman into a corner on a personal topic she had no business approaching. But what choice did she have? Kat needed help whether she wanted it or not. How could she be foolish and refuse?
Roxy pumped herself up for the hailstorm brewing in Kat’s eyes. Each deep breath Roxy stole from the thick air weighing heavy on her conscience, she decided the woman across from her may not be near as acceptable to have around when she’d been challenged. Kat McDonald wasn’t wearing melancholy well at all. Piss and vinegar was a much better look for her.
Maybe if Roxy had befriended her first, Kat could have accepted Roxy’s brevity. But the two of them had barely made it past acquaintance level. Lousy timing perhaps, Roxy thought. But she’d never claimed to have patience. It wasn’t a virtue in the Vaughn genes.
“All right, Roxy. You win.” Kat re-pressed the table linens with her hands, applying enough pressure her knuckles turned from red to white. “I’ve got to talk to someone about this who won’t share it with the Belle Meade set. You’ll do. You haven’t made any friends to gossip with, and I would imagine your upbringing taught you the value of appearances.”
Roxy wanted to respond to the friendless upbringing part but Kat’s fierce hazel eyes held her motionless. Eyes a shade lighter than her son’s but with the same passionate fire.
“This goes no further than you and I. Got it?” Kat’s eyes narrowed, commanding Roxy’s promise.
“Fine. But I don’t think that’s fair to Zayne.” Roxy crossed her arms, attempting to suffocate the fear filling her lungs. She forced herself to exhale in short, punchy intervals.
“You haven’t as yet endeared yourself to my son or me to concern yourself with his welfare,” Kat said without hesitation. “Not that I might not approve of you...eventually. My critique’s still out.”
“Fair enough.” Roxy heard herself respond with casual confidence, although she couldn’t force the muscles knotting in her chest to lighten-up.
She had to give Kat credit for making her own deals. The woman was tough on multiple levels. That she’d chosen to let Roxy into her field of influence seemed like an accomplishment Roxy could build on. To have a savvy person like Kat believe in her designs and confide in her personally felt foreign but good. Unwanted when Zayne had originally forced it on her. Oddly okay, now that it had happened. Damn, she was overdue for a stint on a therapist’s couch even though she probably didn’t really need one.
Kat took a less-than-graceful-sized sip from her wine glass.
“Wine’s good for me,” she said, polishing off what was left. “Okay. I’ve got a small glitch in my health. Actually...it’s my heart.”
Roxy folded then refolded her napkin, consciously forbidding her hands to shake. “So how big is this glitch?”
“The doctors are still working on that. I have an appointment a week from Wednesday with a specialist. I’ll know more then.”
“Would you like me to go with you?” Roxy wasn’t sure what part of her that came from, but it felt right.
“Yes. That would be nice. Thank you.” Kat reached for the check in an unassuming manner as if she’d been discussing the weather rather than her dire health.
“I can get that.” Roxy got her bag off the floor underneath the table, rummaging through it for cash.
“No. It’s on me.” Kat slipped her American Express into the pocket at the top of the waiter’s portfolio. “But when I come into Raeve tomorrow, I’d love a coffee and a brown-bagged breakfast like you had this morning.”
“You got it,” Roxy promised, thrilled with receiving the amount much easier on her budget.
“While we eat, we can go over all my ideas for Raeve as well as the details you’ll need to know for the autumn gala.” Kat’s innocent smile didn’t come close to covering up her smug win.
“I knew there was a catch to being your confidant.” Roxy swung the straps of her bag onto her shoulder while Kat signed her charge slip.
“That way, we’ll be ready for Damian. He’s coming in to look things over Friday afternoon. Then we’ll call the Belle Meade girls back to set a date for the gala.” Kat rose from the booth but then reached back for the edge of the table. She took a minute to steady herself and catch her breath.
Roxy latched onto Kat’s arm with a protective grasp she was unprepared to examine. How could one day have crushed the ice between them?
“There, there. I’m not an invalid yet.” Kat patted Roxy’s hand like a mother coddling a wayward child. “I just get a little dizzy when I move too fast.”
“Then maybe you should slow down,” Roxy hissed in a haughty whisper.
“Well played, my dear.” Kat took Roxy’s elbow, power-pinching the skin to bone, as if she were handling the same unruly child in an attempt to squelch an ugly public scene.
“Smile, Dear. People are watching.” Kat led Roxy through the crowded restaurant.
“Let’s hope so.” Roxy raised her brows and ever so regally tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.
“That’s my girl.” Kat winked as she stepped out the door.
Roxy exited behind her in the most dignified limp her ankle wrap would allow.
* * *
Holistic healing. That’s what spa therapy was all about, Roxy thought, as she soaked in her Jacuzzi tub later that evening. And damn did she need a nice long soak.
Her mother’s masseuse had taught Roxy as a young girl that certain remedies were used specifically to tame a woman’s inner bitch. Evidently the same formulas didn’t work to whittle away worrywarts.
No product Roxy had for her home-remedy spa treatment relieved the tension she’d taken-on tonight or calmed her mind or enlivened her spirit. In the aftermath of Kat’s admission of heart trouble, Roxy was an emotionally disheveled disaster. Even her homemade cucumber mask failed to draw out her anxiety-amplified imperfections.
She’d dumped oatmeal, lavender and sea salts into her bath. And used every avocado, lemon and honey body scrub she’d excavated from her bathroom cabinet. Despite the mocha hazelnut candles she’d lit and placed around the tub and the spring water she’d infused with fresh fruit slices, rejuvenation rejected her. As if she was the one in need of a stress test, her heart palpitated with wild fluctuations.
Unable to relax after her bath, she abandoned the idea of sleep all together. She slipped her feet into her sequined oriental silk slippers, tied the sash on the gorgeous cobalt blue kimono her father had brought her from Korea and padded across her bedroom. With each step, she tried to force her body to silence the turmoil bubbling under the surface of her skin.
She despised secrets. Probably because she’d kept too many growing up a Vaughn. Starting that path in Nashville was treacherous ground she wasn’t sure she could walk.
Unlatching the French doors leading off her suite, she stepped out onto her balcony. The warm southern night wrapped around her, caressing her restless spirit. Breathing in spring azaleas and solitude, Roxy let her soul listen for the answers it needed.
She’d called fear by its rightful name and moved out of Manhattan. A place she’d been too afraid to live her dreams. A place where she’d been stymied by the secrets she was expected to keep. A place filled with the crazymakers and wet blankets Julia Cameron taught were blocks to an artist’s creative power.
Raised on the mantra ‘what will the neighbors think,’ Roxy hadn’t, until recently, made peace with her inner artist child. Her wise but unruly alter ego now screamed ‘fuck the neighbors.’ And ‘til tonight, she’d been listening.
Business thrived on solid ground. So her father preached. A perceived or actual crack in the foundation could crumble a house at any time, he’d always reminded her. Case in point...only secrets had insured the stability and survival of the Vaughn’s upper east-side condominium and the family within its hallowed walls.
Her parents covered up the family cracks, plastering the truth with feigned perfection to keep their home at the top of the social order.
Roxy moved her hands up and down her chilled arms, hoping the external friction would dissolve the goose bumps originating from deep within her tortured soul.
Kat had been dangerously accurate in her assumption Roxy knew the importance of and how to keep-up healthy and happy appearances. But that didn’t mean she liked it. Roxy knew the artist’s way and recognized a block when it presented itself...professionally at least. Kat was just as blocked as she was. And if she weren’t careful, she’d end up alone, like Roxy, to face her fears.
Zayne deserved the truth. Lying to him, even in thought, twisted Roxy’s insides. He deserved better. He may irritate her more than she could appreciate or find amusing, but he’d never betray her. He was honest and annoyingly upfront and more honorable than any human being she knew with a Y chromosome.
Maybe she could hint at his mom’s poor health, subtly encouraging him to figure out the details on his own. He had gotten on her about her eating and trying to work both Raeve and the saloon. So he was astute enough to know something wasn’t gelling, Roxy schemed. Yes. That’s exactly what she’d do. Starting when she saw him for dance practice Wednesday evening.
She’d spent enough time with therapists. She knew their methods as well as she knew how to fit fabric to a model. She’d just push Zayne in the direction he needed to go to discover the truth.
Little nudges of knowledge. Tiny, tailored tucks, all but invisible. Subtle thoughts and questions he could build on. Hell. She might even show him pictures, kind of like a Rorschach test for cowboys. He was smart. He’d catch on. If not, Roxy would knock the sense into him brick-by-brick.
Three weeks from Friday, she’d also have back-up, she thought. Audrey and Jules were due in town for the summer. Thinking about their arrival brought a smile in the midst of her anxiety hayride. She’d missed them more than she’d thought she would. And apparently, according to Kat’s not-so-pleasant reminder, it showed that Roxy traveled posse-less in Nashville.
Roxy wasn’t any good at the acquaintance thing so hadn’t bothered getting to know the new people she’d met, except for the McDonalds. Acquaintances meant more nosy neighbors whose thinking patterns became additional burdens to overcome. Roxy only needed Audrey and Jules, who’d stopped judging her in eighth grade when she’d taken their defense and told off York Prep It-Girl Sierra Hampton Meiers.
Sierra - using her family’s cash flow to establish her worth to society - was a girl who’d never be more than her “girl money”. She’d forever be playing-up her looks, focused on the boy toy gracing her arm, instead of picking up a dinner check to assert her buying power. Everything in her life, including her men, would always be charged to her daddy.
Of course it had taken Roxy a whole summer of therapy to be taught that the Girl Money concept should be considered empowering for an It-Girl of her economic status. Luckily, Roxy had always bucked the ‘shoulds’ of any discipline.
Roxy had adapted the tools she received on five hundred dollar-per-hour couches, using them to rectify the social ills she and her friends suffered at the hands of the likes of Sierra Hampton Meiers. Together, the three of them pledged against their private collection Gucci bags to find their mental, physical and spiritual wealth independent of their Girl Money. Although they still planned to keep their couture bags.
Fifteen years later here’s what Roxy figured she had to show for way too many billable hours on a couch. Her mental health was questionable. Her physical condition bordered on curvaceous and cunning. And her spiritual wealth...well, let’s just say in order to keep her inner bitch at bay, she had to figure out a way to patronize and accept a class of women she’d been born into without becoming them. How could she dress these women but stay true to herself? No couch she’d sat on had an answer for that. And if she wanted mass market appeal for her Accessible Accessories, she needed high-profile, celebrity endorsements first.
Kat, though, walked that line rather well. She had Nashville society at her feet but still ruled her empire with heart. Thanks to her example, Roxy was hanging onto a dash of hope that she had it in her as well. If Roxy could dig deep enough to unbury the right attitude and approach, she could make it in Music City.
Maybe Kat’s confidence had something to do with her shoe collection. She wore nothing but boots or sensible, but stylish heels. Maybe Roxy was too far off the ground to get where she wanted to go in life.
Pawing at her legs, begging for an invitation, Dipstick pulled Roxy away from her thoughts.
“C’mere, boy.” She coaxed him onto her lap and buried her forehead against his warm, wiggly body. “What’s wrong with me? Who am I?”
Dipstick licked her nose, cuddled into her chest then wedged his behind into her lower abdomen and tucked his head just under her chin and into the bend of her neck.
If only the rest of the world thought Roxy was as wonderful as her dogs did.
As the front tires of Zayne’s beat-up truck hit the gravel lane leading to the McDonald farm, Roxy’s boot slipped off the accelerator. Overcompensating, she slammed on the brakes and fishtailed.
Driving in cowboy boots, let alone driving a pick-up were new experiences. Used to punching the pedal of her Mercedes with the small soles of her stilettos, she was having a difficult time transitioning to the massive heels of her boots and the power they packed to the squirrely truck’s floorboard.
She’d just have to keep practicing. Something she didn’t mind a bit. Driving one of these beasts, she was livin’ her dream. And wouldn’t Audrey and Jules get a kick out of riding in a big ‘ole farm truck? She was turning into a for real country Carrie Bradshaw, Roxy thought, loving every moment of the transition.
Having burnt all the fuel she’d pumped into whatever part needed it, Zayne’s truck coasted forward until it came to a complete stop. Immobilized by the view, she didn’t have the presence of mind to tap the gas pedal.
She leaned back against the split, cracked and badly patched leather of her seat, careful not to ruin the back of her hair on the headrest.
What would it have been like to be raised by a woman like Kat whose creative touch never stopped, even at fencerows? A real trip, she imagined. But a journey she’d loved to have been a part of. A journey marked by potted tomato plants precisely positioned between each section of fence lining the McDonald farm’s entrance.
Could tomatoes grow in pots? Guess so. ‘Course that was assuming the clusters of green balls hanging amidst the tiny yellow blooms were tomatoes. Tomatoes 101 hadn’t been offered at the prep schools Roxy attended.
Taking a quick count, she estimated about twenty moss-like pots on each side of the lane. And who knew how many more wound around the bend in the road a ways in front of her. As the plants’ fuzzy leaves reached toward the sun, wooden trellises – perhaps handmade - but definitely not the plastic or cheap iron Wal-Mart variety - staked the climbing vines in each pot.
For a minute, Roxy felt like she may be daydreaming, perhaps dozing off while skimming a coffee table book highlighting the most scenic farms in America. She’d never seen this kind of natural beauty, a result of human hands mixing with Mother Nature. It warmed her like the leaves basking in the late day sun.
In the pots, hugging the base of each trellis, cherry red impatiens mixed in with deeper red, ruby-like, geraniums. Petals in the same hues but of unknown varieties tumbled over the tops of clay pots decoratively placed around each trellis. Tall spikes and pluming ferns added height and perfect splotches of green to break up the rousing reds.
Kat believed in making an entrance. That was damn evident. No wonder she’d approved of the wisteria Roxy had painstakingly trained onto the arbors marking the supply store’s rear doors.
Roxy’s foot hit the gas pedal a little too hard, lightly spinning the tires as she drove toward the house. As far as she could see, the ground had been broken and piled up into perfectly aligned black-brown hills. She cut the air conditioning and cranked down her window, breathing in the country freshness. The scent of the rich earth, mounded in rows on both sides of the road, inundated her nose.
She may not know how to garner life from the raw earth, but just put her in charge of the scarecrow. She’d have him dapper and draped to kill before sunset. Were scarecrows used on tomato farms? Or was that just in the cornfields bordering the yellow brick road?
Rounding a small bend, she passed a lemon yellow barn trimmed in white, then two more in the same color scheme although not as big. Three greenhouses – the expensive glass kind, not the plastic-covered pop-ups – followed.
At the end of the lane, she circled in front of a sprawling ranch-style villa. It belonged as a set piece in a major motion picture not on a Tennessee tomato farm.
The home’s pale yellow stucco screamed Tuscany, as did the low cobblestone wall spanning the front lawn. The only details the property lacked from its Italian counterpart were a second story with a view of the Mediterranean.
How could something this charmingly European exist in Tennessee? Who knew you didn’t have to go on holiday to find a Mediterranean paradise?
Delicate white curtains blew outside open, shuttered windows. She imagined tile floors, lion head fountains, arbored roses and terraced courtyards. As she opened the truck door and scooted out from behind the wheel, she could almost taste sangria.
The home catapulted Roxy right out of boot country and into Tuscan poppy fields. She’d never felt so Frances Mayes but under a Tennessee sun.
Pausing to gather her over-stimulated muse before she opened the gate to Zayne’s world, Roxy adjusted her custom-cut pink leather jeans. She tugged the hem down to cover the top of her pink, ostrich skin boots.
Grinding the boots’ soles into the soft dirt, she applied extra pressure to her left foot testing the boot’s fit, glad to discover it held her bad ankle snug. Having beat the worst of the pain by midday yesterday, she still babied her injury, trying to ignore the occasional dull throb it packed into her foot.
Regardless of their comfort level, which she was pleased to note was unexpectedly wonderful, Roxy had to wear the boots. A gift from Kat, they were perfect for serious bootscootin’. Perfect too because Zayne would have a cow over the nontraditional color.
Roxy may dream about thriving here and adopting a surrogate family like Zayne’s, but she’d do it with her own style. She just hoped her definition of style and graciousness would earn both his and his family’s affection. Growing up on Manhattans’ A List hadn’t exactly taught her how to cultivate close friends. She was bred for cocktail party functionality, not heartfelt, lasting connections.
She slung her pink canvas Prada bag over her shoulder, loving the clinks and jingles the baubles on the handles made colliding with her belt.
Tonight would be a great endurance test for her signature Buckles Me Baby prototype. She’d see if the fasteners she’d chosen could handle two-stepping. Hopefully better than her jacket did last Saturday night.
Undoing one more pearlized button on her bubble-gum pink, fitted western blouse, Roxy relaxed the soft cotton fabric, flaring it out right above the ‘v’ of her breasts. She may not bootscoot to Zayne’s satisfaction but she’d provide plenty of eye candy.
Stepping through the wall’s wooden gate, she followed the crushed stone path to the front door, hoping he would like what waited for him on his porch.
She knocked once, waited less than a reasonable amount of time, but longer than she wanted to, then again tapped her knuckles against the solid oak.
Zayne opened the door. Without saying a single word, he moved his warm, dark eyes down her body, causing time as Roxy knew it to stop. With a devil-take-all grin, he confirmed his approval.
“Hi,” she said, fumbling with her keys but feeling lucky she remembered an acceptable greeting.
Shirtless, clad in the best-fit jeans she’d seen on a man, Zayne’s taut muscles were beaded with droplets of water evidently missed by his bath towel.
To keep from touching him, Roxy clenched her fists until her nails dug into her palms. Feeling like her belt had just tightened itself another notch, she drew her hands over her trembling stomach.
The man made her crazy. Every hormone she had crashed against her mind.
* * *
Just out of the shower and pre-occupied thinking about the night ahead of him, Zayne answered the door forgetting to finish drying off. The pink bombshell waiting for him stopped the cold draft rushing over his damp skin. A heated thrill replaced the chill from the early evening air.
Hoping to shake himself back into reality, Zayne sized up his new dance partner while he towel-dried his hair. Numb, all rational thoughts suspended, he opted to drip dry. Hello, my little pink sweet tart.
Not one damn cowgirl he’d ever seen wore pink leather jeans. And damn if Roxy didn’t have pink boots to match. But then again, Roxy was no cowgirl. She was a siren in western wear.
Zayne couldn’t block out her body’s sweet, silent whisper to surrender his sail. His sail popped all right. He shook out his tingling arm and lowered his towel to cover his bulging clipper.
Recalling he’d been taught manners, he tried to form words in his mouth. “Hungry?”
What the...? How about ‘come on in’, Dumb Ass?
Roxy giggled, choking back a full laugh, although her mischievous eyes carried her humor at Zayne’s expense. Hell, she was enjoying his torture.
“May I come in?” She waited a beat, tapping her toe and shifting her gorgeous body to one hip. “Or are we dining and dancing out here?”
He’d still forgotten to invite her in.
“Yeah. Yeah. No. I mean, yes, come in. No, we’re not eating out or dancing in,” Zayne said, trying to determine if he’d gotten the prepositions in the correct spots.
“I think I understood that.” Roxy moved past him, into his home and into his heart.
“Sometimes, Zayne, I don’t think you speak English.”
“Sometimes, I don’t think you understand it.”
He studied the way her jeans perfectly hugged her endless legs, temporarily hung up by the way her toned ass rounded out the back pockets.
“What did you say?” She asked him, not waiting for an answer, instead making herself at home taking in the décor.
“Never mind.” He took her elbow and moved her into the family room, not missing the jolt passing up his arm and punching his gut. “Wander around in here while I finish getting dressed.”
Thanks to his mother’s friends, Zayne knew how to entertain creative women. Basically, if the setting was decent, a man didn’t have to provide as much conversation. Lucky for him, his mom had done their house up right.
Zayne left Roxy with the family photos filling every bit of space in the room. Probably not a wise move either since there were some doozies of him he wished his mom would put away. At least, however, the pictures were something to provide a catalyst for conversation.
Mentally kicking his own balls for being such an idiot, Zayne swore to get a grip on his erratic behavior. What had he been thinking making this deal? He couldn’t be in the same room with Roxy and remain remotely functional above his belt. After dancing together two times a week, he’d be crippled.
He returned to his bedroom, pulled on a T-shirt, shoved some gel through his hair then prayed for courage and wit. With Roxy, he continually fought for both. Something he’d never had to do with a female.
Once thinking his mom had taught him well regarding the ways to capture a woman’s fancy, now Zayne questioned his prowess. Around Roxy, he never said or did anything right. Worse yet, usually his actions resulted in near mishaps or personal injuries.
Back in the family room, Zayne leaned against the pocket door. He cracked his knuckles and prepared to high jump into what he wanted to be a memorable evening. He hoped to foster enough good will that at least she’d want to come back.
Their payment plan wasn’t his chief concern. Actually, he couldn’t have cared less how much she owed him. He wasn’t kidding himself. He wanted the woman bearing the blame for damn near totaling his truck, not the money she claimed she didn’t have for repairs.
He studied her, liking every bit of how she looked in his family room. She was a bold contrast to his all-too-comfortable life. She added spice to a room that was anything but dull and bland even though it appeared that way when compared to serving as her host.
She’d taken a picture from the mantle. Moving her fingers over the glass, she paused along the photo’s right side.
Zayne recognized the frame. From the numerous times he’d handled its well-worn maple edges, the original finish was gone. As he watched her studying the photo, his heart squeezed in his chest.
The whole idea of planting her in here was to give them stuff to discuss. Why had she zeroed in on the one thing in the room he couldn’t talk about?
Many years had passed since his mom had taken the photo. By now, Zayne should have toughened up to that image of his life. He’d changed so much since the day the photo had been shot. At least he used to think he had. Watching Roxy study the scene made him wonder if he really was that different.
He sucked in his quivering stomach, chastising himself with every step he took closer to her. Before she could ask him about the picture, Zayne took it out of her hand and returned it to the knotty pine credenza. Grabbing another frame, he offered it as consolation.
“Here’s one of my favorites,” he said, trying to ignore her questioning eyes even though they were as sweet as chocolate pudding.
He pointed to the muscular, tank top-clad man in the photo. “This here’s Damian who Mom says you’re going to meet Friday.
“And this one’s my other friend Cody. The best damn cook around,” Zayne said, tapping his finger against the short, tanned man in the photo, who never appeared in public without a cowboy hat drawn-low on his forehead.
Roxy took the frame and held it up for closer inspection. “Great looking friends. Are they single?”
Okay. That plan had blown up in his face. Zayne didn’t want – wouldn’t let – Roxy fall for those guys. Not when he wanted her so bad he couldn’t think past her tight pink pants. Getting an unsolicited whiff of her cherry almond-scented lotion, he was breathless. That damn stuff would be the death of him.
“Umm. Yeah. I guess they’re single. Why?” Realizing his response had come out pathetically defensive, Zayne tried to shrug it off as he replaced the frame.
“Easy, boy,” Roxy said and squeezed his shoulder, leaving her beautiful, Palmolive-perfect hand on his back. “I’m not interested. My two best friends are arriving in three weeks to spend the summer. I thought you guys could show us the town.”
“Oh. Great idea. I’ll set that up. Three weeks, huh?” Zayne took a breath, then another, releasing his turmoil in measured spurts, hoping Roxy wouldn’t pick-up on the relief washing through him.
“Why don’t we all hook-up at The Neon Cowboy? They can catch our first official night as dance partners.” Zayne rearranged a few photos, waiting on her response, then turned back to face her.
“Sure. That’ll work.” Roxy rubbed her hands together then down her arms.
“Are you cold?” She must be, he thought, as her nipples ripened to bud-like perfection against the perfectly thin cotton of her shirt.
Damn. She was killing his resolve to be a gentleman. He wanted her so bad he ached, even before she flashed her headlights.
Zayne swore she blushed. But she was covered in so many shades of pink he couldn’t decipher what was what amongst the color variations.
“I am chilly. Could you cut the AC?”
She walked across the room toward the fireplace. Like he’d have it going in May. What was wrong with these Yankees?
She was chilly, and he was melting from the heat of her in his home. Igniting flames inside him he couldn’t put down. She warmed every inch of him with a sizzling desire he couldn’t extinguish.
As he turned off the cooling vent, Zayne stewed about his own rising temperature. Even though he was a free man, totally unattached, sex wouldn’t be just sex with her. Having her in his bed wouldn’t be an end. It would be the start of something he wasn’t sure he was ready for. Roxy wasn’t a woman he could walk away from without suffering significant collateral damage.
Part of him hoped tonight would prove she wasn’t the woman for him. What could he possibly offer her? She’d never be happy as the mistress of a tomato manor, even if he’d earn the right to take the throne away from the Baudlins. And dancing for a living sure wouldn’t pay for the lifestyle she was used to.
Zayne re-focused his tormented mind on the present, leaving his future wrapped in dreams he’d learned to put on indeterminate hold. Finding Roxy sitting on the floor in the middle of his tomato card mess, he took another hit to his gut. He should have picked-up the cards before she came over but he hadn’t wanted to lose his place. Now she’d think he was a slob and an idiot.
“What are you doing with these cards?” She looked over the matched rows he’d started. “Playing Go Fish? It looks like you’re missing one here though. Number four of...the Red Rocket Brandywine five series.”
“You got that right, smarty pants.” Zayne sat down next to her on the bearskin rug, determined to control his libido since he’d been abandoned by his brain. “I’ve got to find that card, or I’ll be screwed in this year’s tomato festival contest.”
“How so? I thought you knew the tomato world. Were its Beefsteak King.”
Roxy laughed.
Zayne didn’t.
She put her hand on his knee, sending a shot of lust to his groin. “Hey. What’s wrong? I’m sorry if I upset you. I didn’t mean to.”
“It’s not you, Rox,” Zayne said then sighed feeling bad his silence and inability to find humor in his mess killed her joke. He picked at the oiled fibers of the rug. “It’s me. I don’t know shit about tomatoes. It was my old man’s domain. Mine is the dance floor.”
“So why enter the contest?” She withdrew her hand from his knee and crossed her legs Indian-style, pressing her palms to her knees.
“After my father died, I promised myself I’d do this one contest for him. He was so close to getting his prized hybrid ready for market-level production, and a win would have finished the process.”
Once Zayne started talking about the problem he couldn’t stop, even though he had to seem a fool. What kind of man took on a project he didn’t know a damn thing about? Then freely admitted he was clueless? To the woman he liked? He should shut up. Save what little dignity he had left. But it felt so good that she’d listen.
“I’m missing a card containing the errors Dad recorded about the growing process. I had it Sunday when the Baudlins were here. But I dropped the box and the cards went everywhere.” As Zayne spoke, his chest, once wound tight enough to alter his airflow, relaxed, starting to release some of the pressure he’d carried since taking on the tomatoes.
“Well. Let’s finish sorting what’s left. And then...hmmm...where did you drop it?” Roxy took the box from the coffee table and opened the lid.
“In the kitchen,” Zayne said then decided he had to stop this. He’d asked her over for dancing and dinner, not to bail him out of his tomato tragedy. “Look. I’ll find it later. Don’t worry.”
He reached for the box, but Roxy pulled it back out of his reach.
“Do you want to wrestle me for this? Or are you going to help me find that damn card?” She said and smiled, without the slightest suggestion she intended to vacate her position. Placing the box on the floor between them, Roxy squeezed his hand.“I owe you. Remember?”
Zayne eased his hand out of her grasp even though he hated to lose the comfort he felt in their connection. “Yes. I guess you do. But if you find that card, your debts are paid.”
“So I don’t have to dance with you?” She asked him then lowered her head like a child who’d been scolded.
“No. I guess you don’t.” Zayne turned her face to his, steadying his fingers on the edge of her chin, forcing himself not to pull her closer to his eager mouth. “But I’d sure like it if you would.”
“In that case, you got yourself a partner.”
She turned the box upside down, just like she did him, spilling the contents onto the floor.
“Hey, speaking of the Baudlins, is that big, beefy blonde with the nice ass a Baudlin? I see him and a friend sometimes at The Neon Cowboy.”
“Yep. That’s Jack. The only son of Baudlin Brother’s Tomato King Harry Baudlin.” Zayne answered Roxy’s question, deciding to ignore her mention of Jack’s beefy ass.
She picked through the cards with a fury, plopping them into piles by hybrid name. She handled three cards for every one Zayne took.
The woman moved through life in a constant whirlwind. And Zayne was caught in the force left in her wake. She reminded him of his mom. Before his dad died, she possessed that same untamed spirit.
“Okay. So I have a nice-ass fetish and a shoe issue.” Roxy gave him a rueful grin. “You passed the ass test.”
“Nice to know...I think.”
Zayne reached for another stack of cards. Seeing the box dwindling to near empty and still no Brandywine card, his stomach bottomed-out like it did on a roller coaster cresting a nasty hill then plummeting to the depths of Hell.
Roxy took the last few cards and snapped the box lid shut. “Jack’s hot, though. Too bad he’s gay.”
“Gay? You sound like Damian. He thinks that too.” Zayne shook his head. How do people pick up on that?
“Well. He is. Trust me, Cowboy. I grew up in the fashion world. My gay-dar is perfectly tuned-in.”
She had him there, Zayne reckoned. If anyone should know, she should. Wait ‘til he told Damian her suspicion. He’d shit.
“So are the Baudlins in this contest?” Roxy finished sorting her cards, tapping her fingers impatiently while Zayne finished.
“Yep. Also with the Red Rocket Brandywine. Should be interesting.”
Placing the last card in the Orange Queen stack, Zayne pounded his fists against the floor. “Dammit. I just don’t get it. That card was here Sunday. Cody and I were reading it at the table. What happened to the bastard?”
“Did you search the kitchen really good? Under the furniture too?” Roxy got up and stretched out her sinful legs.
“Sort of. I guess. But maybe I’ll make a second sweep tonight before I go to bed.” Zayne stood and joined her, putting his hands on her hips, easing her against his groin.
He brushed his lips against her flushed cheeks. “Thank you for helping me. But what do you say we eat, do some dancing and forget the cards for the rest of the night?”
Feeling Roxy’s skin quiver under his fingers, Zayne’s body jumped with pleasure. At least he knew she rode the same chemical waves of attraction he surfed. Now if he could just prevent a wipe-out.
“Sounds good,” she whispered, her eyes darting quickly to his mouth.
“So do you.”
Zayne couldn’t take it anymore. He had to taste her. As she settled her body into his, complimenting each of his angles with her dangerously hot curves, she seemed willing to indulge his fantasies. And what he wouldn’t give to get inside those hot and naughty jeans. But he knew just getting a taste and feel of her wouldn’t squelch his desires only feed them into a lurid frenzy.
He lowered his mouth, testing the waters with a nip of her lower lip. The tiny groan she made almost undid his restraint. He dipped into her again, exploring the inside of her compliant mouth with his tongue. Taking long, thorough strides, he hopefully left her wanting more.
His hand moved up her back, hovering over the clasp of her bra. His body, wrought with a lust he could barely temper, fought with his cautious mind.
Her ample, fully aroused breasts pressed into his chest, firing him up hotter than he could hold back.
He slipped his hands underneath her form fitting shirt, liking how the fabric forced his skin to remain snug against her supple body. Undoing her bra, his fingertips explored the treasure troves of bountiful flesh he’d wanted to caress for what seemed like forever. Making her nipples harden beneath his touch, he rubbed himself against her, finding a rhythm in her response as he went stiff against her soft belly. When her hands lowered and latched onto his backside, he was almost a goner.
He took his mouth away from her while he still could and laced his fingers through her hair. Reflecting the rays of the setting sun streaming through the family room windows, the silky strands shimmered like gold dust. For all her spit-fire feistiness, Roxy had the glow of an angel. Not able to spot a halo, Zayne laughed to himself and almost out loud.
“That’s a silly grin, Cowboy,” Roxy said, her voice not more than a hoarse whisper.
“I’ll never tell why.” Zayne kissed her forehead and linked his fingers through hers. “Let’s eat before I devour you. We’ve got some dancin’ to do if we’re gonna school that crowd in three weeks.”
He helped her re-fasten her bra – hoping it wouldn’t be long ‘til he was undressing instead of redressing her - then led her to the kitchen. From the endorphins buzzing and snapping inside him, Zayne knew she was the woman he didn’t know he’d been waiting for.
Thank God for her damn shoe issue. Her misstep was turning out to be his wake-up call. He just hoped he could find the right answers to her happiness.
Maybe he stood a chance. His parents were certainly proof that coming at life from different places could work. He just wished his dad were still around to show him how to beat the odds.
“C’mon, folks! Give a cowboy welcome to your dance instructors - the Neon Cowboy’s own dynamic duo, Zayne McDonald and Roxie Rae Vaughn.”
Processing the house band’s announcement, Roxy’s stomach turned Olympic-sized flips as she waited with Zayne at the edge of the dance floor. She tethered her inner acrobat with a thin rope of confidence.
The Saturday night crowd squealed a high-pitched ‘yee-ha.’ A thunder of boots stomped against the saloon’s hardwood floors.
For moral support, Roxy took one last look at their table of friends. Jules, fresh from Manhattan, positioned her fingers in her mouth, stretching the corners taught as if she were hailing a cab. Thank God the boots would drown-out her shrill catcall. Audrey, always the perfect lady, offered only her beautiful smile. Just the reinforcement Roxy needed.
Following the band’s cue, Zayne pressed his hand against the small of Roxy’s back, prodding her forward.
The crowd separated, creating a narrow path ending at an empty, spot lit circle. Dust particles trapped in the light canister’s beam made it seem to Roxy she was walking into a dream.
As her boots landed on the raised edge of the dance surface, her heart skipped a beat. Her legs moved like a wind-up toy. But when the drummer rolled his sticks on his snare, her pulse and gate steadied to his cadence.
Her mind was stuck on hearing Zayne’s name said with hers through the speaker system. Being identified as a couple was a rush she hadn’t expected.
She cursed under her breath for getting so worked-up. This was ridiculous. Not only was she about to dance with a man she’d danced with before, but she was partnering with him as a payment plan. Not as a potential mate.
So what if he’d said he wanted to dance with her even if her debt was paid in full? He probably didn’t want to waste time finding another partner.
Evidently the hot moment they’d shared in Zayne’s family room was an anomaly. He hadn’t made another pass since. Rather he’d been a perfect gentleman, which sort of pissed her off. She just might be ready for more. Although that kiss was hot enough to jar her memory for a lifetime.
With each click of her heels, Roxy bargained with her fear, determined not to let it consume her. She knew what she was doing. She knew her abilities. Few could bootscoot in her league. She may have been closet honky-tonk in the Big Apple, but it was high time she stepped out in Tennessee.
Like they’d practiced, she took her place next to Zayne. The heat from the spotlight reheated her reservations to a slow boil. Her arms rested at her sides, limp like overcooked asparagus. She shifted her weight onto her bad ankle, hoping for pain so she felt something other than pulsating, panicked numbness. Her stomach muscles contracted tight while her nerves shot through her in archery goddess mode.
Waiting for the music to start, she stole a quick look at her partner, hoping to bolster her courage. She counted on the smug grin he wore when he danced. But when her eyes met Zayne’s, the sparked assuredness she’d expected had been replaced by a goofy daze. Not what she wanted or needed with only a few measures left before show time.
She thought about her predicament for give or take two seconds. Then...she kissed him.
Yep. Just like that. She threw him a curve smooch. No pretense. No hint of more to come. Just a luscious sweet peck. Square in the middle of his lips. Damn he tasted fine.
With her eyes wide open, shocked at her own brazen act, Roxy’s mind kicked her ass into gear to the beat of the band while her heart exploded like Independence Day fireworks.
The crowd cheered. At least they approved.
“Thanks. I needed that, partner,” Zayne said as he snapped out of his funk in time to make the first down beat.
He hooked his arm through hers and pulled her towards him, tipping his hat and giving her a sexy wink.
So much for always being in control of the situation, Roxy thought. Between Zayne’s wicked wink and his dance hardened, no-squats-left-behind legs gyrating to the count, Roxy was Jell-o.
As they made their first tour around the floor, their hips settled against each other. Roxy let herself go. She followed Zayne’s lead, feeling him more than the music. Her rhythm was dictated by the strength of his arms, not by the instruments stringing the song. Surrendering her reservations, she melted her body to his and found her perfect match.
Moving seamlessly through the step sequences they’d rehearsed, they syncopated as a couple besides showcasing their individual styles. Her ballroom grace blended-in stride with his rodeo cool. Performing two steps and attitude for every beat, they moved with ease from an 8-beat dance to a 6-beat waltz, two-stepping with the balanced perfection of a couple partnered for years. Handling the dance’s fast travel and multiple turns without a hitch, they glided across the floor in fluid form. Comfortable with the choreography. Comfortable with each other. Comfortable with their new life as they gave into its unique rhythm.
With Zayne at her side, Roxy had found a happy place. A safe place where she could be herself and abandon her pretenses, without giving a shit what the neighbors thought.
But could she follow this dream? Was she strong enough to disappoint her parents again? Was she comfortable enough with herself to accept Zayne into her life as more than her dance partner?
As he whisked her through their last turns, she laughed out loud causing him to crinkle his eyebrows in question.
Only a girl with her crazy karma could fall in love while two-steppin’ to Mickey Gilley’s ‘Stand By Me’, Roxy thought. There’d be hell to pay bringing a cowboy home as a potential suitor. She’d damn well better be sure Zayne McDonald was what she wanted.
As the song ended, Zayne leaned down and whispered in her ear. “You’re amazing, Rox. And beautiful. I’m the luckiest man in Tennessee.”
When his lips met hers, she believed him.
If she had the nerve to continue riding in this fascinating romantic rodeo, she’d lasso herself a cowboy.
They waltzed through the last two songs of their first set, bowing for what seemed like an eternity before walking arm-in-arm to the table where Audrey, Jules, Damian and Cody waited.
“Damn, girl,” Jules yelled over the crowd.
She bounced up from her chair and wrapped her slender arms around Roxy in a ferocious hug before nestling back into her seat next to Cody. “You two were on fire.”
Cody slid his tanned, farm-toned arm around Jules, resting his hand on her gym-sculpted shoulder. “Gotta agree with my hot date about that. Wow! Zayne, you’d better hang onto Roxy. She makes you look good.”
“Thanks, asshole.” Zayne threw a playful punch at Cody’s shoulder. “Why don’t you and your gutless wonder of a cousin take your dates for a spin? Or do you need a lesson first?”
“Leave me out of this,” Damian said, followed by a swallow of beer from a bottle too small for a man his size. “You know I don’t get on that floor much.”
The intro to Little Big Town’s ‘Bring It on Home’ hit the saloon’s speakers.
“Oh, I love this song,” Audrey put her pretty-as-porcelain hand on Damian’s forearm and batted her long lashes over her crystal blue eyes.
“I sure can’t disappoint a doll like you.” Damian stood and pushed back his chair. “C’mon, Cody. Get your ass moving. Jules wants to dance too.”
Damian winked at Jules, earning a conspirator more than up to the task.
Jules returned Damian’s mischief with a daring smile, her ruby red lipstick in perfect contrast to her high dollar dental work. “You bet I do. Off your ass, Cody. I’ve got some new moves I’d like to try.”
She hooked her arm through Cody’s, pulling him from his seat, leaving him scrambling to keep up with her.
“You two joining us?” Cody looked to Roxy with wide, cognac-colored eyes begging for moral support.
“I think we’ll take a rest ‘til our next set,” she said and cozied up to Zayne. “Have at it. Jules won’t bite...too hard anyway.”
Zayne pulled Roxy closer to him, taking her heart too. It was time to rethink her approach. No more would’ve, could’ve, should’ve. She was taking this cowboy off the circuit. She did, however, need to figure out how to get him onto her family’s A-list.
She sipped at the apple martini Audrey had ordered her. What a great night. The cowboy of her dreams. Good friends. And judging by the success of her match-up of Jules and Audrey with Zayne’s buddies, she had new posse potential.
Roxy looked at Zayne, pleased to find he was fixated on her. Her breath caught in her throat. She inhaled deeply, letting his spicy cologne permanently burn into her memory.
He took her hand and moved it across his mouth, sending her body into a sensual tizzy. ‘Down, girl.’ To keep from pouncing onto his lap, she coached herself like one of her dogs. Searching his intense eyes, Roxy took comfort imagining Zayne fighting similar urges.
“Excuse me for interrupting.”
Roxy heard the business-like tone of a male voice in front of their table but ignored it.
“Sorry to interrupt.” The man behind the voice evidently hadn’t accepted her dismissal.
The lean, sharp-suited, city slicker slid a card onto their table. “I’m Howard Nosebaum. From Creative Reality Agency. We’re working with the Bravo Network to create a country reality show like ABC’s Dancing with the Stars. You two and The Neon Cowboy are exactly what we’re looking for.”
Nosebaum moved his neck around his fitted collar like a nervous turtle, as if he were shaking off the burden of his first move, preparing for pitch two.
Roxy – too shocked to respond right away – looked at Zayne needing confirmation she’d really heard what she’d swear she’d heard. Disbelief mixed with a reserved intrigue marked Zayne’s face. He picked up Nosebaum’s business card, running his fingers along the thick cardstock edges.
“The Bravo Network? You want us and my mother’s saloon for what exactly, Mr. -” Zayne searched the card. “Mr. Nosebaum.”
“May I sit down?” Nosebaum gestured to Damian’s empty chair.
“Sure. But we’re due back out there after this song.” Zayne leaned back, appearing interested, but not overly so.
Roxy tried to adopt Zayne’s smooth edge even though she desperately wanted to jump up, hug the man, and ask him where to sign. Adjusting her halter-top because fidgeting with her clothes always made her feel more in control, Roxy composed herself, squaring her plunging neckline with Mr. Nosebaum’s perfect posture.
She concentrated on feeding off Zayne’s quiet, understated power, a quality she found attractive but impossible to emulate. There was something about a man who made you aware he had strength without blatant exhibitions. And Zayne nailed that icy hot mix.
Mr. Nosebaum sat down and took an envelope out of the inside pocket of his suit jacket. “I’ll make this brief. Then if you’re interested, we can schedule a meeting in a day or two.”
Nice suit. Hand-tailored. Silk. Perfect tie. Roxy liked what she saw on Nosebaum. But she’d learned, thanks to her father’s similar tactics, not to be too quick trusting a man that polished on the surface. Although, she did take comfort in the fact Nosebaum seemed miserable in his high class get-up. Maybe he wasn’t the stuffed suit he couldn’t quite pull-off.
“Fair enough.” Zayne left the envelope on the table, maintaining the unwavering aloofness of a pro.
Zayne’s approach was killing Roxy. What would it hurt to show a little excitement for cripe’s sake?
“Most everything you’ll want to consider is in the packet here.” Nosebaum tapped the white envelope with a finger donning a fabulous black onyx and platinum ring. “You’ve seen the ballroom version of the show, but we’re ready for a country set and dance element.”
He ran his hands down his tie, smoothing what was already pristine.
“The Neon Cowboy’s certainly a perfect location,” Zayne responded, rotating Nosebaum’s card between his fingers.
Zayne looked at Roxy.
Cognizant his eyes were talking, but clueless as to what he was trying to tell her, Roxy faked understanding, winking and nodding her head in agreement. Acting as if she were on him like butter, encouraging him to do God knew what.
“And as for my partner and my involvement, we’ll take a look at your info and get back with you.” Zayne put the card in his shirt pocket.
“How long are you in town?” Roxy used the same casual demeanor as Zayne, despite her giddiness.
“Through next Sunday. I need to scope out the city for the show’s producers.” Nosebaum loosened his tie.
“We’ll be in touch way before then,” she said, before Zayne could balk. “I’ll tell you what, Mr. Nosebaum. You’ll get a better feel for the area without that fabulous suit holding you back. I happen to know a little about fashion. How about if I take you over to The Neon Cowboy’s western wear and gift corral on your way out tonight?”
Zayne may have power, but Roxy had charm, and she could turn it up a notch when she needed to reel in a big fish.
“His gear’s on the house, Roxy.” Zayne stated his approval then squeezed Roxy’s palm with his fingers, his overly firm grip effectively silencing her.
Okay...so he must have wanted to take back the upper hand. Got it, Roxy thought. But he’d better not blow this amazing opportunity.
“Thank you, Mr. McDonald.” Nosebaum stood as the music ended. “I’ll take you up on Ms. Vaughn’s fashion expertise, but the network will foot the bill. You’re both worth the investment. Looks like you’re up again. I’m going to move closer so I can see better. Thank you for your time.”
“You bet. We’ll be in touch.” Zayne shook Nosebaum’s hand.
“Nice to meet you,” Roxy said and thought about shaking the man’s hand too. She hugged him instead, enjoying the look of horror taking over Zayne’s once cool exterior.
“I’ll set some things out for you in the corral. Medium shirt. Pants 30-36. And size 10, medium width shoes. Right?”
Nosebaum smiled and raised his brow. “Yes, Ms. Vaughn, that’s correct.”
“Roxy. Call me, Roxy.” She smiled then shrugged her shoulders, showing him nothing but sweet satisfaction.
“Call me Howie...I mean Howard,” Nosebaum said, his face turning a blushed pink that matched his shirt.
Zayne stammered like a bull, his body rigid, waiting for the gate to open for a ride. He pulled Roxy toward the dance floor in a heated fury.
“Howie? Give me a fuckin’ break,” Zayne cursed and picked-up his pace.
“Not so aloof now are we, cowboy?”
Score one for the cowgirl.
* * *
“So tell us everything,” Audrey gushed when the six of them were back at the table. “This could be a fantastic avenue for Raeve! You did consider that, didn’t you, Roxy?”
Roxy should have but was too embarrassed to admit otherwise. “Um. Yeah. Got it.”
“What do you mean ‘got it,’ Rox?” Audrey’s wheels were clearly in ultra commercial mode. “Can you imagine your sales if America saw your quirky take on country fashion – prime time, every week?”
“Audrey, Mom’s gonna snag you up for the saloon’s PR if you keep talking like that,” Zayne said, using his napkin to wipe off the condensation dripping down his beer bottle. “Raeve will be a hoppin’ madhouse with you two commercial wizards on board.”
Audrey also picked up her napkin, but not for condensation control. Taking a pen out of her Balenciaga bag, she jotted notes on marketing and doodled logo and tag lines, totally taken up by her promotional instincts.
Damn, Roxy was glad to be back in her and Jules’ company. With a cowboy romance and dance stars on the horizon, she needed her friends’ solicited and unsolicited sanity checks. Thinking about all these changes and possibilities made Roxy’s head hurt. She was used to acting first, examining the whys and consequences if and only if she’d been knocked off her horse.
Even though she knew Zayne’s caution was warranted, Roxy wanted to risk the adventure of the opportunity just presented. She’d moved to Nashville to accept new responsibilities and chart her own success. Bootscooting on prime time was a chance she planned on taking.
“So what do you do now?” Cody moved his hat lower on his head, his voice’s hesitant concern playing against Zayne’s cucumber cool enthusiasm.
“I’m not sure.” Zayne pulled at the label on his bottle. “The tomatoes have to be my priority. I already made that commitment. But damn I’d love to consider doing the show. You know that’s my real bag.”
Not sure why, but trusting her instincts, Roxy came into Zayne’s tomato corner even though her mind was already dancing to stellar network ratings. “You’ve got a point. I’m not really in a position to take time away from Raeve. I’ve got to – want to – make that business successful. Jesus. Nosebaum’s timing sucks!”
“Such is life,” Damian entered the arena with his booming, deep voice.
He was such a big man wearing a little boy heart beneath his western shirt – a heart that fit well with Audrey’s maternal knack. Audrey took care of people. Always taking them under her wing. Although she’d have a hard time getting her tiny frame wrapped around Damian’s hunky side of beef.
“Look at us!” Jules popped her canary diamond-clad hand against the tabletop. “We should be celebrating! It’s not every Saturday night – well, speaking of New York at least – that you’re discovered as prime time bootscootin’ material. Can we lighten up? Table the commiserating ‘til tomorrow?”
“I agree,” Kat said, moving out of a shadow created by a pillar supporting the saloon’s second floor. “Mr. Nosebaum just filled me in. For two people offered one helluva deal, you’re pathetic.”
Roxy felt the heaviness of decision-making take a clear exit. Thank God for head strong, no nonsense women like Kat McDonald to kick concern to the curb. “Kat, I’m so glad you’re here. I want to introduce you to my two best friends - Audrey and Jules.”
“I feel like I know you both already. Roxy’s told me all the good stuff. And I expect you two to give me the naughty versions real soon.” Kat moved next to Zayne, placing a comforting, but protective hand on his shoulder.
“Audrey, I’m looking forward to working with you at Raeve. And we’ve got Damian to build what we want for the place,” Kat said, welcoming Audrey into her fold.
Kat took a minute, breathing in deeply with a slight catch to her airflow.
Zayne didn’t notice her falter or he would have been tending to her by now, Roxy thought. But she did. And she didn’t like what she saw.
“And Jules,” Kat continued with an unnatural, forced vivacity. “I hear you’re a diva in the kitchen.”
“You cook?” Cody perked up, moving his hat off his head, allowing his hairline to make a rare guest appearance. “So do I.”
Jules shrugged like ‘who-knew,’ her orneriness barely contained.
“I’ll tell you what. How about if we all have brunch at the farm tomorrow? Say around 10:30? Then we can discuss Mr. Nosebaum’s offer.” Kat rubbed Zayne’s shoulders.
Like the well-trained son he was, Zayne caught onto his mother’s gentle prodding and repeated her invitation.
Damian mocked him, earning Zayne’s wadded up napkin in his lap.
“You won’t be poking fun, Damian, when Audrey and I get done with you. Will he, dear?” Kat came to her son’s defense, goading Audrey to follow her lead.
“I doubt it,” Audrey looked at Damian, allowing only her smile as a hint she was giggling inside with the rest of them, her compassion tinged by the humor she preferred to keep in check.
“Why don’t you sit and join us, Kat? Take a break,” Roxy asked her, worried her color was off unless it was the saloon’s dark lighting.
“You know, kids, I’m a bit tired and fixin’ to head home. But thanks for the offer.”
Kat fidgeted with her new Buckles Me Baby prototype belt. She’d chosen the coral and turquoise design mounted on metallic silver leather. She’d convinced Roxy to let her wear it tonight, promising she’d talk up sales. And Roxy had to hand it to the woman. The belt was a stunning accent to her white cotton fitted blouse and jeans.
“Take care. I’ll see you all in the morning,” Kat said.
Zayne stood, placed a kiss on her cheek then hugged her, his actions marked with an intense strength, a powerful bond defying challenge. Roxy couldn’t remember when she’d last shown that kind of affection for her mother. Or when her mother would have wanted such raw, natural emotion shown in public.
Transferring her affection from her son to Roxy, Kat kissed Roxy’s cheek and gave her a swift hug, leaving an emotional hold Roxy didn’t consider shaking off. Roxy’s body froze, perhaps afraid to accept the warmth Kat offered.
How could she not want that kind of strong, generous love? Unaccompanied by strings or false sincerity. Maybe because she’d never met a woman of Kat’s social standing who wasn’t afraid or embarrassed to reveal love and devotion. A woman who had a huge heart but chose to wear it on designer shirtsleeves.
Roxy turned to Kat to reciprocate, not sure how to show her gratitude for being made to feel a part of Kat’s life. How was she supposed to get close to a woman like Kat, who was her mother in as many ways as she differed from Lily Vaughn? How was Roxy supposed to give love when she’d never been shown love?
But when Roxy reached out for Kat, determined to try, time rolled in slow motion as Kat collapsed to the floor.
When his mother fell to The Neon Cowboy’s floor, Zayne let-out a desperate cry. Roxy couldn’t shake the sound. Her insides ripped apart.
Twenty minutes later, sitting in the waiting room at Baptist Hospital, the sirens’ wails still pierced Roxy’s core. She’d now spent two Saturday nights here. Not the fun-filled weekends she’d planned.
Stay with us, Kat. We need you. Roxy silently coached the woman she’d grown to respect, keeping her tears bottled because Kat would want her to be strong. Refusing to cry too because Zayne needed her strength. Roxy couldn’t fall apart, leaving Zayne alone to deal with his pain and fear.
He sat across from her, his head buried in his hands. She wanted to hold him, let him lean against her, but didn’t know if he’d welcome and recognize her touch as comfort.
She marveled at the tenderness and vulnerability a tough man like Zayne McDonald showed when someone he loved was hurting. After his mom collapsed and lay seemingly lifeless under the table, he’d found her pulse. The beat was shallow and light, but it was there.
For what seemed like an eternity before help arrived, Roxy and Zayne had knelt at Kat’s side. Their friends closed-in around them, forming a protective barrier. Holding onto the hope then coming from Zayne’s eyes, Roxy had stroked Kat’s cold, clammy hands until the emergency responders asked her to move aside so they could work. She’d let go of Kat, fearful it would be forever.
If beating the disease was a matter of will power, though, Kat had already won. Her graceful presence, her kind soul coupled with her tenacity, fed an inner strength Roxy knew would fight hard to overcome these physical obstacles.
If only she and Zayne had his mother’s courage.
Zayne’s head was still buried in his hands. His shoulders shook. Roxy crossed over to him, kneeling at his feet. Clasping his trembling, tear-soaked hands, she massaged his knuckles with her fingertips.
“I knew, Roxy,” he choked out between sobs. “I knew something was wrong with her. But I never took time to ask.”
“I knew too.” Without thinking, Roxy’s guilt gushed forth, as if the springs of the gate holding her secret had popped.
“What do you mean?” Zayne lifted his head, his eyes weary and red but searching her out. “How could you have known anything? You’ve only been around her for a few weeks.”
Shit. This was not the way Roxy had envisioned circumventing her promise to Kat. Abiding by Kat’s wish, keeping the truth from Zayne, hadn’t been easy to accept to begin with. Now, it was damn near impossible.
Roxy couldn’t lie to him. But she also couldn’t betray Kat’s trust. Zayne would never understand any of this. He’d never forgive his mother for not confiding in him. But, he’d also never understand her and Roxy’s new bond. Hell, Roxy didn’t know what to think of their budding friendship. Zayne would never get how much Roxy now craved the connection he’d forced.
If she confessed that his mother had discussed her heart problem with her instead of him, Roxy would be partly to blame for the wedge that would likely come between mother and son. But with a lie blocking their path, how could Roxy’s relationship with Zayne flourish?
As she returned to her chair, pining for time to think of how exactly she’d be in-the-know about Kat’s health, an attending physician walked into the waiting room and saved her. His stone-like face was expressionless, absent hope or despair. How long, how many patients, had it taken for him to lose empathy?
“Mr. McDonald?” The doctor stopped directly in front of Zayne, squaring his lean body with Zayne’s chair. “I’m Dr. Walters.”
“Are you Mrs. McDonald?” He asked with controlled politeness, taking a stab at Roxy’s familial association.
“No, Doc. This is Roxy Vaughn, a friend of my mother.” Zayne took Roxy’s hand. “And my friend too.”
At least she’d met the friend billing, Roxy reasoned, even if it was an afterthought. And she meant enough to him to merit his hand possessively wrapped around hers. Who cared if it was just a balls-for-balls volley with the good doctor?
“Very well.” Dr. Walters pulled a small coffee table toward them, cleared some dog-eared copies of People from the top and sat.
“How is she?” Zayne fidgeted with his watch, moving it back and forth across his wrist.
“Your mom’s resting comfortably. We got to her in time. But she might not be as lucky in the future.” The doc pushed a dark mop of his hair-cut-needing locks away from his face, haphazardly tucking the loose strands behind one ear.
“There’ll be a next time? I don’t understand.” Zayne’s knee bounced up and down until Roxy stilled it with her palm.
“How much do you know about your mom’s illness?” Dr. Walter’s asked, his brow arched, evidently surprised by Zayne’s naivety regarding her condition.
“What illness?” Zayne removed his hat and spun it on his hands. “I’ve noticed she’s looked tired lately. And she hasn’t been eating good. But with my father’s death, I just assumed...Christ!”
Zayne shoved-up from his chair and paced the room. With each stride, he clutched and bent the brim of his hat with such force Roxy thought it would snap into two pieces.
“Your mother has congestive heart failure,” the doctor said.
The words came from his lips with the same lack of emotion he’d first addressed them with. Like it was all in a night’s work to bring families bad news.So God damn clinical, Roxy thought. She wanted to kick his ass for his cruel indifference, but now wasn’t the time. Although, when this was over, she’d damn well let hospital administration know her concerns.
Zayne stopped pacing the room and fell back into his chair. Looking at Roxy, his eyes pleaded for help.
And she planned on getting some from Dr. Personality.
“Could you explain the diagnosis to us in terms we’d understand?” She asked, a razor sharp edge to her otherwise polite inquiry.
“Certainly. Congestive heart failure means the heart isn’t pumping as it should, resulting in fatigue and shortness of breath,” he said, droning on as if the Physician’s Desk Reference inside his head was on auto-play. “Everyday activities like walking, climbing stairs and getting groceries become increasingly difficult until the heart simply quits working at all.”
Roxy put her arm through Zaynes, locking her fingers with his. His body quivered, making her heart break.
“How do we cure her condition?” She asked, squeezing Zayne’s hand.
“There is no cure.” Without hesitation, Dr. Walters stated the prognosis, although his eyes lost their hard edge as he continued. “But with the right treatment and careful attention to her lifestyle, she can live a full and meaningful life. Her cardiologist, Dr. Mack, will tell you more.”
Roxy vise-gripped Zayne’s fingers. He never flinched or pulled away. If he was like her, he was too numb to move. Exhausted and scared senseless, Roxy was in too much of a fog to process the doctor’s information. For now, she thought, they both simply needed to see Kat, confirming she was still very much alive, despite the doctor’s grim analysis.
“When can we see her?” She asked.
“Let me check with her nurses. I’ll then send one of them back to get you.” Dr. Walters stood and turned to leave, but pivoted back toward them. “I’m sorry.”
Caught off guard by his impromptu sincerity, Roxy thought the man actually meant the tone of comfort he’d finally produced. Maybe to shield himself from the pain he relayed to others, he’d developed a thick indifference.
The doctor left the room, leaving Roxy and Zayne alone with their fears. The silence descending on them couldn’t chill Roxy anymore than the doctor’s words. No longer able to sit idle, she rose and took her turn wearing out the hideous orange carpet.
She couldn’t lose Kat. She’d filled a void Roxy hadn’t been aware she’d had. Used to tackling life’s challenges on her own, absent mentors, Roxy flew solo. Being as her parents weren’t filling those roles and without Kat, Roxy was alone again. For the first time, she didn’t want to be.
Growing up with no one to share life’s ups and downs, she’d thrived on having Kat in her corner. Kat was teaching her how to walk amidst and design for high society without falling into their dismal traps.
And what about Zayne, Roxy wondered. The guy had lost his father and now faced an uncertain future with his mom. He was a strong man. But no one was invincible.
The despair overtaking his proud frame crushed her. The zest for life he shared with his mother was gone, zapped away like the steady current missing in Kat’s heart. He sat deflated, looking as if he were already mourning what hadn’t yet been taken.
That’s it. Roxy couldn’t let this vacuum of nothingness continue. They had to see Kat. She abruptly turned to exit the waiting room to find someone to help them, nearly colliding with a nurse coming-in.
A softly rounded, middle-aged brunette with a sweet smile and a hundred freckles greeted her. “Excuse me. I didn’t mean to startle you. I’m Rhonda, Kat’s nurse.”
Rhonda squeezed Roxy’s arm then went to Zayne, all but scooping him out of his chair, hugging him close to her cherub-like frame. “You can come on back now. She would love to see you both.”
“Thank you. How is she?” Roxy’s mind, cluttered with muddled thoughts and unexpected emotions, left her feeling fortunate to create coherent sentences while also walking. “What should we expect?”
“Kat’s quite weak, so try not to excite her,” Rhonda cautioned then laughed. “For the record, I also told her to cool it.”
Rhonda patiently waited for them to fall into step beside her. She put an arm around Zayne and patted his shoulders like Roxy’s favorite au pair used to do before parading Roxy into the living room for a carefully orchestrated appearance before her parents’ friends.
As they left the waiting area, the nurse continued to coddle Zayne, like a mother fussing over her child, gearing him up for an adventure he wasn’t looking forward to. With Zayne’s pale face, he needed all the pampering he could get. Not that Roxy couldn’t also use Rhonda’s cocoon-like comfort.
“This diagnosis is going to be a harder adjustment for Kat than for you both,” Rhonda warned. “She’s simply got to slow down.”
“Don’t worry. She’s a fixin’ to. You can count on it.” Zayne fisted his hands as his pace quickened through the wide fluorescent-lit hallway.
“Remember, kids, no excitement tonight. Save it ‘til at least tomorrow.” Rhonda led them to the doorway of one of the emergency area’s examining rooms. “I’ll give you some privacy. Then I’ll be in to move her into a regular room. We’ll want to keep her until she sees her cardiologist Monday morning.”
Roxy peeked into the room, seeing a gaudy curtain drawn closed around a bed. Could this place have worst taste in fabrics? Hell, the damn daisies plastered on the cloth made her dizzy, and she wasn’t sick.
“You go first,” Zayne said, his voice catching in his throat. “I’m not real good at this stuff.”
Roxy hooked her arm through his and prodded him toward the daisy shield from hell. “I’m no candy striper, Cowboy, but we’ll make it work together.”
“Kat?” she said, tentatively pulling the curtain back, “I’d be out of it too, if I had to wake up to this sheer monstrosity. Damn. Maybe I should do some designs for the hospital market.”
To Roxy’s relief, Kat was alert enough to smile at her insulting remarks. Good sign.
“Did you see that?” Zayne patted Roxy’s arm like a young boy trying to get his playmate’s attention regarding a marvelous new discovery. “Mom smiled.”
“Yes, Zayne, I did,” Kat said and smiled again. “I can see and hear too. I’m not an invalid yet, although...,” she coughed lightly, grimacing after the unexpected movement, “...I could use some water.”
“Here, Mom.” Zayne reached for a retro gold, plastic pitcher placed on a roll-away bedside table then poured water into the matching cup. He bent the cup’s attached straw into his mom’s mouth letting her get a drink and a few partially melted ice chips. “Does that feel better?”
“Yes, dear, it does. Thank you. I was parched.” She nestled back into her pillow with a heavy sigh, as if leaning forward for the drink had worn her out.
“I’m so sorry I scared you both. I’m not sure what came over me. Must have been something I ate.” Kat looked past Zayne toward Roxy as if trying to gauge from Roxy’s reaction who knew what.
Roxy shrugged her shoulders, hoping Kat would figure out that their gig wasn’t up, although it was dangerously close to getting them into big trouble.
“Okay, Mom,” Zayne said then put his hands on the metal rails of her bed, “cut the crap. Dr. Walters told us about your heart.”
Zayne’s knuckles turned red then white as he tightened his hands around the rails.
“Oh, Zayne, I only told Roxy because...”
“So you did know?” Zayne asked Roxy in a small, yet precisely controlled voice.
“I...” Roxy looked at the floor, unable to bear the hurt in his eyes. “I should have told you, but...”
“You’re damn right, you should have,” he said glaring at her, his hurt packed into spears of piercing anger.
“Zayne.” Kat reached for his hand, but he pulled away. With steady, measured breaths, she continued, “I made her promise not to tell you because I didn’t want to worry you. You’ve had your hands full with the contest. And I didn’t tell Roxy as much as she cajoled it out of me.”
Even with Kat taking the blame, a hard, empty look made itself at home across Zayne’s face.
Roxy couldn’t dodge the wall he was constructing between them.
“How could you keep this from me? Either one of you?” Zayne looked first at Roxy, and then at his mother, his voice a soundboard mix of hurt and resentment. “You each mean the world to me. How could you shut me out?”
“To protect you,” Roxy heard herself blurt out before she’d thought of anything better to say.
“Protect me? From what? From who?” Zayne gave her an icy stare. “The only person or thing I need to steer clear of is you, Roxy. You’re nothing but trouble. The more you try to fit in, the bigger messes you make.”
“Zayne, that’s enough,” Kat said with a stone cold tone Roxy had never heard her use on her son. “You apologize.”
“I’m not -”
“Yes. You will. No son of mine treats a woman like that. Now, Zayne. And I mean it.” Kat lay back into her pillow. “And make it snappy. I’m supposed to be resting.”
“Kat, he owes me nothing.” Roxy stepped beside Zayne, using the bed rails to garner strength. “I betrayed him and our friendship.”
“You, my dear, did as I, also your friend, asked of you.” Kat tended her covers, as if straightening the cheap disheveled fabric would dissipate the negative energy bouncing between all three of them. “But if you prefer to cover his rude ass in front of his mother, I respect that. Just make sure he apologizes later.”
“Speaking of apologies, I’ve been thinking about ways to fix all of this.” Roxy gestured to the room-at-large, then rested a hand on Zayne’s shoulder long enough to feel him flinch and pull away.
Kat took a big gulp of air followed by two short gasps. “Okay. Out with it, dear, before Rhonda kicks you both out for roughing me up.”
Zayne rushed to give his mom another drink and fluff her pillow then placed his hands on hers.
“Well, Dr. Walters says your lifestyle must be substantially modified,” Roxy began, then cleared her throat.
“Oh, she’ll be modifying it by sitting her ass at home. Trust me.” Zayne wasted no time dumbing down Roxy’s treatment analysis.
“And who’s going to run The Neon Cowboy while I’m sitting on my ass?” Kat countered, the muscles tightening in her jaws as she waited for an answer.
“I am,” Roxy said, rocking back on her heels, not liking the sharp clack they produced against the examining room’s parquet floor. “While you’re sitting at Raeve taking care of my customers.”
The indignity in Kat’s eyes eased. Her rigid jaw relaxed.
“You don’t cook or bartend,” Zayne fired back, attempting to dismiss Roxy’s idea with sarcasm-rimmed reality.
“No, I don’t, but Jules does. And Cody too, right?” Roxy pulled-up a chair and curled her legs underneath her in her best thinking pose.
“You’re doing well so far,” Kat said. “What else you got?”
“Well, I can definitely keep the saloon’s gift corral running and stocked, teach line dancing lessons, and chat- up the customers.” Her confidence on a roll, Roxy kept two-stepping through her solution to their dilemma. “Audrey is a marketing genius. So she can help at Raeve and oversee Damian’s construction of the new shelving and displays you suggested.”
Zayne tapped his boot against the wheels of the bed. “Where do I fit into your plan?”
“That’s just it. I’ve got it covered. All you have to worry about are your tomatoes.” Expecting him to like the idea, Roxy was surprised to see him tense up. The muscles in his forearms twitched. “What am I missing? I thought you’d be thrilled?”
* * *
She was right, he should be pleased with her suggestions, Zayne thought. But he wasn’t. Besides the fact he was reeling from their betrayal, he had no intentions of spending so much time away from the saloon or his mother. Although the tomatoes could use his complete attention.
He knew their friends would serve them well, but no matter how much he worked on his dad’s tomatoes, those bastards would more than likely be screwed. And trusting Roxy to do right by him, after the secret she’d kept, wasn’t a chance Zayne was ready to take. Even if his mother had played a significant role in Roxy’s deceit. Zayne needed someone who’d level with him whether good or bad information was at stake.
Roxy chose not to operate that way. What if there were problems at the saloon Zayne should be resolving? Would she keep those from him too...to protect him? He didn’t need her looking after him. He could take care of himself.
“Roxy, I appreciate your offers, but I really think this is a family problem Mom and I need to figure out.”
Roxy looked at him as if he’d taken away her only friend. Her eyes welled with tears she’d be too proud to spill. Excluding her from his inner circle must have hit hard. But she’d done that to herself by leaving him out of the loop concerning his mother. Zayne pushed away the compassion nipping at his resolve to keep Roxy a safe distance from his heart.
“You are my family now, Zayne.” Roxy rose from her chair, stoically pushing it back against the wall opposite the bed. “Like it or not. I’m not going away when you need me.”
Zayne didn’t know what to say. He’d never seen Roxy so vulnerable yet determined. He may be angry with her but he couldn’t turn her away, not when she must need them as bad as they needed her. His gut tightened at the realization he didn’t want to lose what they’d started. Each thought of life without her squeezed his stomach with rushes of regret.
Maybe some quality time in the fields would be good for him. Lord knew the women in his life were driving him down the fast lane to insanity. At least tomatoes didn’t talk back.
“Well, I’m glad that’s settled. You two can work out the details with your friends tomorrow during brunch. Please let them know how grateful I am for their help,” his mother said then pushed the nurse’s call button. “It’s late. We’ve all had quite a night. I’ll have Rhonda see you out.”
“We probably should be going.” Zayne got up, leaned over and planted a kiss on his mom’s cheek.
“And don’t think I don’t know what you’re up to, Mom,” he whispered into her ear. “But I’ll decide when and if I’m interested in someone.”
His mother chuckled softly. “Roxy, give me a hug. Then make sure my ass of a son sees you home.”
Zayne stepped away from the bed to make room for Roxy. No matter how hard he tried he couldn’t ignore the good feeling he had seeing the connection she and his mother shared.
“Love ya both,” his mother called after them.
Women.
No charm school she’d attended in Upper East Side Manhattan had prepared her to be a bootscootin’ barmaid, Roxy thought, as she followed the host to a corner booth along the far wall of the Pancake Pantry.
She’d wanted a Nashville zip code since her favorite au pair had introduced her to Country Music Television. But living where those boots walked was an entirely different experience.
Before she could slide out of her coat, a waitress delivered a steaming cup of coffee. After folding her silk and satin parka and placing it on the bench seat between her table and the next booth, Roxy emptied a partial packet of sweetener into her cup.
While the crystals fizzed and swirled into the depths of the hot liquid, she stirred, taking comfort in the clink of her spoon against the inside of the ceramic cup. She could make this work, she told herself, restating her mantra with each ching of metal to china.
A long line of customers wrapped around the front of the restaurant. At 8:30, Roxy had started close to the same spot as the last person in line. She checked her watch. 9:34. About right. Even midweek, it was usually an hour wait to be seated. But sixty minutes worth every second.
Excitement buzzed her senses. Even though every item on the menu tasted great, her anticipation made it difficult to focus on food. The pancake house was a hot destination for country stargazing. So far, though, Roxy hadn’t spotted any of Nashville’s elite. At least if she had, she didn’t know it.
Keith Urban supposedly liked the Pantry’s Caribbean pancakes, and Vince Gill was reportedly partial to the sweet potato stacks. But Roxy couldn’t prove either...yet. But she would. She just knew it. You done good, girl, she thought, giving herself an imaginary pat on the back. Some days she still couldn’t believe she’d finally found the courage to live and work where her dreams demanded.
Seeing Zayne searching for her by the host’s stand, Roxy waved. Watching him saunter toward the table, she blocked out her fears of making good on her plan. Instead of focusing on their mission to save Raeve, his mom’s saloon and Zayne’s tomatoes, Roxy sat back in her seat and appreciated the view of Zayne’s work-hardened muscles.
Judging by his serious scowl, she had major damage control to do to restore the fantastic smile he used to flash her way. But she intended to earn back the trust he’d once had in her.
To see the hot and cocky grin return to his lips, Roxy would suffer through a day at the spa with her mother or a night on the red carpet with her father. Two activities cutting deep chasms of dread into her psyche, but fissures worth jumping to re-establish her respect in Zayne’s eyes.
“Have a seat, partner,” she said.
His raised eyebrows hinted he found her mildly amusing at best. She did, however, welcome his choice of body language. He could just as easily have extended his middle finger. So she’d take the arched brow.
“I think I have our plan all worked out,” she said as he took a seat across from her, his proximity priming her nerves for adversity while her hormones sizzled with unquenched desire.
Starting out with a suggestion of joint ownership couldn’t hurt her efforts, Roxy reasoned. According to her childhood therapists, including a potential adversary in her plan should make him or her feel powerful and more at ease with the idea of working together toward their goals. If only the concept also empowered Roxy instead of turning her insides into monumental landslides.
“Let’s get this right from the get-go.” Zayne looked down at her over his reading glasses, his dark eyes firing a silent but spirited message. “This is your plan, Princess, not mine.”
Roxy had expected him to play hardball and had prepared a solid defense. Unfortunately, by starting with that sexy look-over-the-glasses thing, Zayne had produced a powerful, early in the game block. He’d almost melted her survival instincts and definitely overheated the wrong drive.
Changing gears to get her mind out of his bed, Roxy rehashed the building blocks of her plan. To fix her betrayal, she had to take over Zayne’s life for the summer.
Not that unreasonable, she thought. For years, she’d tolerated living by her family’s plans. All she was asking of him was a few months. He’d just have to adjust like she did. If he wanted both The Neon Cowboy and his tomato crop to succeed during his mother’s recovery, he had no better option. How to clue him into that reality wasn’t exactly clear. Roxy would have to develop her techniques on the fly.
“Does that mean you’re going along with my plan then?” She asked, needing to see how much work she had yet to do
“Like I said at brunch Sunday, I agree with you that Raeve will be much less stressful for Mom than the saloon. With her out of the hospital, she needs something to occupy her time besides me. And if we do this your way, I’m free to be stressed out with dad’s tomatoes.” He pushed his glasses back into place, swallowed a gulp of coffee then opened a menu. “Although, I’ll be honest, leaving you at The Neon Cowboy isn’t settling well. Those cowboys can be tough to handle.”
Stuck on his lack of faith in her, Roxy wasn’t ready to order when the waitress arrived.
“Chocolate pancakes for you?” Zayne asked.
Roxy couldn’t enjoy pancakes even if she wanted them. Zayne’s disillusionment of her management skills churned her stomach. “No pancakes. I’ll have an omelet, please, with cheese and bacon.”
“I’ll have the same,” Zayne said, “and I’ll take her potatoes.”
“Maybe I want the potatoes.”
“Sure you do. Like you’d ever do something not in your life plan. Just like I’m not ready to cave to your plan.”
So what if he wasn’t going to make this easy on her? She didn’t deserve it, but she wasn’t about to fold, even though she’d gladly forfeit the starch.
“About The Neon Cowboy. I may not be a Coyote Ugly girl, but I’m sure I’ll manage. I’m a quick learner, a hard worker and good on my feet.”
“I know you’re good on your feet. It’s your mind I’m worried about.”
“Please stop. You’re support is overwhelming me,” Roxy said, her spirit officially deflated by his last dig, but her pride heated to geyser force blows. “I certainly haven’t belittled you because you don’t know your ass from a hole in the ground about tomatoes.”
She was swinging low, but he’d forced her hand.
Apparently still not ready to give up his opposition, Zayne bristled, his jaw twitching as he came at her again. “I may not know much about growing those fuckers, but I’m honest about my limitations. I don’t take risks I have no business taking.”
“Maybe that’s your problem,” Roxy said, slamming her menu into the holder.
Their bickering hurt much more than she’d expected. With each of Zayne’s slams, her stomach lurched. As wedges of desperation sliced through her, her chest ached.
“I take chances. You’re right. I do. Because I’m afraid not to. I don’t want to look back and wonder what I could have done.”
She knew she should be more sympathetic. She shouldn’t have hidden his mother’s illness. She knew it when Kat had asked her to keep her secret. And boy did she know it now. Zayne’s anger was more than justified.
Maybe if she was a little less combative and tried to defuse him instead of set him off, she’d patch things up between them. She certainly couldn’t continue her current path or her heart would be pulverized, crushed by the weight of her betrayal.
“I’m sorry, Zayne. I’m sorry I hurt you.”
Roxy concentrated on dumping another packet of sweetener into her coffee even though it didn’t need one. Too disheartened to look him in the eye and once again see his disappointment, she rearranged her silverware. Focusing on the raw regret chewing her conscience was too painful to sit idle. “I want to make things right with you, but other than this plan, I don’t know how to make amends.”
Finally brave enough to look up from her place setting, she found him studying her. The pain she’d caused him was still there but with a softer focus than the hard edge he’d carried into the restaurant.
He took his gaze away from her, apparently more interested in the floor than her apology.
“Neither one of us knows what the hell we’re doing. This will never work,” he said, shoving his menu beside hers in the holder at the edge of the table.
His chest went taught under his muscle-cut t-shirt. He chewed his lower lip and started to continue their debate twice, stopping each time, evidently fighting for words.
“But I’ll be damned if I can come up with anything better. And for now, the farm and Mom have to be my priorities, leaving me no time to run the Neon Cowboy,” he finally stammered.
“So it’s settled then.” Roxy lifted her napkin out of the way as the waitress set her breakfast in front of her. “We’ll just have to help each other.”
Zayne picked at the eggs he’d normally devour. “To do that, Rox, you’ve got to tell me everything. And I mean everything. Which you obviously have trouble doing.”
“You’ll regret that open door policy real quick.” Roxy laughed as she smothered her omelet with ketchup. She’d have so many questions coming at him he’d end up running into his fields for comfort. “You might not like me when I’m fired-up.”
“That’s a chance I’ll willingly take.” For milliseconds, Zayne’s come-get-me smirk made an appearance. “For the record, I like you fired-up and sassy.”
“Was that a compliment? Surely not.” Roxy reached for his hands, pleased to feel him jolt at her touch.
His grin gave way to blushed cheeks the color of his tomatoes. For a brief flash, the air between them got hotter than a sauna in Cabo San Lucas.
Roxy pressed her palms against his then threaded their fingers into a tight-locked weave. “I won’t let you down, Zayne. You or your mom. We’re in this together.”
“I could use the help at the saloon. And I know Mom will have a heyday at Raeve. God knows Dad’s tomatoes are in big trouble if I don’t figure out something. ”
Zayne removed his hands from hers, leaving a chill in place of the warmth their connection created.
“I guess I do need you,” he said.
His words instantly replaced the heat Roxy had lost with the absence of his touch.
“I wish we could still be dance partners.” The thought was out of her mouth before she could reconsider.
Nothing like a Freudian slip to screw up a good breakfast.
Zayne threw his napkin on the table, a good third of his breakfast still on his plate. “Me too. But we just don’t have time.”
“I’ll call Nosebaum and let him know.” If she could find his number, Roxy thought. She took her purse off the seat next to hers and rummaged through it for her cell phone and the agent’s card.
“No. I’ll call him. He’s way too anxious to get to know you better.” Zayne took out his wallet, flipping through several well-worn business cards before pulling out one with crisp, clean edges. “Here’s his card. I’ll give him a holler this afternoon.”
“Tell him I said hello.” Roxy batted her eyelashes and let loose a girlish giggle, pleased to note Zayne reacted way too fast on the draw for the card to not have been oh-so jealous of Howie.
* * *
“No can do, Princess. I need to keep you focused on our plan,” Zayne said, shocked at his willingness to claim the cockamamie plan as his too.
But as he looked at Roxy, laughing inside at her coy antics, he noticed she wasn’t focused on anything except what was going on behind his left shoulder. Turning around to see what the hell the commotion was, he wished he’d kept his back turned.
Roxy was speechless and damn near drooling.
Jack Baudlin was on his way across the restaurant, heading for the table right next to theirs.
Zayne fought his lungs for air and his attitude for adjustment.
Roxy’s reaction couldn’t be to Jack, could it? Zayne sure hoped it wasn’t a Baudlin causing Roxy’s star-struck stupor. If so, Zayne’s reflexes were going to be completely Jack’s problem to bear. If Jack was Roxy’s stimulus, Zayne would have more to adjust than his attitude. He’d have to balance his farm schedule with jail time. Plus, he’d need his mom’s cardiologist. That was one punch to the heart he couldn’t take.
The stir, however, could definitely be Jack’s breakfast date. Deena Mettles, a rising Nashville star, accompanied the Beefsteak King. Deena had that effect, from a male’s view anyway.
“Howdy, Zayne. Fancy finding you here,” Jack said.
Jack pulled out a chair for Deena. After getting her settled, he slid into the booth next to Roxy.
“I thought you’d already be knee deep in the fields,” Jack quipped.
“I could say the same for you,” Zayne said unable to keep an icy challenge from coating his words.
Getting way too cozy to Roxy for Zayne’s liking, Jack needed to be put in his place and fast. Thank God the waitress had already given him his bill. Zayne snatched it up and stood to leave.
Roxy, not picking up on Zayne’s cue it was time to go, remained seated. Her almond eyes couldn’t open much further before bulging out of their sockets.
“Are you ready, Princess?” Zayne asked, knowing his hostility right now for anything Baudlin would make a showing if he didn’t get off the stage.
Jack removed his hat and shook his head, evidently wanting an encore. “Well, aren’t we rude. Here we are with two beautiful women and haven’t bothered to make introductions.”
He ushered his hand from Deena toward Zayne. “This is Deena Mettles. Deena, please meet Zayne McDonald, the second best tomato farmer in the county.”
“And you are?” Jack turned his attention to Roxy.
Afraid Roxy couldn’t speak in her befuddled state, Zayne made his own introductions. “This is Roxy Vaughn. Roxy, meet Jack Baudlin and Deena Mettles.”
Zayne, not about to be shown up in the manner’s arena by Jack, shook Deena’s hand. “Pleased to meet you, Deena. I’m a big fan.”
Roxy, still unable to speak, extended her hand to both Jack and Deena, although releasing Jack much sooner than his breakfast companion.
A shiver of relief shimmied through Zayne’s chest. Jack wasn’t Roxy’s object of interest. She just had a celebrity hang-up. That kind of fixation, Zayne could handle without any emotional or physical scars.
“So pleased to meet you,” Roxy said, finally finding her voice. She leaned toward Deena. “I’m also a huge fan. You’re new album is fantastic. I play it all the time.”
“Why thank you. Thank you very much.”
Zayne had to hand it to Deena. For a rising starlet, she seemed genuinely appreciative of Roxy fawning over her.
Despite her Sarah Evans’ look and star power, Roxy matched Deena’s outside beauty, curve for curve, 10 for 10. Inside Roxy’s delicious hourglass hotness, Zayne doubted a woman existed with her sweet blend of sugar and sass.
As Roxy got up from the table, Deena reached for her arm. “Wow!! Great belt! May I ask where you got it? My stylist is always looking for unique pieces for my videos.”
Roxy was rendered speechless once again.
Poor girl, Zayne thought, touched by her sudden, uncharacteristic weakness. Chivalry aside, he moved to rescue her with a quick sales pitch.
“You’re in luck, Deena. Roxy designs for Raeve, her new boutique. You can find her at the local tractor --”
“Oh, please, I mean, yes,” Roxy faltered to complete a full sentence, “my boutique is in a corner of the tractor supply store, but that’s temporary. Please stop by anytime. Or here, here’s my card. Call me. I’d be glad to do a private fitting. Anything. Please call.”
Roxy had to be scoring points for persistence, Zayne figured, being as now she couldn’t quit rambling to solicit Deena’s business. Before he could escort her toward the door, safely extracting her from her less-than-best moment, Roxy turned her attention on Jack. Uh-oh.
“And Jack Baudlin. I’ve heard so much about you. I feel like we’re already acquaintances. Actually, I think I may have seen you at the Neon Cowboy.
“But you’d better watch yourself. You won’t be the number one tomato man for long.” Roxy put on her coat, a red satin number with brown fur trim then turned to leave.
Jack leaned back against the booth, feigning she’d sucker-punched him.
Zayne’s chest puffed with pride. Roxy had made a perfect recovery from dawdling over Deena to taking command of Jack. That’s my princess.
But why didn’t she speak-up on her own behalf with that same conviction? Why hadn’t she stuck-up for her own talent like she’d championed his?
“Your coat is fabulous,” Deena said and ran her hands over the slick fabric. “I’ll definitely be stopping by your boutique.”
“I’ll look forward to it.” Roxy beamed at Deena then at Zayne, seeming to have her confidence back where it deserved to be.
She looped her arm through his, leading him to the counter to pay their bill. That done she then practically dragged him out of the restaurant as if they were contestants in reality TV’s ‘The Great Race’.
Once on the curb, waiting for the light to change, she threw her arms around his neck, planting a huge and sloppy but unforgettable kiss on Zayne’s unsuspecting mouth.
“What was that for?” He asked, sure she’d knocked-off his boots.
“For plugging my designs.”
Her radiance shined as bright as the morning sun spotlighting her sexier-than-hell body. Her happiness warmed him more than the hot coffee and omelets. Not giving a damn that the pedestrian crossing sign flashed green, Zayne pulled Roxy towards him and kissed her back. As he tasted her passion, his mouth fed his desires, begging his mind to free his soul by privately continuing their impromptu rendezvous.
Catching her before she slipped off the sidewalk’s edge and his actions slipped below public decency standards, Zayne cupped Roxy’s chin in his hands. “That was for giving Jack a rough time.”
“I’ll have to remember to do that again the next time I see him.” Roxy pulled Zayne across the street before the light changed.
“I’d rather you not mess with him or his dad. They’re up to something, but I can’t figure it out.”
“You will.”
Zayne hoped she knew what she was talking about as much as he hoped he was wrong about the Baudlins’ intentions. He also hoped he was right to forgive Roxy’s betrayal, right to accept her plan, and right to fall in love with her. ‘Cause he was head over her ridiculous heels in love.
Zayne followed Roxy out of the Pancake Pantry’s parking lot then west through the Vanderbilt neighborhoods toward Raeve, keeping his Mom’s SUV a safe distance behind Roxy in his farm truck. The woman drove as if she still lived in Manhattan, weaving in and out of traffic as if she were playing a video game instead of negotiating real world traffic hazards. His pulse pounded witnessing her potential for disaster.
Zipping by Centennial Park, hesitant to look at his speedometer, Zayne focused on the park’s life-sized replica of The Parthenon. Because of the flat green earth surrounding it, the mammoth structure looked even bigger. Its stone columns punched through the sky, rocketing through the low-traveling clouds, defying gravity to soar above the landscape.
Kind of like Roxy lived life – large, not afraid to make her way outside her comfort zone.
Like the goddess Athena whose statue guards the replica, Roxy had the wisdom to succeed and was at war with any opposition to her goals. She was a force to be reckoned with in her entrepreneurial quests. Also like Athena, she was blessed with a unique artistic style. Just not behind the wheel. Only if Roxy had a chariot and driver would Zayne relax.
She made a past-the-point-of-no-return stop for a yellow light. Shit. He slammed on his brakes to keep from smashing her bumper.
Except for when she was behind the wheel, he liked that Roxy was the commander of her world. Though commandeering him with less zest would also be acceptable. She definitely had control over everyone within her circle of influence. At least the circle he was in.
Hell, Zayne thought. He’d fallen for his very own goddess. The realization thumped against the inside of his chest wall, knocking him off-kilter.
Flipping on the radio to calm his nerves, he drummed his thumbs against the steering wheel to Chesney’s latest tune, moving through the steps in his mind he planned to try on the dance floor. The island beat and blaring trumpets transported Zayne out of Nashville and into the Bahamas. Tapping his boot against the floorboard, he mentally rehearsed the routine.
Knowing damn well Roxy would chunk her brakes then hit the tractor supply store’s parking lot with a strong punch of her accelerator, Zayne switched his right turn signal on two blocks before the lot. Probably not near enough warning for the Home of the Stars tour bus riding his ass, but after Roxy did her bit, his bumper was worthless anyway. And his mom loved ‘em both enough that as long as they were unharmed her SUV’s condition wouldn’t matter.
Parking in a space three down from Roxy’s reserved spot, Zayne turned off the SUV’s ignition. Hearing his old truck’s residual sputters and coughs comforted him so much more than the Hummer’s high-powered rumble.
Roxy waited next to his truck. As the large crystals of her key chain caught the sun, their reflections blinded him. Zayne shielded his eyes with his arms, but not enough to block Roxy from his view.
It wasn’t the mid-morning heat that had Zayne hot. In her tight-fitting jeans, her legs stretched for miles before intersecting with the tops of her boots. She shifted her weight from leg to leg like a svelte, well-bred mare, anxious to enter the show ring.
Yes, Sir. He’d like to take a ride on her...with her...whatever. Like that thought would cool him off.
Zayne picked up his pace, taking his desire out on the pavement. Falling into step beside her, he inhaled her fruit and nutty lotion. As the scent seeped into his fantasies, he struggled to remain mobile. The blacktop turned into quick sand. As the store’s sliding glass doors separated, he hustled to stay with her.
Entering the farm store, Zayne’s fantasies abruptly ended. The smells of tire rubber and livestock feed attacked his nostrils. Fuzzy yellow chicks peeped, huddled together under industrial-sized heat lamps in large, steel bins.
Zayne chuckled. He still couldn’t believe Roxy made a home for Raeve in the corner of the feed and supply store. Although he rarely refrained from commenting on her nothing-close-to-country, high glamour style, this wasn’t the time to bring it up. And definitely not the place.
Too proud of her gutsy decision to make this location work until she could afford better, Zayne kept his mouth shut. Roxy had more than made up for her formerly extravagant tastes by making miracles out of this sub prime venue.
Nearing an aisle stocked with John Deere dye-cast toys, the buzz and hum of a power drill vibrated the air.
“What the hell?” Roxy said, damn near leaving Zayne in the dust as she made her way toward the racket.
Yikes. This could be a nightmare. The image of his mom in way over her well-meaning head etched the front of Zayne’s memory bank. Having lost Roxy who’d disappeared a good seven aisles ahead past a tractor tire display, Zayne walked much faster.
Turning the corner around the last end cap standing between him and the showdown, he saw his mom and Roxy leaning over a drawing table with Damian and Audrey. Willing himself not to focus on the denim snuggly hugging Roxy’s ass, he forced shots of air down his throat, waiting until the mixture of sawdust and oxygen broke through the libidinal bottleneck blocking his larynx.
“I appreciate what you all are trying to do, but this is not what I want.” Roxy shoved her thumbs through the belt loops on the back of her jeans and tapped her fingers against the top of her sequined-edged pockets, sending Zayne into a lust-inspired tailspin.
“The check-out counter is wonderful.” She placed one arm on her hip then massaged her forehead with her other hand, tracing her furrowed brows with her fingertips. “But we discussed the belt buckle collection being the focal point of the boutique, not the jeans’ display.”
Buying time like his father used to do before throwing his opinion into the ring, Zayne rubbed one hand across his chin. But his father, the lucky s.o.b., had only Zayne’s mom to deal with. The seasoned pro himself might have been perplexed having to smooth the ground between his wife and her new protégé. But Zayne had watched his father in these situations and was fairly confident he knew the tricks that would ease the tension.
He ignored Damian’s finger pantomiming his throat being slit. But took no comfort in Audrey’s ‘go-for-it-dumb ass’ expression. When Audrey then whisked Damian to the far side of the boutique, Zayne knew the crap was closing-in.
Pretending to work on installing another shelving system, instead of taking on the dueling queen bees, Zayne’s friends had abandoned him. He was alone and at a substantial disadvantage. Talk about being a delusional optimist.
Consolidating his confidence around the ball of insecurity lodged in his throat, Zayne rolled his angst aside then addressed his mother first. “You know, Mom, although you two are much more qualified to make this decision than I, I think Roxy’s right.”
Knowing if he stopped long enough to think about what he was doing too, he’d be trampled, he took time only to swallow. He had to keep trucking or get-off the road.
Without a valid reason to discontinue his effort to defend Roxy, Zayne pushed his point. He could probably get her in the driver’s seat with one final impetus. “I’m saying this, Mom, because we just ran into...oh, Roxy, what’s the name of that new singer?”
“Deena Mettles,” Roxy answered, rolling her neck on her shoulders.
“Yeah, that’s her,” Zayne said, placing his hands on Roxy’s shoulders. With gentle pressure, he tried to knead away her stress.
The feel of her body first tensing then relaxing under his hands, fed his desire to touch her in more private places. He fought his libido. Despite the pressing need swelling below his belt, he tried to stay focused on Raeve.
“Mom, the woman was crazy about Roxy’s buckle this morning,” Zayne said, forcing the stamina from his groin to his voice. Not that thinking about Roxy’s buckles and what they held underneath diminished his hardest obstacle.
“This morning? Where did you run into her?” Kat asked, tucking the pencil she’d once been pointing at Roxy now safely behind her ear. “She liked our buckle? That’s fantastic. This could be terrific for sales.”
“Slow down, Mom. You’re not supposed to be getting excited.” Zayne had enough restless energy busting his gut for both of them. He could handle the strain. Well, he was supposed to be able to. But his mom couldn’t. “We ended up sitting next to Deena at The Pancake Pantry. And yes, she loved Roxy’s buckle.”
Before Zayne could continue his father’s diplomacy and restate that the buckles should be Raeve’s center of attention, Roxy wiggled out from under his impromptu massage and took the floor in her own defense. “It’s true. Deena oohed and ahhed, mentioning something about her stylist seeing the rest of the collection for a video shoot. Proof that the buckles are our key.”
“Well, why didn’t you say so?” Kat grabbed the blueprint off the work table, crumbled it between her hands then tossed it into a large feed bucket serving as their trashcan.
“Damian,” she yelled, competing with drill bits chewing through drywall, “do as Roxy says and make it snappy. We’re about to have high profile customers to impress.”
“Yes, Ma’am. Ma’ams. You know what I mean.” Damian pulled his safety glasses off the top of his head and back into place then re-revved his drill.
Roxy and Kat walked arm-in-arm toward the center of the boutique, motioning for Audrey to follow them, seeming to forget Zayne. With relief washing over him, filling his once knotted stomach with a weightless joy, Zayne could care less that they’d left him unattended.
So much for his mother having to summons the support of her high-paying friends. Roxy may have just sealed Raeve’s fate all by herself. Her talent speaking on its own merit. Well, her skill along with Jack Baudlin’s choice of breakfast partners, an acknowledgement making Zayne’s skin crawl.
As much as Zayne didn’t want to have anything to do with Jack or Harry Baudlin, if Deena Mettles didn’t make it into the store by the end of the week, Zayne would go see Jack, somehow working it into their conversation to get the starlet to Raeve. Not as a favor. Zayne would never be indebted to those assholes. But he’d think of some subtle way to get one of those buckles into the hands of Deena’s stylist. And if that meant dealing with Jack Baudlin...so be it.
If it had been Zayne’s mom in Roxy’s situation, that’s what his dad would have done. Once making digs at his wife for going into the saloon business, Zayne’s dad soon sang a different tune. His wife had been more successful slinging beers than he’d ever been picking tomatoes. Even though the farm had turned a nice profit, the Neon Cowboy was the McDonald’s big-time cash crop.
Zayne’s dad had become his wife’s biggest fan. And it wasn’t for the money. He put his resources into the saloon because that’s where Kat thrived. He fed her passion like she’d nurtured his love of the farm.
His dad’s unwavering support in that regard twisted Zayne’s respect for the man in a positive direction. But it failed to make up for his inadequacies as a father. How could his dad have finally gotten it so right with his mom and still so wrong with his son? Zayne’s mind squeezed out the pain his heart pumped strong.
With the girls busy directing Damian, Zayne checked his watch. Noon. A gale-force panic blew straight- line winds through his gut, robbing him of all oxygen.
Since the weather was perfect, Cody wanted the vines in before the end of the week. Zayne hadn’t done a damn thing in the fields today. He’d wasted half of one day out of their five-day window. Cody would be pissed but no more than Zayne was already cursing himself.
Not wanting to interrupt the ladies now that they were working together, Zayne turned, starting for the boutique’s entrance.
Walking past Roxy, he got a heady blast of her blasphemous body lotion, whipping-up additional temptation to keep him out of the fields. That or his imagination was once again messing with him. Sometimes he smelled cherries and almonds when Roxy wasn’t even in a room. He couldn’t get the girl out of his head or his nose.
Before he reached the landing off-setting Raeve from the rest of the supply store, someone pulled him backwards by the waist of his jeans.
“Where you goin’ so fast, Cowboy?”
Hearing Roxy’s low, sexy voice, and breathing in another shot of her seductive scent, Zayne knew it wasn’t his imagination. He stayed facing away from her, trying to compose his wants into measured slivers of control.
“I owe you for handling your mom,” she said, her sultry smooth tone wearing down Zayne’s moral fortitude.
“What I have in mind as gratitude wouldn’t be appropriate in public,” Zayne said, fighting the immediate urges rushing through him, afraid he’d lose control over the waves of desire crashing his senses.
“You sure about that?”
Roxy tugged on his belt loops, until he turned and looked into her suggestive eyes then anchored her body against his.
In one swift, rhythmic movement that registered close to double digits on the seismic scale, his stomach and groin flexed.
“ I’m fairly certain we’d be arrested for public indecency,” Zayne said, his voice shaky as he struggled to keep from sweeping her out of the store and straight home into his bed. “See you at the saloon around 4:30.”
Roxy nodded her head in agreement. A mischievous twinkle replaced the sultry waves in her eyes.
Zayne silently vowed to make the waves return.
He readjusted his hat - because he couldn’t think of anything else to do - then ground his boots into the sawdust clumped together in the wake of Damian’s drill. “All righty then. I should be going. I’ve got to check with Cody on a few things at the farm before I teach you the ropes at the saloon.”
“I’m looking forward to it,” Roxy said, her voice catching as she looked to the floor. Suddenly she preferred drawing shapes in the sawdust with the toe of her boot instead of looking at him. “Maybe we’ll have time to work-in a dance.”
“That would be nice.” Damn if Zayne didn’t feel heat rising up his neck, probably because he’d never taken off his Carhartt. Who was he kidding? He should stop making lame ass excuses. He couldn’t think about this woman without overheating, let alone stand next to her.
Hmmm. Seeing her fidget with her shirt collar was interesting, Zayne thought. After suggesting they take a spin across the floor, she almost looked a little nervous. Roxy Vaughn. Shy. Now there was a twist. What an enigma. She was a puzzle Zayne was having a hard time piecing together. But he was growing more intrigued by each piece that didn’t fit.
Roxy reached up on her toes, almost bumping her nose against his. “I knew there was another reason I prefer heels.”
She closed her mouth around his and melted into him. Instead of satisfying him, though, her tender and suggestive kiss made him want more. Much more. His muscles ached to move on top of her. He’d imagined a million times how her fluid curves would align with his body.
“Okay, lovebirds. Break it up,” Audrey said, tapping Roxy’s shoulder.
Zayne could feel Audrey’s playfully persistence taps too. His body’s closeness to Roxy’s conducted the same sensations between them, making him feel what she experienced. Too bad he wanted closer still and couldn’t go there right now.
“Roxy, I need your opinion over here. And Zayne, Cody’s probably at the farm cussing you,” Audrey said.
When Zayne’s eyes left Roxy’s, and the air once again surfaced between them, he found his mother watching them. Her face was stoic and proud albeit a bit sad, the same way she looked at him when he was a boy and he’d crossed a major milestone or achievement. Appearing both thrilled for his success while trying hard to let him go. Her eyes said ‘I’m proud and happy for you but already missing you like crazy.’
“Leave your boots on tonight, Princess,” Zayne said as he backed away from Roxy, shining an internal spotlight on a chance at building a future with her. “I’ve got a new song we’re going to try.”
Roxy had decided from the get-go the best way she could help Zayne and Kat was by staying out of The Neon Cowboy’s kitchen. Sitting on a stool, watching Jules work her magic on the saloon’s dinner fare, confirmed Roxy had made the right call. Her head rang to the clang of pots and pans. Her nerves belonged on the chopping block with the carrots.
“Hand me that colander, would you?” Jules asked, never taking her eyes off the pickles she was slicing with an obscenely large knife.
Roxy searched the stainless steel countertops.
“That would be the large bowl with the holes in the bottom,” Jules said then giggled. “How do you live on your own and manage to eat?”
“Ever heard of a microwave?” Roxy handed Jules the colander and helped herself to a pickle slice.
“I thought you didn’t like pickles.” Jules eyed Roxy with suspicion.
“They’re growing on me.” Roxy crunched on the slice, proud she didn’t quiver when the juice attacked her tongue. “So what’s on the menu?”
“You worry about the gift corral and chat-up the customers. Cody and I will take care of the food,” Jules said as she rinsed the bowl of pickles under the faucet.
“I know where I’m needed. Trust me. I was simply hoping Kat’s barbecued pulled pork was the special. That stuff’s fantastic.” Even by working at the saloon for the next three months, Roxy wouldn’t get tired of the dish’s tangy, sweet zip. She’d enjoy several meals and reheated leftovers on that entrée.
“You’re right. Cody let me sample the sauce last night. It is pretty tasty.” Jules licked her lips and kissed her fingers with the dramatic flare of the French-schooled chef she was. “Bellissimo.”
Okay. So maybe she was Italian-schooled. Whatever. Regardless of which international cuisine she specialized in, Jules rocked it in the kitchen.
Roxy chomped on another bite of pickle, her curiosity heating up like the saloon’s ovens. “What do you mean last night?”
“Cody had me stop by his parent’s Meat N’ Three for dinner. The sauce Kat uses is actually their recipe.”
Roxy couldn’t miss the pride covering Jules’ face or the crimson blush flooding her cheeks. Evidently, she didn’t have to worry about Jules and Cody getting along in the kitchen. Jules’ upbeat demeanor, glowing skin and he-took-me-home-to-meet-the-parents boast meant more than food was cooking.
“What’s a Meat N’ Three?” Roxy asked.
“You don’t know about places like The White Trash Café? The Loveless Café? Or Cody’s parent’s Lunch Box Cafe?” Jules shook her head in frustration then tucked a piece of loose hair underneath her Chanel skullcap. “I swear, Roxy, you’re the one who’s lived here half the year. Don’t you go anywhere besides this joint?”
“I told you I eat in. I can’t afford to dine out without my parent’s allowance,” Roxy said attempting to push back the anxiety of her financial reality with humor.
Not that Roxy minded eating-in. The posh spots she used to frequent in Manhattan seemed like a lifetime ago and way too pretentious for her tastes now. But she wouldn’t worry Jules any further by elaborating on the sour details that could mean her days in Nashville were numbered.
“So take pity on me and tell me about a Meat N’ Three,” Roxy said.
Jules poured more oil into a huge deep fryer and turned up the heat. “They’re these terrific dive diners where you get one or two meat choices and three side dishes for like $6.95. Can you believe that? A whole meal for $6.95.”
“I can even afford that. I’ll have to ask Zayne to take me.” The thought came out way too fast, and Jules was sure to pick up on Roxy’s subconscious slip.
“If you’d rather have Zayne take you than Audrey and I, fine. I wouldn’t choose us over him either.” Jules dumped the pickles into the fryer, jumping back to avoid the hissing drops of oil escaping the boiling hell.
“Choose who over you?” Cody barreled through the swing door separating the service and prep area from the back of the kitchen. “Who’d be that dumb? Did I just say that out loud?”
He maneuvered a large pot of barbecue sauce off the countertop next to Jules then around the work tables to the furthest of four commercial stoves along the back wall.
“You sure did. But don’t apologize, or I’ll take back the brownie point you earned.” Jules followed Cody and his sauce pot, sticking her finger in the pot for a taste. “Mmmm Mmmm. Yowzies that’s good. I’ve got to have your dad show me his secret.”
“Fat chance, Sweetie. I don’t even know the recipe.” Cody set the pot on the stove, covered it with a lid and cranked-on one of the dials. Taking a towel out of his back pocket, he wiped off a dab of sauce that had splashed onto his hands.
Seeing Jules bent over taking bread out of an oven, Cody studied her backside, a crooked smile escaping his lips. Moving his mouth in a silent whistle, he turned his attention to Roxy. “How’s everything look in the dining room? We have to have it perfect. Or when Zayne gets here, he’ll freak then never stay at the farm long enough to win that damn contest.”
“Okay. I think,” Roxy said. “I checked every place-setting myself on both the main floor as well as the balcony high-top tables.”
She picked up the clipboard holding the list Kat had made for her. Several items still needed to be completed before the dinner crowd arrived. Roxy’s nerves wiggled like Jell-o unaccustomed to a new mold.
“I’ll have the gift shop open in a few minutes. The bartenders should be checking stock and preparing garnishments,” she said, checking off the items.
Excitement surged through her with each completed task. She was close to opening the saloon’s main doors.
“You’re on it, Chick.” Cody squeezed her shoulder on his way past with a stack of steaming dinner plates straight from the dishwasher.
After filling the appropriate slots in the serving line with the clean plates, he dabbed at the moisture on his face with the barbecue-stained towel, leaving a red, gooey smear across his cheek.
“Zayne may not tell you, but I know it means a great deal to have all of us working the saloon. I don’t know what he’s gonna do if he can’t find a way to win that contest. And with Kat’s health, he’s not sure where he needs to be when.”
Cody fished through a rolling cart of cooking utensils, snagging a wooden spoon.
“You’re doing right by him, Rox. Don’t let him convince you otherwise,” he said, stirring the sauce pot.
Jules wiped Cody’s cheek then tossed the soiled towel into a nearby hamper. “Why wouldn’t Zayne appreciate Roxy’s efforts? She’s busting her ass and ours to help him. He should be kissing hers.”
“Zayne’s like his dad that way. And his mom too, for that matter. They’re not comfortable with people helping them.” Cody handed Jules the next stack of dishes from the dishwasher. “Now, me, on the other hand, I’m fine with the concept.”
“Lucky me,” Jules said with feigned sweetness easily understood for the eat-shit manner she’d intended.
Along with the sauce Cody continued stirring, Roxy’s stomach pitched and rolled. She knew all about not wanting help. But she’d learned from the McDonalds themselves that it was okay and necessary to accept it on occasion.
“Speaking of Zayne,” Cody nodded his head toward the door closing-off the saloon from the kitchen. “I hear music coming through the speakers. He’s here.”
Roxy’s heart jumped ahead a few quick beats then slowed to a waltz. Knowing Zayne shared the same space made the room spin. Her appetite, moments before, bordering on ravenous, was now nil. The feelings Zayne stirred in her were both maddening and exciting in the same gut-wrenching twists.
Jules took away Roxy’s clipboard.
Judging by the annoyed smirk plastered on her friend’s face, Roxy must have been tapping the board against the tabletop. She probably had been. She often took to drumming objects when unnerved. And damn. Zayne had her whipped.
“Get a grip, girl. I’ve never seen you like this,” Jules whispered with her back turned to Cody. “I’m used to you being the strong one.”
Jules pointed to Cody then looked back at Roxy. “What are these cowboys doing to us? We used to give second looks only to men in Armani.”
“Ain’t that the truth,” Roxy agreed, quickly covering her lips with a fresh coat of gloss from the tube she’d tucked into her apron pocket.
She was barely able to steady her hand and keep the wand out of her nose.
“Yeah. Ain’t it though?” Jules imitated Roxy’s Tennessee twang then giggled. “Listen to us. We’re becoming regular Dixie chicks.”
Jules followed Cody into the walk-in refrigerator leaving Roxy behind with her girl band metaphor.
If only Roxy had an opportunity to cool-off before going to meet Zayne, but she didn’t have a logical reason to enter the refrigerator. Hell, she really had no reason to open the one she had at home. Except to retrieve leftovers.
Yeah. She was some Dixie chick. None she’d seen sipped martinis and line danced in Blahniks. They downed beer and bootscooted. Roxy had a long way to go to melt into the Music City pot.
She may not be able to down beer, but dancing was one part of her new life Roxy not only did well but kicked the Southern chicks back into their henhouses. She looked down at her cocoa-colored suede boots, turning her foot to admire the hand-tooled patterns. Kat was a doll to have let her borrow them. Yep. She’d traded in the Blahniks. Time she put these boots to work.
She pushed open the double doors of the kitchen and walked out into the main dining room, careful not to let the huge monstrosities swing back and tag her in the ass.
With each thump of her boot against the floor, Roxy found extra courage to ride out her convictions. Even though her parents thought she was nuts and in need of a therapist, she’d prove she could make it without their high-dollar backing.
Then she’d pass her magic, fried pickle- stained boots – kind of like a “Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants” pact – to Jules. Who, by the looks of things cooking in the kitchen, could be the next city girl to be country fried.
Oops. Country-fied.
So maybe Roxy did need a therapist.
As Roxy neared the dance floor, conflicting voices sparred in her head.
The voice of ultimate seduction stated the facts. Yes, Zayne was a handsome, talented cowboy. And yes, standing as he was, alone on the floor, a well-defined silhouette under a single spotlight, her body grew taut with desire.
He moved his body side to side, mirroring the beat of the soft Chesney ballad playing.
Yes, no doubts. Zayne was Roxy’s Urban Cowboy. All she needed was a mechanical bull and a license plate for the rear window of Zayne’s truck that read ‘Texas Sissy.’
Roxy’s voice of reason screamed out from another cranial lobe. So what if helping Zayne was distracting her from her designs and Raeve? So what if he wasn’t from a gene pool belonging to her parents’ country club in The Hamptons? So what if she’d found love in the “wrong” place? She’d looked in all the “right” places and remained single. The voice of reason could blow itself, she concluded.
But God love the voice of serendipity bridging the gap in Roxy’s brain. Yes, she was confident things happened for a reason although most of the time, she hadn’t a clue why the events had to be so life-altering dramatic. So yes, she’d dance with Zayne, seize the moment, and worry about what all that meant tomorrow. She’d stand by her man.
Love, look what you’ve done to me.
“Would you like to dance?” She asked him, trying to mimic the sultry way Debra Winger beckoned Travolta. If that got Roxy half as far as it did Sissy with Bud, she’d express mail a thank you note to Serendipity.
Zayne turned toward Roxy and tipped his hat then folded her into his arms with one smooth sweep. “I thought you’d never ask.”
Pulling her closer, his heated breath lingering on her neck, he locked his arms around the small of her back. Bending and twisting his knees back and forth, he used his body against hers, enticing her to follow his lead. Roxy’s nerve endings buzzed, shorted out then melted into pools of take-me-now as they slid and shimmied lower toward the floor. Two people doing a sensually smooth twist as one.
Moving together in powerful, pointed turns, first left, then right, then left again, their boots brushed in unison against the floor, leaving Roxy breathless and hanging onto Zayne’s biceps. Her resolve to keep herself from wanting him was long gone.
Seamlessly adept at transitioning his body between sequences, Zayne moved them into a fluid two-step, placing one hand on Roxy’s hip and the other holding her hand high on his chest. He pressed against her then fell away in perfect beats, gliding them across the floor with an easy give-and-take. A lyrical push and pull between their arms and legs, crossing into then just out of reach, baited Roxy’s sensual awareness to skyscraper high elevations.
She toured the floor at Zayne’s command, never taking her eyes from his. With every purposeful turn, her world spun further out of control. Her body an extension of his, she let herself fly, relying solely on his finesse to set her back on earth whenever he felt like it.
She gave her body over to the music and over to him, spellbound by the magic they created together in the spotlight.
Her chest rose and fell into his as he moved one of her hands onto his shoulder, extending her other arm along her side. A raw tingle of expectancy washed through her. Hearing nothing except the music’s distant melodic echoes, Roxy felt the beat of the music through Zayne as they slowly began spinning in circles. Nothing but her heart was on solid ground, having found its perfect partner.
Finishing the spin, Zayne paused in the center of the floor and tenderly kissed her forehead, sending shimmers of pleasure straight to her stomach then lower. After lacing his fingers through her hair, he tucked her head into his shoulder and slid his arm down her back, resting his palm on her back pockets, clutching her to his body as if he let go she’d disappear. Blood rushed to every part of her touching him causing her to cling to whatever she could for control.
With the song winding down to the final refrain, she pulled her head away from his shoulder and looked up into his eyes. The sparks of unabashed desire she found there wrapped around her heart, making her wonder if her life hadn’t changed at that precise moment.
Feeling Zayne’s heart pounding against hers, Roxy sank into the depths of its steady, strong beat. For the first time in her life, she took complete comfort in another person’s strength.
Willing the song not to end, she swayed her hips back and forth with his, sending surges of raw heat through her torso. Her body continuously grinding against his, she forfeited what little power she had left, letting the feel of him hard against her entertain her fantasies.
She thought the song might be over. But until she’d convinced herself what she was doing was real and not some erotic daydream, she refused to let him go. Still not able to feel her feet, she clung to him, willing her jagged breath to catch itself and provide enough oxygen to set her free.
“That routine works,” she said, forcing herself to leave the safety of Zayne’s arms while still holding his hands for support. Her body trembled with spasms of ecstasy. “But do me a favor and save that dance for me.”
“Probably not a bad idea,” Zayne said, his voice a rough groan of lassoed desire.
He led her from the floor through the dining room to the bar.
“If it makes you feel better, I don’t think anyone else would have that effect on me,” he said.
“That’s comforting, but I’m not willing to take that risk.”
Zayne’s hands trembled as he pulled out a barstool for each of them then poured frosted mugs of water.
Holding the frigid glass against her chest, Roxy concentrated on the feel of its frosty sides melting against her skin.
Taking in her first drink, she emptied half the mug. “Give me a minute to cool down before we go over my notes.”
Zayne came back from behind the bar and sat next to her, breathing heavy, as if he too were recovering from much more than a dance. “Looks like you’ve done great setting everything up. Did everyone show up?”
“Everybody your mom had scheduled is accounted for,” Roxy answered, having a difficult time thinking about business after experiencing Zayne’s business pressed hard against her pelvic bone.
She asked the bartender for the clipboard and pen she’d stashed behind the bar. “I do have a couple of questions for you though.”
“Shoot.” Zayne finished his water then signaled for the bartender to hit him again.
“I’d like to put a couple of my belts and buckles in the gift corral as well as my business cards,” she said, working hard to adopt a business-like cool exterior despite the shake-up of her libido.
“That’s a great idea. Wish we’d thought of it sooner,” Zayne said, stretching his legs and pulling at his jeans, discreetly relieving the pressure against his groin.
Roxy swallowed her raw desire, knowing being this close to Zayne it would only resurface. She checked off her first idea and went on to item number two, making a mental note that Zayne was much more agreeable when aroused.
“I’d also like to clear some space in the storage room to work on my designs. That way, I could squeeze in a half hour here or there to keep my collections on track.”
“No problem. I’ll help you set up an area tonight. There’s space in the room attached to my office. I’ll share if you promise to keep your pigpen on your side of the doorframe.”
Zayne brandished his killer smile, taunting Roxy to indulge his sarcasm.
“Deal. But don’t touch my pigpen. There’s a method to my mess,” she said, wishing she had a method to handle him.
“If that works for you, who am I to challenge your carnage?” Zayne checked his watch. “What else you got on that list? We’ve only got fifteen minutes until the dinner rush.”
Roxy checked off the second item on her list and went for number three. “I’d also like to keep Dipstick and Darling in that area while I’m here. They can’t be home that long without being let out, and I don’t have time to leave to take care of them.”
On account of health codes, he’d probably flip out having dogs in the saloon. Hell, in Manhattan and LA, canines were often dinner companions, stowed away in designer carrying cases at their owner’s well-heeled feet. So how could they be breaking codes tucked away in a back office of a saloon? Riding the waves of argument swelling across his face, Roxy braced herself.
“I don’t know, Roxy. I’m not comfortable with that. What if they get loose?” Zayne asked, one leg bouncing on autopilot while he mulled over her request. “And where will you let them out? I don’t want you wandering around in the alley behind the saloon late at night by yourself.”
“I wouldn’t be by myself. Dipstick and Darling would protect me.”
“Yeah, right.” Zayne shook his head and laughed. “What are they going to do? Lick somebody to death?”
“Okay. Good point.” Roxy hadn’t thought of where she’d let the dogs out. The alley wasn’t appealing to her either. Not to mention, the dogs relieving their bladders and bowels on city-owned asphalt probably did violate some ordinance. “I’ll have to work on that issue.”
Her dilemma pumping her mind for a quick solution, she inhaled her frustration. Deflated by her fruitless effort, she exhaled just as quickly.
“How about you have Mom drop them off at your house each afternoon on her way back to the farm from Raeve? She can get them settled, then Audrey can take over when she gets home,” Zayne suggested, nodding his head in that done deal manner.
“I suppose that would work. But I hate to inconvenience your Mom.” Even though she knew Kat wouldn’t mind, Roxy didn’t like the imposition.
“Are you kidding? She’ll be overjoyed. Hell, it might save me from having to buy her one.”
“Okay. But just until I figure out something else.”
Roxy never asked people to make her life easier. She’d watched her parents rely on others to cater to their whims and she didn’t like the spoiled, high society snobs they’d become. People like her parents expected unlimited service then never respected what their staffs went through to please them. Roxy wanted no part of that lifestyle. She’d take care of herself.
With her dogs’ needs met, she searched for a way to tackle the last item on her list.
“Well...there’s just one more thing to discuss.” Roxy didn’t know why she was trying to find a sugar coating. Nothing she said or didn’t say would make this last note easier for Zayne to digest. “Does The Neon Cowboy offer one-on-one, private dance lessons?”
She popped her pen in and out, her nerves clicking with the writing instrument.
“It’s something Mom and I have tossed around, but we’ve never done it. I’d like to someday. Just haven’t had much time to think about it lately. Why? Did somebody ask if I would?”
“No, not exactly,” Roxy said, twirling the bangles she’d made for last year’s spring collection around her wrist. Her insides whirled in the same death spin. “But someone did inquire about me giving lessons.”
“Oh really,” Zayne said then laughed.
But his laugh wasn’t the fun-loving, ornery one Roxy had gotten accustomed to hearing. If his lips and jaws were any tighter, Zayne would break a tooth from the pressure.
“And who might that be?” He asked.
If Roxy could make the sign of the cross and expect a smidgen of relief from the gesture, she would. She wasn’t a good, practicing Catholic. Never had been or would be. Not sure even a high-level angel could spread ‘no worry’ dust on her predicament, Roxy held her breath, thankful for the wonderful day she’d had ‘til now.
“Jack Baudlin,” she said, squaring her shoulders against Zayne’s certain storm.
Zayne slammed his mug on top of the bar, water splashing over the glass rim. “Well that’s a simple answer. No. Hell no. The guy’s a good dancer on his own. What does he need you to teach him? No. Absolutely not happening.”
Zayne whipped a towel out of his back pocket and in one swell swoop, wiped off the spilled water on the bar then threw the towel into the bar’s sink. “Any other questions? We’ve got to get the doors open.”
“Give me two more minutes,” Roxy pleaded, although the thought of having this conversation for one hundred and twenty more seconds shook her confidence.
The muscles in Zayne’s face were drawn tight, and a dull red roar flowed upward through his cheeks. He took a cocktail napkin from the plastic caddy on the bar top and wadded it up into a hard ball sure to leave a nice sting wherever it was thrown.
Needing to finish their discussion before she lost him to the saloon’s dinner crowd, Roxy swiveled her stool so she faced him head on, wedging her legs between his. She put her hands on his thighs. The second their bodies touched, his attention completely focused on her.
“You said you thought Jack and his dad were up to no good, right?” She had to build her case, she thought.
“Yeah. So?” Zayne tapped his knuckles on the edge of the bar.
If she stood a shot in hell of getting what she wanted, she’d have to keep expanding her argument fact by fact. That is, if she didn’t first take a bullet from the white hot desire firing from Zayne’s groin.
Roxy shifted her weight, leaning on Zayne instead of the stool to keep her balance. “You don’t have time to follow up on your concerns. Plus, you don’t have a reasonable excuse to go to Baudlin Farms and nose around.”
“I don’t like where you’re headed.”
Zayne pressed his thighs against hers, probably to steady her precarious position, although all it did was take Roxy for a wild endorphin ride. Pinning her firm between his legs, her stomach twisted and rolled as if she were riding a Tilt-a-Whirl.
“I told you I wanted you to stay away from them. They’re trouble. It’s bad enough Jack’s always hanging around in here. I’m certainly not going to approve a reason for him to stay longer, especially when I can’t be here to protect you.”
Zayne traced his index finger around the edges of the hole Roxy had cut out of the knee of her jeans. The warm line left behind by the trail of his touch damn near brought her off her seat.
“I appreciate your concern,” she said, struggling to speak as her mouth had other things on its mind. “But I’m a big girl from a big city who knows how to protect herself. And if I get to know Jack, I really think I could find out something that might help you.”
“No, Roxy. My problems at the farm aren’t worth you cavorting with the Baudlins.” Zayne pushed his stool back and stood up. “I used to like Jack even though his old man was slime. But no more. Jack’s covering up something.”
Zayne leaned down and kissed her cheek, then moved his lips to hers, letting them linger for a moment, stopping her world for the second time that afternoon. Roxy was back in the clouds, begging the gods above to whisk both of them to paradise.
“I appreciate the offer, Princess. But I’ll take care of Jack.” Zayne tapped her nose with his index finger. “You hold the fort down here and keep Mom happy at Raeve.”
Letting him think he’d won might work to her advantage, Roxy schemed. “Fine.”
Although resisting the nose tapping gesture was torture. She craved his impromptu love taps.
“I still think I could find out more than you and have an easier time doing it. But it’s your problem, not mine.”
She tossed the clipboard onto the bar and got up from her stool, wishing she could throw off his tender charm with the same easy disregard. “Let’s greet our customers.”
So much for winning that one, she thought, as they headed to unlock the front doors. She may have to turn down giving Jack private lessons, but that didn’t mean she’d leave all the legwork to Zayne. Somebody had to figure out what the hell was going on at that farm.
Nobody told Roxy what she could and couldn’t do. Nobody stomped on her dreams. And nobody messed with her man.
There were more ways to get to Jack than on the dance floor, especially when he seemed to spend quite a bit of time in the Neon Cowboy. Roxy had complete faith in her social skills. She’d spent way too many years at stuffy cocktail parties to not have learned the art of sniffing for pay dirt. She might be dealing with a different kind of dirt, but her talent would come in handy all the same.
Luckily, as a tween, she’d spent many a lazy summers in The Hamptons buried in Nancy Drew’s escapades. She could put that time to use, adding super sleuth to her already expanding resume.
Damn it, Dad. Why you’d die on me?
Zayne pounded his fist against the workbench, sending a spade crashing to the greenhouse floor. He wiped sweat from his forehead with his filthy hands, leaving a smudge of muck. Not that he cared how he looked tackling tomato woes, but dirt wasn’t his thing. He hadn’t and probably never would grow accustomed to field-stained hands.
But dirt was the least of Zayne’s problems. Here it was June, a month and a half before the entry deadline, and his Red Rocket Brandywines looked like shit. He’d spent quality time in the greenhouse’s stuffy stench for a month and discovered nothing to secure a contest win.
Even after watering-in his dad’s hand-blended fertilizer, the plants hadn’t taken off. They weren’t anywhere near the size they should be. But as small as they were, Zayne felt smaller facing failure.
Reshuffling his spreadsheets and graphs, he hunted for the source of his troubles. He checked the sheets once, then two additional times, finding nothing out of whack. Assuming he knew what in whack looked like.
Dread curled in his stomach, threatening to poison his resolve.
Why had he taken responsibility for the farm? Why hadn’t he leveled with his dad when they’d discussed succession plans? The farm should have been willed to somebody who knew how to work it. Somebody who wanted to work it. Somebody who could make his dad’s hard work payoff.
Zayne just hadn’t found the courage to back out of the farm’s responsibility. He couldn’t take disappointing his dad...again. Talk about thin-skinned.
The day he’d knelt at his dad’s grave to say his final goodbye Zayne had abandoned his dream to open a country dance studio. He’d subleased his flat in Hillsboro Village and moved back to the farm to take over the tomato operations. That decision had stifled his spirit and crippled his creative drive, but somehow soothed the pain of his father’s death.
Not that keeping tabs on his mom hadn’t been part of the reason Zayne had come home. Her illness may explain her loss of energy and appetite, but her enthusiasm for life had died with his dad. She’d gone from taking the world and squeezing the shit out of everything it offered to making excuses she was getting too old to go for her ballsy ideas.
Kat McDonald admitting to being too old for anything shocked Zayne, punching holes in the imaginary armor he’d drawn on her.
Thank God Roxy had rear-ended his truck, Zayne thought. As soon as she’d bumped into their lives, his mom’s spark and wit returned. Her zing was back in order and working overtime. If only Zayne’s tomatoes would catch a clue.
He studied the seed germination diagram he’d taken out of one of his dad’s old farm magazines. The Brandywine’s seed mix wasn’t the problem, Zayne learned. The seed varieties, although on their own very different, had blended perfectly. Just like Zayne’s libido came in early and stayed late on account of Roxy’s quirky, but perfect mix.
As much as Zayne got a hoot out of her, she drove him nuts. Drove him to think of doing things to her that would not be considered well-mannered, although they’d sure as hell be fun. Drove him to feel like a testosterone-charged teenager on the prowl. And drove him to discover a softer, familial longing he didn’t know he had. A desire to settle down and commit to a woman, a home, and a future he’d thought was only for other guys. He was nuts. Completely nuts.
Roxy stirred a reckless synergy within him. She challenged him to go after his dreams at the same time giving him a tougher than nails place to fall if he failed. She was all that, packaged in hellaciously sexy clothes. A look that made Zayne’s head spin off its axis.
The woman she was underneath the sassy layers rocked his sense of reason. Yeah, she had that nothing’s-going-to-stop-me determination but it sprang from a basic human goodness she kept hidden. Unless you knew where and how to find it...and Zayne did.
When he’d seen her interact with his mother, he’d found Roxy’s compassion. In the tiny pieces she held in common with his mom, he’d recognized her crazy blend of nice and spice. For all the fire burning inside these women, their souls were gracious and loyal.
“I thought I’d find you here.” His mother’s voice startled Zayne as much as it soothed his restless spirit.
“Hey, Mom. Shouldn’t you be at Raeve?”
He wiped his dirty face with the sleeve of his work shirt. The sting of sweat mixed with the rough denim and sunburn forced him out of his daydreams and very much into the present.
“I’m giving Audrey and Damian space to finish the overhaul of the place. They already know my opinions.”
“I’m sure they do.” And Zayne was sure they did. No one was ever left to wonder what his mom thought.
“Wise ass.” She pulled out a metal stool from under the workbench and had a seat. “You should stop by. It looks great.”
“I’d like to but I’m not sure when I’m going to have time,” he said, grabbing the notepad he’d started for field observations then scrounging through the bench drawers for a pen. “If I expect to keep dad’s growing schedules, I’ve still got to raise the beds with fresh mulch and prune the side shoots from the plants by the end of the week.”
“You should make time, son. It would mean a lot to Roxy.”
“Roxy doesn’t need my thoughts on Raeve. She didn’t hook up with me for my fashion sense.” He motioned to his filthy clothes.
“Maybe not. But you’re good for her in many other ways,” his mom said, her voice taking on that Mom-knows-best tone.
“Oh, boy. Here we go.”
Zayne knew where this was headed but also knew better than to argue. If she said what she came to say, without much fuss from him, she’d be out of his way in good time. Hopefully taking with her the jumpiness that thinking and talking about Roxy hammered into his chest. His mom could be like the non-relenting downbeat of an over-played song on country radio.
“Now just hear me out.” She leaned close in a conspiratorial posture.
“I always do. Dad taught me that when I was a young pup.”
“God love him. He was such a smart man,” she said and laughed. “And you’re still a young pup, although you’re getting older and - ”
“Don’t start the it’s-time-to-think-about-settling-down lecture. C’mon, Mom. I’ve got to get into the fields.”
Zayne opened his notebook and twisted off the pen cap with his teeth, clamping down on the soft plastic to relieve the pressure his mom placed on his overburdened guilt. “Is this all you came over here for?”
“Pretty much.” She took his notepad and snapped the lid shut then pulled the pen cap out of his mouth. “And how many times have I told you it’s not good for your teeth to chew on these things?”
“Okay, Mom. Say what you want to say then I’m outta here. I’ve got work to do.”
Steeling himself for her lecture, Zayne braced himself with his hand against the edge of the bench.
“If you’d pay attention, neither of us would be wasting time.”
She turned her necklace, centering the clasp behind her neck. Judging by the brilliant red stone and quirky copper accents trimming the piece, it was no doubt a Raeve original. Actually, it was kind of cool, Zayne thought, in a Roxy Vaughn kind of funky, off-kilter way.
His mind too focused on his tomatoes to concentrate much longer on his mom or Roxy, Zayne wondered if maybe the mulch was the problem. Perhaps he should have raised the beds sooner to prevent water loss to the summer sun. Come to think of it, although the weather certainly hadn’t been too hot, the leaves did seem to be on the verge of wilting. And that just shouldn’t be the case. The temperatures had been the perfect cool to make the vines produce more abundantly, not less.
“I swear. You tune me out just like your father used to.”
Zayne shook his head trying to clear a path for her good intentions.
“How about I just go for your jugular? Roxy needs you,” she said, rocking back onto the heels of her boots, playing the tough cowgirl like an ace.
Zayne was all ears. His body felt like he’d been pummeled with the rocks he and Cody handpicked out of the fields. Acknowledging he’d damn near deserted Roxy because he was so wrapped up in tomato troubles, his throat constricted.
“That got ya. Didn’t it?” His mom moved her head in that well-ain’t-that-the-shit tilt and continued. “I know Roxy’s a tough one, but take it from me, even us hard-hitting gals need a good man occasionally.”
“Just occasionally?” Zayne couldn’t help teasing her, despite his anxiety regarding Roxy’s needs.
After living with two McDonald men, his mom would be lost without a smart aleck comeback. A comeback Zayne hoped masked how hard his concern for Roxy had hit his gut.
“Whatever fits your schedule, I think you should make some time to check on her.”
Damn it. Zayne didn’t have time. His mother meant well lighting a fire under his ass, but he didn’t have enough hours in his days now. How was he supposed to find more? Yes. She was right to a degree. He’d give her that. Roxy did have a lot more on her plate than most people. But she’d done that to herself, and, instead of letting Zayne help her, she’d all but pushed him out the door. He certainly had more pressing problems than butting in where he wasn’t wanted.
But what if Roxy was really asking for his help in that do-the-opposite-of-what-I-appear-to-be-implying woman’s way? No wonder he was still single. Suddenly his tomatoes didn’t seem as troublesome.
The pressure squeezing his throat increased until he wondered how air could travel through it. His palms grew damp.
“How about breakfast? You could surprise us and bring it into the boutique. Or maybe visit her after she gets done at the saloon,” his mom suggested while swiveling her wedding ring back and forth on her finger.
It meant so much to Zayne that she refused to take it off. But thinking of the match to that ring being deep in the earth with his dad’s remains, Zayne’s heart ached for their loss. He sure didn’t agree with his dad on much but he still missed the guy.
“Roxy’s been working in the back room – sometimes all night, only going home for a catnap, a quick shower and change of clothes before coming to Raeve to check my progress and show me her new designs,” his mom said.
“When I’ve stopped in for dinner and the nightly receipts, she has looked awfully beat. But I had no idea she’d been pulling all-nighters. She never told me,” Zayne said, the knots in his stomach tugging at his conscious with a force he could no longer ignore.
He wiped his sweaty hands on his jeans, leaving muddy prints. He felt like an asshole for not helping Roxy. But she was the one who’d shove a plate of food in front of him then hustle him out the door, almost appearing half-cocked. As if he were interrupting her progress.
“Thanks for filling me in. I’ll check on her soon. I promise.”
Thinking their conversation was over, Zayne got up and cleaned off the workbench. He had to head for the fields to consult with Cody about the mulch.
“I’m not done yet. Roxy isn’t the only person I’m worried about.”
His mom stood with him, pushed in her stool, and tugged at her jeans, messing with them until they covered her boots just the way she wanted. “I can’t get used to how form-fitting the girls wear these things. Good thing I’ve lost weight.”
“Didn’t the doctor...”
Why couldn’t she and Roxy do what they were told on the rare occasion when someone knew more than they did? Their gutsy independence made Zayne’s pride swell at the same time it brought his patience to a rolling boil.
“Oh, hush. I’m not losing any more than my cardiologist is comfortable with. I’m being good. As damn boring as that is.” She adjusted the collar of her candy apple red button-down shirt, re-establishing her authority.
“So what did you really come to tell me?” Zayne asked.
He put his arm around her and ushered her down the aisle of the greenhouse toward the door, wishing he could freeze moments like this when she was his best friend as well as his mother. A bond he’d never had with his dad.
Not giving him a clue whether she had good or bad news, she leaned her head back and kissed his cheek.
“That Deena Mettles stopped in the boutique today with her stylist.”
“That’s fantastic!” Zayne’s heart ricocheted off his chest wall like a racquetball, hitting hard with the joy of anticipating a break in fortune for Roxy’s designs. “How did it go? Did they buy anything?”
“They bought quite a few things and want to work with Roxy on signature pieces for Deena’s upcoming performances.”
“Hot damn.” Roxy was right, Zayne thought. The celebrity market could be a solid kick-off for her designs.
He opened the door and followed his mom to her SUV. “Have you told Roxy? If not, maybe I could tell her.”
Excitement whipped Zayne’s brain into action mode. That would give him a good excuse to stop by her townhouse after she closed the saloon. Maybe he could pick up a bottle of champagne. No. Wait. He’d take the ingredients for a killer Cosmopolitan. She’d love that.
“There’s more you should know,” his mom said, lowering her gaze from Zayne’s face to the ground.
That was never a good sign.
Joy left his court fast. He didn’t like the hesitant tone she’d taken on. But he really didn’t like her tucking her hair behind her ears. She only did that before saying something she didn’t want to say but knew she had to.
A million thoughts plowed through his head, anxiety overtaking his excitement, clouding his excitement. Was it his mom’s health? Was Roxy’s big break too late to save Raeve’s plunging financials? Was Roxy not handling the Neon Cowboy to his mom’s specifications?
Kat gave her hair an extra tug, pulling it tighter behind her ear. “Deena wasn’t alone when she came into Raeve. Jack Baudlin accompanied her.”
“Yeah. Okay. I told you that’s how we met Deena. She and Jack were having breakfast at the Pancake Pantry.”
This additional news, on its own, didn’t bother Zayne. But there had to be more or his mom wouldn’t be treading water as if she were afraid of catching the next wave. Something had rattled her pretty good to have her coming all the way out to the farm mid-day, leaving Raeve and her opinions at the supply store, plus the double tucking of her hair. Zayne’s stomach bucked, apprehension twisting each muscle.
“Jack said something that at first I thought was just a little bizarre. But the more I’ve thought about it, the more it hasn’t settled on a deeper level.”
As she leaned against the door of her SUV, his mom pushed dirt around with the toe of her red suede boot. “He asked how you were doing preparing for the contest. I said you were working your ass off and making tremendous progress.”
“Well thanks for the brave front.” A damn lie at this point, but Zayne still hoped to make good on it.
“Then what did he say?” Zayne didn’t like where this was heading. The guy had way too much interest in the contest.
“He asked me if you got to the saloon much on account of working late in the fields. He thought it was a shame that a fine girl like Roxy was closing up the place alone.”
“How would he know she’s alone? And what about Jules and Cody? They’re back in the kitchen cleaning up, aren’t they?”
Zayne fumed. Unable to uncoil the knots in his stomach, they migrated to his clenched fists. “I told Roxy to stay away from Jack.
“I also told Cody, Damian, and Roxy they were full of shit that Jack was gay. He’s not gay. He’s after Roxy. That son of a bitch.” Zayne practically spit the words into the dirt.
“Calm down a minute. Let me finish.”
His mom wrapped her hands around his forearm and squeezed.
“There’s more?”
Nothing she did or said would reassure Zayne that only the tomato competition was at stake. The thought of losing Roxy sent spears of furry and pain hurtling against his chest.
“Jack also indicated he and his dad were about to make a major break through with the Brandywine. Something about learning the lessons of their past errors.”
She swatted at a fly buzzing her face. “Oh, hell. You know my tomato knowledge is el zilcho. It may be nothing. But I thought you should know. The important thing is that you keep tabs on Roxy. I really took a dislikin’ to that part of Jack’s conversation. To hell with our tomatoes.”
Zayne couldn’t respond. His mom had thwacked him hard with her information. His breathing was coming out in rough spasms. His lungs felt like they were either weighted down with water or deprived of oxygen and shriveling up. He wanted to kick a tire or punch something. Neither of which she’d approve.
Misplaced aggression wasn’t Kat McDonald’s thing. Going straight to the source of irritation and giving it a good butt chewing was.
“I think it’s about time I paid our neighbors a visit,” Zayne said. His jaw clenched so tight he could hardly force the air through his teeth to formulate words.
“Probably not a bad idea. But remember to use your mother’s wits and not your father’s temper.”
His mom kissed his cheek then pulled him toward her, holding him like she’d done when he was a boy in need of a hug before tackling the world.
“You know me, Mom. Nothing but sweet talk.”
If his wily smile didn’t give him away, Zayne thought, then his full-of-shit tone probably did.
“Oh I know you, son. That’s why I’m warning you. Think before you do something you’re not proud of later.”
She got into her truck and started the engine. Lowering her window, she said, “And don’t forget our priorities. Roxy first. Then the Baudlins. Try to fit the tomatoes in there somewhere.”
“Our priorities...that was real subtle, Mom.”
“I thought so,” she said followed by a yeah-whatever you-know-I-got-ya laugh. “I love that girl too, you know.”
His mom rolled up her window and drove away, leaving Zayne in a cloud of dust and pent up frustration. Thank God he had her straightforward shooting and insatiable curiosity. He’d spent so much time with his nose buried in his tomatoes, the rest of his world was growing without him and not in the direction he hoped.
He kicked his boots against the ground, his gut about to bust at the seams like an overripe tomato.
It would be most interesting to see how the Baudlins handled losing. And they were going to lose. Zayne might not know enough to beat them at tomatoes, but he knew exactly what he had to do to make sure they didn’t win Roxy.
Just like they’d more than likely learned from his father’s errors how to score big with the Brandywines, the Baudlins were about to learn the errors they’d made by stepping-in on what was Zayne’s.
Maybe Zayne hadn’t lost that blasted tomato card. Maybe it had been taken from him. Realization kicked Zayne hard. Anger coursed through his veins.
His mom was right. He could kill with kindness. But at times, he preferred his dad’s method of calculated, strategic force.
Roxy was worth the risks.
Who the hell would be ringing her doorbell at this hour? In the middle of the work week?
Roxy sat up in her bed. Using the back of her hands, she shielded her eyes from the way-too-cheery sunlight streaming through the French doors of her balcony.
She rubbed away the fog of her dreams. Damn if it wasn’t a good one too, cut short at a point where Zayne was about to show her an alternative use for a hayloft.
She reached for her clock. Holding its cool crystal edges against the tip of her nose, she tried to read the numbers without her glasses. Finally able to match the short hand with the long one, she blinked back disbelief. Seven A.M.
Where were Jules and Audrey when she needed them most? Oh, yeah. Somewhere in their late twenties, they’d jumped on the cardio bandwagon and started jogging four mornings a week.
Despite the insane reality she’d be turning thirty-five the end of October, Roxy, on the other hand, wasn’t too worried about cardio fitness. To remain healthy, she stayed covered-up under her down comforter the entire hour it took Jules and Audrey to run three miles. Taking occasional sips from the water bottle on her nightstand, Roxy also stayed well-hydrated during her work-in.
Besides, her heart had been pumping at full capacity for years, pushed to its max to find its own self-worth. Instead of her parents showing her the ropes and being her anchor, she’d relied on her nannies as personal life trainers. She’d never had a high enough priority code to make it into her parent’s day-planners, except for show and tell at their high-society soirees.
Hearing the doorbell chime again, Roxy pushed back her covers, shoved her feet into her slippers and reached for her robe draped across the end of the bed.
Dipstick and Darling were at her heels, yawning and stretching their pudgy bodies, still too relaxed to bark. They trotted behind her, pawing at her feet then rolling over begging her to rub their bellies. Stopping twice to give-in to their requests, she made her way across the room to the intercom.
“Good morning,” she spoke into the speaker, deciding to be polite, despite her guttural desire to snap at the idiot pushing the bell. It had to be someone she didn’t know. Anyone she cared about knew her current schedule and wouldn’t dare wake her after she’d been in bed a measly three hours.
“Roxy? Is that you, darling?”
It couldn’t be. No. Roxy had to be dreaming. Talk about recurring nightmares. Mom? Surely not. Had she mistaken Roxy’s townhouse for a day-spa?
“Mom?”
Roxy knew she should have gotten the total home security package with the video monitors as well as the intercom and keyless entry features. Not that she’d have believed the picture screen if it showed her Bergdorf-blonde mother’s silicone silhouette.
“Could you come down right away, Sweetie? The driver’s ready to bring-in my luggage.”
Her luggage? How much luggage? Although Roxy wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer. Her mother never traveled light. Even if she had fifteen bags, probably the new Hermes line since it was the most recent out, the number of pieces wouldn’t tell Roxy the duration of her mother’s stay.
“I’ll be there in a minute.” Breathe, Roxy coaxed herself. It’s easy. You can do it. Inhale. That’s it. Nice and easy. Count to three. Slowly. Ahhh. Now exhale. You got it. Let it all out. Feel the stress leaving your body.
She snagged a quick peak at herself in her wardrobe mirror. Ouch. The stress was still there. To push that much anxiety out of her system, she’d have to hyperventilate.
This See Jane Stressed look wasn’t working for Roxy at all. Puffy eyes, accented by bags the size of Bloomingdale’s large brown shopping sacks, squinted back at her. She’d been too tired after closing the saloon and finishing her sketches to figure out where she’d left her cucumber sleep mask. Since she couldn’t afford the peels her mother de-toxed with as a professional vocation, an uneven skin tone complimented the dark circles. To accessorize the ensemble, Roxy had hair in desperate need of a color and cut.
The intercom’s insistent buzz sounded again. “Honey, I hope you’re not wearing that hideous pink robe. It’s sooo not becoming on you.”
Roxy wasn’t. But rebellion wouldn’t take a full thirty seconds. She grabbed the fuzzy, pilled beast out of her closet and exchanged it for the lilac satin one she’d had on.
“C’mere, Babies. I know you’re frightened of the Wicked Witch of the West.” Taking her time, Roxy loved on Dipstick and Darling, petting their wiggling fannies. She pitied them for the trauma they were about to endure for God knew how many days. “Mommy’s so sorry to have to do this to you. Maybe I can find a good pet therapist when the witch is gone, one that treats owners too.”
On their way down the stairs, the intercom went off two additional times. Knowing that no matter what she said it wouldn’t be right, Roxy ignored the calls, slowing her pace with each obnoxious buzz.
She prayed Jules and Audrey wouldn’t be back from their run until after she got her mother and half her closet into the townhouse. If her friends saw Lily Vaughn on the front porch, they’d keep running, pulling their ball caps low over their foreheads to keep from being recognized. Then they’d book a hotel and hire Roxy’s mom’s driver to go back to fetch their clothes.
Taking one more deep breath, Roxy smoothed her bed-head locks into a casually screwed-up up-do. She dug around in the pockets of her robe until she found a clip to secure the tangles to her head. Maybe with her hair up, her mom wouldn’t notice the split ends and fading color.
Who was she kidding? Her mother would instantaneously spot her external travesties. It was her daughter’s life struggles Lily Vaughn missed. Roxy had never been important enough to warrant internal scrutiny.
Why me? Why now?
Dipping from the bottom of her well of tolerance, Roxy stood tall and opened the door. She wasn’t sure if the sun or the canary yellow jewels dripping from her mother’s neck blinded her.
“Mom. What a surprise.”
She couldn’t get a good look at her because of the glare. Shit. She’d forgotten to grab a pair of sunglasses.
“You should have told me you were fixin’ to visit.”
“I knew it.” Her mother fanned herself with a Chanel scarf. “I told the girls Monday at Tavern on the Green I’d be mortified if you had so much as a hint of a southern drawl. And I am, darling, mortified.”
She placed one, high-carat clad hand across her forehead as if she were about to faint. “Just give me a second to release these negative feelings.”
Oh. There’d be plenty of time for negative feelings release, Roxy thought. She could bet her uptight Yankee ass on it.
“All right. I think I’ve reached a happier place now. Shall we have the driver get my things? Just show him to my suite, please. You’ve exhausted me.” With a tsk tsk of her hands, her mother excused herself past Roxy and into her home.
The driver, surrounded by piles of bags, looked at Roxy, waiting for direction. He had more empathy etched into the age lines of his face than Roxy had money in her wallet for the tip he deserved.
“I’ll help you,” Roxy said, taking a large, white, ostrich leather duffel and matching garment bag.
Why in the hell would you buy white luggage? Only if you had more money than God and nobody to spend it on but yourself, Roxy reasoned.
She set the bags she’d grabbed in the entryway hall, then motioned the driver to do the same with the rest of the collection. “Thank you. I’m sure that was a long trip.”
Thinking he’d be on his way after depositing the last bag at her feet, probably running instead of walking back to his limousine, Roxy found herself in an awkward silence as they each looked at the other for guidance.
“Let me guess. She didn’t pay you.”
“No, Ma’am. I’m afraid not.” The driver took off his hat, removed a pressed white hankie from his pants pocket and wiped his forehead.
Bitch. Well, she was going to this time. Roxy didn’t have the extra cash, and even if she were loaded she wouldn’t have paid a penny to move her mother into her home. “I’ll be right back.”
She marched through the foyer, setting her face to match the ferocious grimace of her Louisiana gator, and went straight for the guest bedrooms.
“You need to pay your driver,” she commanded as she pushed the door open, not bothering to knock first.
“Can’t you take care of that darling? I’m unpacking. It’d be a shame for my new Armani pantsuit to wrinkle anymore than it already has.” She continued unzipping bags without even looking at Roxy.
“Sure, I’ll take care of it.” Roxy grabbed her mother’s Louis off the guest bed and left the room.
She handed all five of the hundred dollar bills she found in her mother’s billfold to the driver. Feeling fairly certain even that wasn’t fair compensation for his toils. Although the crisp Franklins had him smiling for the first time since Roxy had opened the door and found him on the stoop with her mother.
Seeing him off, Roxy stepped out the door, breathing in the heavy morning air. Even in early summer, Tennessee humidity was better than having to go back inside and face the Empress of Entitlement.
Roxy searched the sidewalks on both sides of her home, hoping she’d find Jules and Audrey returning from their run. Seeing nothing but her neighbor’s bulldog marking his family’s mailbox, she went back inside and closed the door.
Figuring she could avoid her mother for at least another hour while she finished unpacking, Roxy stepped into her office.
Picking up the bright red stress ball on her desk, she squeezed then re-squeezed the tough rubber beanbag. They didn’t make the things big enough to manage her stress. She’d rather wing it across the room than squeeze the crap out of it, but she couldn’t afford to repair the dents in her dry-wall.
What could possibly have caused her mother to land on her doorstep? And what was she supposed to do with her? She didn’t have time to play tour director, arrange personal shopping days, or host cocktail parties. And she certainly didn’t have a housekeeper slash personal assistant to do those things for her.
Something was up in Manhattan, Roxy thought, as she picked up her sketchpad, reached for a colored pencil and drew shadow marks into her latest belt buckle design. She always worked well under pressure and felt an archaic urge to transfer her anxious energy onto her paper.
With each line of detail she added to the design, the same lines she’d later hammer into the silver buckles, Roxy felt a sliver of disillusionment thaw.
Choosing a deep blue, the color of the coldest depths of the arctic, she filled in the shapes of the stones she’d embed into the prototype piece. Alternating each stone sequence with silver metallic stars that shimmered like icebergs on the page, she finished the sketch with ease, never once reaching for the myriad of pulverized erasers cluttering her drawing table.
She rubbed her eyes, pushing out the sleepy haze starting to settle in. Because of the nightmare that had taken residence in her house, she was way too afraid to take a catnap. Removing a scrap piece of material from the top of her desk clock so she could read the numbers, she couldn’t believe it was already eight thirty. The tension she’d worked out in her sketchbook crept back into her body, feeding on her sleep deprivation. She tried to relax the kinks out of her neck then circled her shoulders forward and back.
She needed to be dressed and to the boutique by ten. She’d promised Kat they’d go over last month’s books. And for the first time since she’d opened Raeve, she was hopeful she might actually show a small profit. ‘Course anything in black was okay with her no matter how minute the number.
Thinking she must have been too focused on her designs to have heard Jules and Audrey return, she left her office and went upstairs to the kitchen. Hoping to meet up with them for a quick bite to eat and to warn them about their unwanted guest, she took two steps at a time.
Reaching the landing, she welcomed the smell of coffee. Hell. That was part of the reason she couldn’t stay awake. She had yet to have her first cup of caffeine. Instead, she’d been dealing with her mother’s arrival by subconsciously relying on escape tactics in the form of retreating to her office. Her psyche, smarter than she sometimes gave it credit for, knew better than to face Lily Vaughn without caffeine. Once she’d had a java fix, Roxy could sort of handle her mother.
Jules and Audrey were seated at the table in the breakfast nook, but not with the bottled water, juice and bananas of their normal post-run routine. Not today. If the sugar-overload cereal boxes, bottle of vodka, highball glasses, and cutting board piled with mint sprigs and lime wedges were a clue, they already knew about her mom’s impromptu arrival.
“I hope you’re fixing me one of those.” Roxy padded across the kitchen floor and plopped into a chair. Burying her head in her hands, she pressed her forehead against the bistro table, letting the cool marble soak into her aching temples.
“Coming right up,” Jules said, going to get another glass while Audrey poured Roxy a bowl of Lucky Charms. “I think we’re low on club soda though.”
“I don’t care. Just add more rum,” Roxy said then groaned as she reached for the gallon of milk in the center of the table. “What have I done to deserve my mother and mojitos before noon?”
“Well now. I’m just guessing here,” Jules said, setting the glass in front of her. “But I’d say it’s more a matter of what your dad hasn’t done that brings your mother to our door.”
“Huh? Wait till I get a sip of this first. Then run that by me again.” Roxy downed her mojito, shivering at the hard reality of early morning vodka.
“I think what Jules is getting at is that there must be trouble in the penthouse.” Audrey stirred her mojito with the plastic stick Jules had stuck in her glass.
“Like that’s anything new.” Roxy shook her head and speared a lime wedge with her stir stick. “But enough turmoil to bring her and her wardrobe ringing my doorbell? What could make her that desperate?”
“I’ll tell you what.”
Jules and Audrey jumped at hearing Lily’s voice. Roxy’s hand jerked back sending her stir stick and its impaled lime flying across the table. The cocktail garnishments ricocheted off Lily Vaughn’s new nose and onto the floor.
“Mom. You should have said something. We didn’t know you were there.” Roxy could feel her face go from the white of her mojito to Bloody Mary red, the heat turning her empty stomach into a rolling boil of chaos.
“Why should I have announced myself? Then you would have quit talking about me.” Her mother moved across the kitchen with the pomp and pride of Queen Elizabeth, her head so high one would think she had a nosebleed.
She confiscated the last empty chair at the table using it as her throne.
For the first time since she’d arrived, Roxy got a good look at her. For the first time in her life, Roxy saw a woman she didn’t recognize as her mother. But for more than the first time, Roxy just didn’t care.
The person across from her certainly didn’t have the life of privilege, no-worries attitude of the mother who had paid other women to raise her only child. Gone was the only-problem-I-have-is-how-to-score-an-invitation-to-that-event. In its place was a defeated shell of a socialite. The only strings holding her mother together had been sewn in by Manhattan’s best cosmetic surgeons.
Maybe she should care this time, Roxy thought. Just a little bit.
“Got another one of those?” Her mother pulled at the corners of her eyes as if to tuck back tears.
“I think we’re out of club soda,” Audrey said, looking at Jules for confirmation.
“She could probably handle the no club soda version,” Jules offered, then mixed Lily a drink.
“Thank you, darling.” Lily folded her hands on top of the table, her left hand covering her right.
Roxy damn near spit the last of her drink through her nose.
Where was her mother’s wedding ring? She never took it off. Never. No matter what treatment she indulged in at what spa, the ring stayed put. Perhaps wrapped in all sorts of paraphernalia to keep the anti-aging masks and peels from damaging it, but on her finger all the same.
“You just noticed it was gone?” Her mother raised and rotated her hand so all of them could pay homage to the six-carat, diamond and platinum ring that no longer decorated her finger.
“You’re not very observant, darlings.” She rubbed her empty ring finger with more maternal care than she’d ever shown Roxy.
“No offense, Mrs. V, but it’s kind a hard to distinguish amongst your bling-bling,” Jules said, rushing to Roxy’s defense.
“Terrific. Of all the private schools you three attended, you can’t speak properly. One of you has gone southern and another straight to the hood.” Roxy’s mother played with the zipper on her jogging suit, moving it up and down the track. “So what dialect have you chosen, Audrey?”
“I’m still deciding.” Audrey, never one for confrontation, begged off goading Lily further and concentrated on the marshmallow jewels in her cereal bowl.
“So why are you here, Mom?” One highball glass of liquid courage and Roxy was ready to charge into the ring. “And how long are you staying?”
“I’ve left your father, to answer your first question,” she said, her voice flat and without emotion, as if the news wasn’t in the least bit upsetting. But her hands betrayed her, moving non-stop, if not pulling on the zipper of her jacket then straightening cuffs that didn’t need straightened. “As far as how long I’m staying, that’s up to you.”
Roxy choked on the milk she was drinking from the bottom of her cereal bowl. “What do you mean that depends on me?”
“Well, after a lot of soul searching, I’ve decided to step outside my comfort zone and establish new roots.”
Her mother took a deep breath, filled with enough meditative drama Roxy expected her to move onto the floor and assume a yoga pose.
“Good for you, Mom. But what does that have to do with me?” Roxy grabbed another swizzle stick from the box on the table and stuck it in her mouth, chewing on it. If she cracked her laminates, she’d be really pissed. But she had to do something to keep from biting her mother’s head off.
“You seem so happy down here that I thought maybe I could be too.” Her mother shrugged, then lowered her eyes and held out her empty ring finger, staring at it as if she could will it to appear. “I don’t have anything left in New York.”
Oh no she wasn’t. That was sooo not going to work. She was not going to make Roxy feel sorry for her. The woman had shown no compassion all the years they’d lived under the same roof.
How dare she expect what she couldn’t give.
Roxy looked at Jules and Audrey for help. But being the good friends they were, they were tidying up their place settings, preparing to flee the scene. Not that she blamed them. This was about to get rough.
“Mom, you don’t know whether I’m happy or not. You’ve never taken time to find out,” Roxy said, not able to hide the edge to her voice. “And you have plenty of friends in New York. You chose them over me for the last thirty-four years.”
The woman was crying. Dainty, perfect tears. But all the same, crying. And not a damn drop smeared her mascara. She must have paid a fortune for that advanced, hard-wearing formula.
Unprepared for what she was witnessing, Roxy stared at her mother in complete astonishment. The witch of yesteryear was losing it and expected Roxy to pick up the comfort tab.
“Oh, Roxy. I know I’ve been a horrible mother. But I thought by maintaining a stellar social standing in all the right circles, I’d please your father. Apparently, that didn’t work either.” She took a tissue out of her jacket pocket and blew her nose. “I didn’t have time to be a good mother so I left that up to your nannies.”
“So you’re blaming Dad for everything?”
The woman was unbelievable. Her dad was no saint, and like her mother, didn’t care about anyone but himself, but he didn’t deserve all the blame for Roxy’s crappy childhood. They were both avid participants in her adolescent hell.
“I’m not blaming your father entirely, darling. I know I’ve contributed a bit.” She dabbed the tissue underneath her eyes.
Incredible. Still not a smudge of black liner or mascara stained the tissue.
“Our family has been a sham for years, Mom. Everybody knew that.” Roxy, more disgusted the longer she listened, could no longer hide behind the thirty plus years of secrets she’d shoved under her parent’s imported entryway rug.
“What do you mean ‘everybody’? Your father and I worked very hard to put our best face forward.” Her mother pressed imaginary wrinkles out of her velour pants.
“Well, not hard enough. There was no love ever shown between you two. People talked about that. Never a knowing glance, an unnecessary touch, a shared laugh. You two were stone cold perfect.”
Roxy shivered at the memories of the three of them in the car while their driver delivered them to an event. The silence still deafening to her now like it was then. She’d wanted to scream. Maybe she should have.
“And God knows you never showed affection towards me unless the right people were watching.” Roxy fired the shot without a bit of regret.
“What would you know about love and affection at your age?” Her mother’s tone turned to ice, sharp as the cubes in her drink, unable to melt in the harsh truth of her orchestrated reality.
“I know a lot more than you do.” Roxy got up from the table and shoved-in her chair, not giving a damn that the wrought iron legs scraping against the floor left a black mark.
The mar on her kitchen tiles didn’t come close to the darkness her mother had stirred inside her.
“If you’ll excuse me. I have a business to run. And then another one after that.” Roxy turned for the stairs but paused and faced her mother. “Don’t wait up.”
“I never have, darling. That’s how I’ve failed you.” Her mother’s eyes filled with tears, big rivers now. The fat drops streamed down her cheeks, then splashed off her jacket.
Roxy couldn’t speak, too afraid of what else she’d say. She’d been silenced by the black smudges of her mother’s eyeliner and the tan cake of her foundation as they mixed into Jackson Pollack-like swirls on her tissue.
Sitting at her design table at Raeve an hour and a half later, Roxy heard Kat’s voice. But due to the word war she was silently plotting against her mother, she couldn’t focus on the conversation. There would be a sidewalk sale at Louis Vuitton before Roxy would buy into her mother’s lame excuses for failing as a parent. Roxy wasn’t about to give that witch one carat of satisfaction.
“Roxy, dear?”
Coming up for air, Roxy discovered Kat had stopped talking. Instead, she was gently shaking Roxy’s arm, trying to get her attention.
“You haven’t heard a word I’ve said have you?” Kat laid her pencil and highlighter on top of the reports they’d been analyzing. “What is it, sugar? What’s got you in such a snit?”
“I’m sorry, Kat. It’s rude of me not be listening.” Roxy took off her glasses, slid them on top of her head and rubbed her eyes. “You’ve worked so hard getting this data into the computer and onto spreadsheets. Let’s go over it again. I promise to give it my all.”
“The numbers can wait. Let’s fix you first.” Kat folded the reports. She jumbo clipped the loose pages into a neat pile then set the stack on the corner of the drawing table, out of Roxy’s reach.
Roxy hesitated before unloading. Kat was supposed to be taking it easy, living stress free. Letting her in on Lily Vaughn’s stunts would not be following doctor’s orders. Hell. The rate Roxy was going, she’d also need an appointment with Kat’s cardiologist.
If she didn’t vent, however, Roxy would be worthless. She couldn’t talk to Jules and Audrey. They had to live with the over-therapied diva too. Robbing them of additional time and energy wasn’t fair. Now that her mother had all but moved-in, Roxy doubted they’d stay the whole summer anyway. And she couldn’t blame them. Although where that left Raeve and the Neon Cowboy sent small-scale earthquakes erupting inside the pit of Roxy’s stomach.
“My mother showed up this morning. Her and her entourage of luggage.” There. Just by sharing the news with Kat, she felt a slight bit relieved, staying one precarious step in front of the lava flow gurgling inside. “I know you’ve never met her...lucky woman you are...but believe me she’s what you all down here call a real pistol.”
“So we’re talking ultra diva?” Kat’s eyes twinkled, obviously misguided that this was amusing news. “One of those magazine-glossed, never gets her manicured hands dirty, big city type social monarchs?”
Roxy couldn’t help but stifle a giggle. No one she’d told about her mother’s presence had ever been intrigued by the opportunity to meet her. They knew about her kind and found something else to do, even if it involved a toilet and a brush. Kat looked not only intrigued but delightfully pleased regarding Lily Vaughn’s Dixie Land entrance.
Judging by the smile on Kat’s face, Roxy hadn’t extinguished Kat’s beguiling curiosity. “I’m not kidding, Kat. She’s a handful.”
“Oh I hope so. I haven’t had a good challenge in years.” Kat rubbed her hands together.
Did Kat think human tactics existed for handling Lily? Well, she wouldn’t for long, Roxy thought. Maybe there’s truth to one never being too old to learn.
“What was her reason for coming, dear?” Kat asked, placing one temple of her glasses between her front teeth.
“Do you really want to know all this? I shouldn’t burden you with my problems. I’m supposed to be paying back both you and your son for the trouble I’ve already caused. Not cause more angst.”
Roxy rubbed her hands on her thighs, trying to stifle a chill of trepidation, then wiped her eyes. But she couldn’t stop the encroaching tears of frustration and exhaustion. Why did Kat and Zayne always see her at her most moronic, confidence-busting moments?
“Nonsense, dear. You’re not burdening me. I adopted you into my family weeks ago. We’re in this together now.” Kat put her arm around Roxy and pulled her close to her chest.
Soothed by the soft but steady beats of Kat’s heart, Roxy didn’t know what she’d do if it again decided to stop pumping.
“Mom’s here because she’s supposedly left my dad and plans to start over in Nashville...with me.” A flood of bottlenecked emotion washed out of Roxy as she forced the truth between her lips. “I just can’t deal with her right now. I have enough at stake without worrying about her problems.”
“You certainly do have a lot to fill your time. But it’s nothing you can’t handle.” Kat squeezed confidence into Roxy’s shoulders before she let go of her. “What can I do to help?”
“You just being here, listening to me whine and boohoo, means the world to me.” Roxy picked up Kat’s pencil and drummed it against the table. “No one’s ever been here for me like you have. And to think I had a fit when Zayne pushed me to accept your help. You helping me see through Raeve’s sea of red, well, that’s way more than enough. I couldn’t ask for more.”
“Raeve isn’t in the red anymore, my dear. I knew you hadn’t heard a word I’d said about the reports.” Kat grabbed the stack of spreadsheets from the edge of the table and removed the binder clip, laying-out the papers in various piles. “And I’m glad that Zayne pushed you. You helped me too, you know. Because of your zest for your passions, I found mine again. After Zayne’s daddy died, I was afraid I’d lost them.”
“Kat?”
“Mmmm?” Kat answered, already rearranging the reports to repeat her presentation.
Roxy took her glasses off the top of her head. She put them into place over her eyes. With a punch of verve she’d never had when it came to working numbers, she was ready to tackle the business end of Raeve.
“As far as helping me with my mom...” Roxy felt like a helpless wonder asking, but didn’t know who else had the psychological stamina to help her decide the best approach.
“When would you like me to meet her? My schedule’s not too full these days,” Kat said and chuckled.
“Oh, I wouldn’t put you through that. I thought maybe you could just give me some advice on what to do with her.” Thinking about her mother again brought a swarm of wasps batting their wings against the insides of Roxy’s stomach.
“Well, my dear, if I’m going to slay this dragon diva then I need to see what makes her breathe fire. I prefer to see first hand what I’m up against.” Kat took a pen out from behind her ear and removed the cap. “We’ll have coffee before you go to the saloon this afternoon, and you can give me your crib notes.”
Kat then re-circled the same numbers she must have circled earlier when giving her analysis of Raeve’s finances.
“And by the way, dear, you and Zayne will be taking the night off tonight. Both of you. Cody and Jules can handle the saloon, and Zayne’s daddy’s tomatoes can just do whatever they do on their vines - alone. I happen to have two extra tickets for the General Jackson dinner boat. And you’re going...together.”
“I’m not sure Zayne will want to take time away from the farm,” Roxy said. Although the idea of taking a night off with Zayne made butterflies of anticipation flitter in her belly, replacing the raging wasps.
And if Roxy were lucky, maybe she could talk Zayne into letting her stay at his place. The thought of going home to her mother sent her into a free-falling tizzy.
“Oh he’ll take the time. I think he had something to tell you anyway. I’ll have him pick you up at the saloon around five thirty-ish. Boarding begins around six fifteen.”
“That sounds great.” Roxy wrapped her arms around Kat’s petite frame, holding her tighter than she’d planned to as emotions overtook her. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” Kat put on her reading glasses, carefully arranging their beaded chain to artfully edge the open collar of her button-down shirt. “Let’s take a stab at these numbers again.”
This was what it was supposed to be like between a mother and a daughter, Roxy thought, as the butterflies inside her were finally at peace.
And wasn’t it funny how the same style of glasses could make one woman look like the maternal maverick she was and another look like Meryl Streep in The Devil Wears Prada? That’s all.
* * *
By late that afternoon, following coffee with Kat, Roxy had a complete laundry list of her mother’s idiosyncrasies and felt much better. At least she had a rough plan devised of what to do with her birth vessel that didn’t include tossing her off the top of downtown Nashville’s Batman building.
Roxy was also excited to have proven on paper that Raeve could succeed. Her job would be to keep fresh, hip designs coming. Kat and Audrey would continue handling the numbers and promotions, and with their business savvy, the numbers were starting to mean something. At least to Roxy, they were much more than disparaging digits identifying how far she had to go to achieve success beyond her parents’ shadows. For the first time, Raeve showed promise and possibilities unlimited.
Roxy’s profit margin was at ten percent, thanks to the pre-paid orders Kat had taken for the new belt buckles. With the supplier changes Kat wanted to implement sure to boost the boutique’s net gain, Roxy could begin to save money for a building of her own in the Village.
A profit was exhilarating on its own. Knowing she had enough extra income to tuck some away for Raeve’s future was beyond Roxy’s wildest dreams. Working for the last six months, at the hell-feverish pace of a debuting designer during the final days before Fashion Week, didn’t seem so crazy now. Or perhaps still crazy, Roxy admitted, but crazy with a legitimate purpose and brilliant result in sight and well within her reach.
Raeve was selling stronger every day. Roxy had originated her own brand of boutique-ing. ‘In for chicken feed and out with a damn fine belt for the Mrs.’ Wondering if she shouldn’t run that ad slogan past Audrey, Roxy giggled to herself.
As she’d pledged to Audrey and Jules all those years ago after she’d graduated from the Fashion Institute of Technology, Roxy had made the move to Nashville. Who’d have thunk it possible? Not only had she done it, but she couldn’t imagine turning back.
She’d used the years between then and now productively, carefully thinking through the ramifications of her hair-brained plan until she summonsed the guts to box up the Fifth Avenue storefront her father rented for her and head south. It was no accident she’d found her way here. She was convinced her muse had tipped her hat this direction. Roxy had never felt a creative buzz like the one filling the air in Music City.
And speaking of accidents, thank God she’d hit Zayne’s truck. Where would she be right now if it weren’t for his cowboy charm and his ability to broker a good deal? A deal leveraged on her building a relationship with the kind of woman she’d never imagined wanting as a mother. Now she couldn’t imagine re-opening the void Kat had filled.
Roxy wouldn’t be standing in front of the mirror in the office next to Zayne’s in the back of the Neon Cowboy. She wouldn’t be waiting to be his date for the evening. She wouldn’t be worrying that she hadn’t dressed right for her first paddlewheel riverboat cruise.
Thinking she’d had yet to wear anything relatively normal in front of him, she’d gone with one of her skirts. Although once she’d added her touches to it, she had to admit, she couldn’t recall running across anything quite like it.
To the naked eye, the piece looked like a prairie skirt. Upon closer examination, more than the fabric’s fuchsia hue knocked-off its blasé pattern of normalcy. She’d made a sheer, beaded overskirt that drew up into a reverse ‘v’ at her waist then using the same tones as the skirt beneath it, she’d added a devilish fringe that dusted the floor as she walked.
She’d chosen a white, western-inspired, button down shirt, left open to just below her breasts to accentuate a fuchsia push-up bra. With a Buckles Me Baby silver and hotter than hot pink conk belt and an off-white cowboy hat, complete with a leather cord dangling to her cleavage, Zayne would have plenty of stimulation to keep his focus on her paddlewheels instead of the boat.
She twirled around in front of the mirror, letting the motion of the fabrics and her emotions carry her. She hadn’t had a night off for weeks, let alone a real date.
The idea of spending the occasion with Zayne made Roxy giddy with anticipation. The burdensome weight of her anxieties had been willingly removed from her shoulders for the rest of the night. Despite the heavy, brown suede boots she’d borrowed from Kat, her feet even felt lighter.
With only a few minutes left before Zayne should be there, Roxy changed her mind on her head peace. Removing the hat, her hands trembling, she anchored a barrette into her hair. She hoped Zayne liked the change. But just in case she didn’t get the response she hoped for, she’d take the hat with her.
The office lighting danced off the tiny gemstones of the antique brooch Roxy had reworked into a hair clip. It was the perfect use for the piece she’d discovered in a stall in a Tuscan piazza. Luckily, she’d gone with her intuition instead of listening to her father. He thought it was silly to buy jeweled-accessories from anyone beneath the caliber of Harry Winston, Tiffany’s, or Van Cleef and Arpel. He’d insisted she have the thing appraised to determine if it was worth insuring, but Roxy had refused, thinking it probably wasn’t even worth the money she was paying for it. And if it was, so be it, she’d rather live on the edge.
While she fussed in front of the mirror, her body fluttered in tiny little spasms. She wanted to look just right for Zayne, hoping to earn one of the funny grins he got when he saw her for the first time on any given day. As he gave her his initial once over he always looked sort of bewildered.
But not bewildered in a negative connotation. It was almost as if she amused him with her wardrobe choices. And Roxy thrived on that feeling, finding it gave her an extra boost of confidence. After he’d seen her in something new, flecks of enjoyment sparkled in his eyes. She fed on the subtle, sexy reinforcement he gave her without even knowing it.
Lost in her romantic ruminations, Roxy bowed her head and offered a silent prayer to whichever Cupidesque, arrow-packing angel was on duty tonight. Just one night of magic with Zayne, that’s all she was asking for. She’d then try to work him out of her system before it was too late.
The idea of pushing Zayne out of her life, when she’d tried so hard not to let him in, ripped her soul into desolate shreds. Like a sharp pin piercing a tiny, but ultimately lethal hole in a balloon, Roxy’s pain threatened to deflate the joy of the evening ahead.
Not too long ago thinking Zayne could be hers for a happily-ever-after, the time to pursue her desire had vanished with her mother tossed into the mix. Hell, once Zayne met Lily Vaughn, he’d ride off into the sunset for good. Maybe if Roxy saddled-up his horse now, before he even met her parents, she’d save herself an even tougher emotional ride later.
Hearing Zayne whistle low behind her then trill his tongue, creating the most alluring catcall she’d ever heard, Roxy’s heart leapt forward into a tango rhythm taking her breath with it. She’d never been with a man who could always, every time, knock her out of her natural rhythm. With Zayne, she was always in a different pattern, out of sync with her norm, but more in sync with her life and what made her happy than she’d ever been.
He came up behind her, tucked her hair behind one ear, and leaned in for a close, husky whisper. “Now that’s one hot woman in front of that mirror. Do you think she’d go out with me?”
After feeling the solid front of him cozied up to her backside, talking out loud would take more air than she had left.
“If you ask her nicely, I’m sure she’d say ‘yes,’” Roxy whispered back.
“Then I’ll ask nicely.” Zayne turned her to face him, taking her hands into his. His eyes were steadfast, as if willing her to never look at another man the way she was looking at him. “How about a river cruise, darlin’?”
“I’d be honored,” Roxy said as Zayne kissed the tip of her nose, sending her plummeting into the swells of arousal thrashing between the folds in her skirt.
“Follow me. Your pick-up truck awaits.” He tipped his hat then tucked her arm inside his, leading her to the office door.
She grabbed her bag off her desk then let him take her wherever he wanted.
Not once had the idea of riding shotgun appealed to her. But it did now. Sitting on the passenger side would be way too far from him.
When Zayne opened the rear entrance to the saloon, Roxy laughed.
“What’s so funny?” He looked hurt, in a boyish way, as if he’d done something he thought was sweet, only to find she didn’t like it.
“I thought we’d be driving your beat-up farm truck. Not that that wasn’t fine with me.”
Zayne took her to the passenger-side of a sparkling clean, silver metallic Ford F-150, opened the door, offered his hand and helped her into the seat. “My mom raised me better than that.”
Roxy fixed her skirt to keep from wrinkling it before she got to the boat. “Yes. But she raised you to be just as proud in your farm truck. All the more reason I think you’re a good guy to have around.”
“I’m not sure I’m going to be that good tonight,” Zayne said with a dazzling, Cheshire grin.
Roxy’s tummy did gigantic flip-flops.
“We deserve a night for nothing but working on what we want to work on,” he concluded.
“And what would that be?” Feeling her mind take off on a flying trapeze contemplating the job she’d like to be doing on him, Roxy reached for the door handle to regain her composure.
“I think you know what kind of work I have in mind. But if you have any doubts by the time our night’s over, then my mom didn’t do as well raising me as you thought she did.” Zayne took Roxy’s hand and squeezed it.
“In that case, I know I won’t be disappointed.” Roxy let her fingers relax between his, wishing she’d never have to let go.
The minute she stepped onto the wooden planks of the General Jackson’s boarding ramp, Roxy felt Cupid’s magic. The mythical matchmaker must have heard her request and fired the required arrows of attraction.
Zayne took her hand, steadying her as they made their way into the showboat. Little did he know, the water gently lapping the bow wasn’t throwing Roxy. Being in his company was.
As they climbed the steps to the boat’s second deck, Zayne continued holding her in a sweet, possessive way, one hand over hers and one resting against the small of her back. As if they were in the middle of a stormy ocean instead of ready to sail the placid Cumberland River, his touch rocked Roxy’s emotions.
Once on the next deck, she wasn’t sure where to focus her attention. Each way she turned offered a breathtaking view of downtown Nashville, each one worth a page in her scrapbook.
“Zayne, this is beautiful.” She pulled him toward the closest railing.
Roxy was afraid to blink, fearing her perfect night was nothing more than a perfect daydream. If she was dreaming, she hoped she never woke up.
“I haven’t been on this thing for years. I’d forgotten how terrific it is,” he said, helping her wrap her pashmina around her arms to ward off the wispy, chilled breeze rushing over the water. “So you like it?”
“Like it? It’s amazing. I’ve never done something like this. Thank you so much.” She slid her arm around his waist, giving him a reassuring squeeze between his denim shirt and sports jacket.
“You’re welcome.” He gently brought her face to rest on his shoulder. “I can’t think of anyone I’d rather share it with.”
“Are you sure? I kind of feel like you were stuck taking me because your mom arranged it,” Roxy said, wanting to get that uneasy notion out of her head and hopefully shoved overboard.
“Look, Princess,” Zayne answered, tilting her head so their eyes met, “Mom may have had a hand in getting us to this point, but what I’m doing with her idea is of my own choosing.”
“I’m good with that.” Roxy tightened her grip around his waist and nestled her head into his shoulder.
“How about a picture for the lovely couple to take home tonight?” A white-haired man, slight in stature, weighing barely more than his photo equipment, appeared beside them then motioned them to pose.
Doing as the man asked, Roxy and Zayne posed for the picture. Roxy knew her smile couldn’t be any bigger. She tucked the claim ticket the photographer gave them into her evening bag. She already knew exactly where the photo would be displayed when she got it home. If only there could be many more wonderful memories in the empty frames surrounding that one on her mantle.
While Zayne went to get drinks, she readjusted her pashmina to cover her bare shoulders. Not that she cared too much about the chill coming in from the water as the sun descended below the horizon. She had cocktails coming and better yet Zayne to keep her warm.
With a Cosmopolitan and a Corona in hand, Zayne ushered her up another flight of stairs to the boat’s top deck. Thinking the view from the tier below was heaven-inspired, the upper deck was nothing less than fantastical. It offered the perfect spot to watch the sunset’s regal red finale.
Zayne led her to the middle of the deck where a long table was exquisitely set beneath a canopy. ‘Welcome to the Captain’s table’ was written in script on elegant place cards at each setting. Candles, china and fresh flowers provided an ambiance ripe for seduction.
As if dining under the stars with the cowboy of her dreams wouldn’t get Roxy into Zayne’s bed.
A tuxedoed waiter, with the sun-creased lines of a career seamen, pulled out a buttery yellow, slip-covered chair for Roxy. He then ushered Zayne to the next seat. “Mr. McDonald, am I right?”
“Yes. You most certainly are. And please, call me Zayne,” Zayne answered, making sure Roxy was settled into her chair before taking his.
“And you must be Roxy,” the waiter said balancing a large bowl of mixed greens and the fixings on a silver tray high on his shoulder. “I’m Walter and am looking forward to taking care of you this evening. The Captain will be up shortly to dine with you. Once he gets us sailing.”
“Thank you, Walter.” Roxy removed her napkin, wishing she could forego using it so as not to ruin the magnificent swan it had been folded into before being placed at her setting.
“Let me check on your menu choices.” Walter pulled out a black, leather-bound portfolio and read from a pre-printed bill. “I have the top sirloin with creamy mustard sauce for you, sir, and for the lady, tender backed chicken roulade stuffed with shrimp.”
Zayne looked at Roxy for confirmation.
With a hearty nod, she let him know the meal sounded perfectly delicious.
“Both of your entrees will be served with the chef’s own garlic horseradish potatoes and lightly seasoned broccoli with melted butter.” Walter snapped shut the portfolio and slid it into the pocket in the front of his apron. “I’ll bring you fresh baked rolls momentarily.”
With Walter off to get their rolls, Roxy took a moment to take in the feel of the night. A night she wanted to remember forever. One she hoped to be able to tell her children and grandchildren. Though the possibility of that future including Zayne was slim.
Zayne may want her now, like he’d said when eliminating the idea he’d only brought her along on the dinner cruise to satisfy his mother. But that’s before he met her family. If he chose Roxy as his permanent dinner companion, he’d have to become a part of the Vaughn nightmare.
Zayne’s mom may be headstrong, but she used that quality to ensure joy in the lives of people she cared about. Roxy’s mother, on the other hand, was headstrong, but only when seeking her own happiness, disregarding and failing to comprehend the consequences her actions bestowed on her inner circle. And Roxy’s father, well, who knew what his motives were, but they sure weren’t aligned with his family’s vitality.
“Before the Captain joins us, there’s something I want to tell you.” Zayne reached for his Corona then hooked up Roxy with her Cosmopolitan.
“Something so good it requires a toast?” She asked, her mind wide open to possibilities that both excited and terrified her.
Thankful for the distraction from her parent’s foibles, Roxy concentrated on steadying her martini glass between her fingers. She willed her hands to stop shaking long enough to keep her drink from sloshing onto the crisp, white linen tablecloth. Wanting to keep the cranberry concoction off her white blouse as well and fearing she’d lose the battle over self-control, she set the glass back onto the table until the time came to clink its rim to Zayne’s beer bottle.
“Let me tell you what I found out today. Then you can decide its toast-worthiness.”
Zayne turned in his chair so he looked directly at her, denying Roxy room to escape his intense excitement.
“Mom wanted to tell you, but I told her I was stealing her thunder.” He took a quick breath, almost as if he’d be too overwhelmed to remember to take another one after he’d announced his news. “Deena Mettles and her stylist were in Raeve this morning.”
Thank God Roxy had set down her glass. The currents of energy surging inside her would have sent the drink hurtling over the railing and into the river. Her body felt like it was plunging head first into a gigantic wave of unlimited opportunity.
“Wow. I can’t believe they actually stopped in. That has to be good, right?” She twisted a handful of her skirt between her hands as if it were a dishrag. Screw the wrinkles.
Her cautious optimism was now well-backed with reality, she deduced from Zayne’s enthusiasm. She’d been down this pothole-filled road a few times though in New York, when friends of her father promised they’d check out her designs. Never once had someone actually made good on their schmooze-motivated gesture, instead waiting to see which of her pieces, if any, the industry buyers purchased.
“I’d say better than good, Sweetheart,” Zayne said, looking as if he’d just opened a birthday gift containing the exact item he’d asked for. “Not only did they spend a hefty sum of cash, they want to meet with you and discuss exclusive designs for Deena’s upcoming performances and videos.”
Roxy couldn’t hear a thing. Even the bellowing hum of the engine making the boat’s paddlewheel paddle was silenced by the fog of excitement settling in her mind.
She couldn’t feel anything but numbness. Too many neurons were simultaneously firing.
She couldn’t taste anything despite the toast they’d just shared. The normal burn of a Cosmo’s lemon infused vodka, Cointreau and cranberry juice now only a should-of-registered taste.
She couldn’t see anything except Warhol-sized dollar signs floating in front of her eyes.
And hell if she couldn’t even smell Zayne’s cologne...and that olfactory malfunction was the most accurate indication she was totally got. She lived for whiffs of his spicy heat and swore she could smell it even when he wasn’t next to her. But not now. All her senses were fried.
“You’re speechless, Princess. That deserves another toast,” Zayne said, holding his Corona in the air, saluting the moment with a hearty laugh.
She clinked her glass to his bottle. “I’ll give you that one.”
Roxy wasn’t sure what pleased her more. The news itself or the look on Zayne’s face showing he was as proud of her accomplishment as she was.
She shuttered, imagining what she could have become earlier in life if she’d had the kind of support from her parents that Zayne and his mother lavished on her. Wanting to curse her family for wasting precious years of her time, Roxy instead emptied them from her head and heart, not allowing them that kind of power.
“I couldn’t have done it without you and your mom.” Roxy’s heart may have been empty when she came to Nashville, but it was full tonight, dining under the stars with the man of her sweetest dreams.
“Yes you could and would have made it. When you want something, there’s no stopping you. A quality I love about you.” Zayne shook his head then dug into his salad. “But one that also at times pushes my buttons.”
“You need your buttons pushed. So you’d best be thankful you have me,” Roxy said, drowning her salad in ranch dressing.
“I’ve got some new buttons for you to mess with later,” Zayne said.
With the cocky smile she loved on him plastered on tight, Roxy damn near choked on the tine of her salad fork.
She was so comfortable with the easy banter between them it almost scared her. She wasn’t used to sharing her ideas, battles and triumphs.
She admonished the warring factions inside her soul. She was flirting with fire, unsure which – the fight to keep Zayne in her life or the flight booked to end their almost fantasy – was winning. Her mind singed her heart, heating up her resistance. Who in their right mind would want to become a permanent fixture of the Vaughn family?
“Welcome to the General Jackson.”
A deep, almost gruff voice cut the hormonal-induced tension sizzling between them.
“We’re named after General Andrew Jackson and built in the likeness of the first steamboat to operate on this river in 1817. I’m Captain O’Toole.”
Zayne made the requisite introductions. As the captain lifted her hand and kissed it, Roxy smiled, more tickled by how uneasy the captain’s gesture appeared to make Zayne. After the dinner show, she’d have to make it up to her man. But how the hell she’d keep her white-hot desire leashed ‘til then wasn’t going to be easy. Let alone how she’d squelch her feelings for good tomorrow.
* * *
On the way home from the dinner cruise, the silence in Zayne’s truck weighed heavy on him. Glad his dad had bought the V-8 instead of the V-6 to haul the load, he fidgeted in his seat.
It wasn’t the show in the boat’s two-story Victorian theatre that had him riled up, although it was fantastic. And he wasn’t wired from the sugar-filled Oreo cheesecake he and Roxy shared during intermission. It was the treat of taking her home with him that bound him in un-chivalrous knots.
The closer he got to the farm, the tighter his jeans stretched across his legs, damn near thwarting circulation to his groin. Although certain areas of the region were pumping, all engines revved.
Lucky for him, Roxy didn’t want to go home and face the mother she didn’t want him to meet. Lucky for her, he’d be glad to put her up for the night. And it wouldn’t take much for him to permanently extend her stay.
“You’re awful quiet,” he said as he turned off the county road and into the farm’s lane.
“Sorry. I’m mulling over some odds n’ ends I’ve got to make decisions about,” she said.
Such a tiny voice for a tiger, Zayne thought, heightening his curiosity and protective instincts.
He’d never seen her this worried. And he’d never known her to be indecisive. Roxy always knew what she wanted and exactly how to get it.
If he didn’t know her better, he’d swear that fear had dug its claws into the natural confidence coloring her beautiful face. And he wasn’t about to let someone or something rob her of her signature spunk. She might be a tough woman, but when her bravado wasn’t enough, Zayne would be there.
“It probably isn’t my business, but I’m going to pretend it is.” Before pulling to a stop in front of the house, he reached across the seat and took her hand.
“C’mon, Princess, I’ve got all night to take your worries away.” He shut the motor off, took the keys out of the ignition and opened his door.
“And I’m not going anywhere in the morning and neither are you until you’re okay.” He leaned over and gave her a kiss then got out of the truck.
He went around the front of the Ford then opened her passenger door, helping her step from the running board to the ground. “You can stay here as long as you like. I enjoy having you around.”
“Be careful, Cowboy. I might take you up on that offer.”
A smile slowly formed across her perfect lips, a smile Zayne hoped to keep in place for the rest of the night.
Not able to wait until they reached the house to taste her delectable grin, Zayne lifted her chin. The moonlight blanketed her silky skin with a tantalizing glow.
“You’re beautiful, Roxy.”
He touched his lips to hers and drank in their sweetness, not sure he could keep from going after more. Melting into her, he tickled the roof of her mouth with his tongue, teasing her and preparing her for what was ahead. Feeling her relax into him sent a rush of adrenaline straight to his heart. Like he’d known the first time she’d been in his home, he’d never be able to walk away from her. He could never not want her.
Barely able to keep his hands from underneath her skirt, Zayne struggled to fit his key into the front door. Opening the door, he swept her into his arms and across the threshold, vowing to never let her step over it again without her knowing she was his.
Kicking the door shut, he fought to keep from lowering her to the floor and taking her there. But he wanted their first time to be sweet and perfect. Not that his reckless original thought wouldn’t be one to save for future use. If, however, Roxy didn’t keep her hands away from his groin, he’d be forced to abandon the nice guy plan.
As he carried her through the foyer and down the back hall leading to his room, he kissed her neck. Her fruit and nutty scent rocked him with desperate desires he had to fulfill.
While imagining the parts of her hidden under her clothing, he nipped at her throat with his teeth. Maybe he’d ask her to show him where she’d rubbed her intoxicating lotion. One by one, he’d seek out each location. Better yet, he’d get the brand name of her potent elixir and put it in a few hot spots of his own choosing.
Reaching his room, Zayne ignored the light switch and carried her straight to his bed. Laying her gently onto the center of his comforter, he pushed Studley Pete off the end of the bed and lay next to her.
Disregarding Pete’s whines and whimpers, Zayne looked at Roxy’s incredible curves bathed in the moonlight streaming through his bedroom window. He’d often dreamed of having her here, ready and waiting. But seeing her now, his body touching hers, stirred him deeper than he’d imagined possible. Roxy was a piece of his life he could no longer live without.
“Do you want to talk about what’s bothering you now or later?”
He had to ask. He wanted her just as ready as he to take the next step. He wanted to make her happy, making sure she enjoyed the moment with him, not lost in troubles waiting to rise with the sun.
“All I want is you. And maybe a rain check for your mind and ears tomorrow.”
She slid one hand between his legs, massaging him until he thought he’d bore straight through his jeans.
“If you insist,” he said.
He drew her free arm above her head, then ran one lazy finger down her side and up over one of her breasts until her nipple hardened under his touch. Peeling away her blouse from just the one breast, Zayne traced its hard, ripened tip through the lace denying him full access.
Carefully slipping the fabric below her nipple’s crimson swell, Zayne circled the exposed flesh with his teeth. He flicked his tongue over her then gently blew her dampened skin.
Feeling her quiver and gasp for breath sent him into hyper drive. Wanting to saver each experience instead of rushing fast and hard toward sanity’s edge, he struggled against his lust-inspired adrenaline.
But when Roxy lowered his zipper and slipped her hand into his jeans, Zayne’s control was torn away.
With his mouth, he went to work on her other breast and let one hand slide under her skirt, his fingers walking dangerously up her legs then between her thighs. The heat that waited beckoned him between her moist folds and closed-in around him.
“Tease me, Zayne,” she whispered, her breath ragged, her voice insistent. “And let me take you in my mouth.”
The sound of her sensuous requests broke him free from the chains of virtue, releasing an animalistic instinct to ravish her.
Zayne did as she asked. He rose above her, placing his hard length within reach of her lips then found her wet and quivering for his touch. Looking down into her eyes as they went to work on each other’s fantasies, he found an inferno of passion and mischief. As she took him deeper into her mouth, stroking and coddling him with her tongue, Zayne lost all sense of reality. Riding high on the euphoria she created, he gave her complete command.
Before he no longer had control over the timing of his release, he gently pulled away from her and parted her legs. “It’s my turn to pleasure you, Princess.”
He lowered his head, dipping his tongue between her moist reservoir, tasting her sweet desire until he felt her flesh burn.
“Are you ready for me?” He asked, waiting for her invitation before filling her with a force he hoped to build-on in their future.
“I’ve been ready for a long time, Cowboy.” Roxy took him, hard and wet, inside her, closing-in around his pulsating length, holding him captive in her inner sanctuary, sheathing him in ecstasy.
Slowly, in unison, rocking to an electrifying carnal dance, Zayne’s body began moving with hers. Robbed of breath and reason, he rode harder. As she moaned and cried out for more, he tightened his hands around her hips and ass, pushing her to take him even deeper.
With the moonlight glistening off her drenched body, and with her eyes begging him to take her higher, Zayne emptied his passion into her, giving her everything he had. The moment made only sweeter as she crested the peak right behind him.
Laying his head on her damp chest, he felt her heartbeat in more than his ears. Her strong, steady pulse was a sweet lullaby, luring his heart and capturing his soul.
It didn’t matter to Zayne anymore whether his home was in the city or on the farm. Home was wherever he and Roxy chose to be...together.
Following the best night of his life, one he hoped to repeat indefinitely, Zayne sat in the family room in his dad’s worn down leather recliner working on his second cup of coffee. Roxy was still curled up in his bed, a sweet image Zayne would never get out of his mind. Knowing she needed the extra sleep and not wanting to wake her, he’d slipped out of bed and settled into the recliner to watch the sunrise.
While giving Studley Pete an ear scratching, making amends for banishing him from his bed the night before, Zayne looked at the picture giving him fits on the credenza. Its well-worn frame was mysteriously shrouded in the sunrise’s purple-red haze. As if God were pointing out ‘yeah, that one’.
Zayne had had too great a night to focus on the unpleasantness of that particular photo, but neither the sun nor God was giving up on burning the image deeper into his mind.
The life-altering experience he’d just shared with Roxy was at the opposite end of the spectrum from the defeating blow he’d sustained the day the photo was taken.
Zayne stared hard at the maple-edged frame of his past.
He’d tried for years to shove aside the loss he’d been dealt that day. He’d replayed the event over and over again hoping to find a different message. But the lesson he’d learned still strangled his ego.
There’d been people in his life, like his mom, who bolstered his esteem until nothing seemed out of his grasp. Now he had Roxy who gave him a fierce sense of a life filled with the unwavering love Zayne had seen between his mother and father. A degree of happiness he’d never imagined he’d find.
If only he could put the cloud of his relationship with his dad to rest, understanding it for what it was and not for what it had taken from him.
There he was. A nine-year-old boy. A miniature version of his father, the man who proudly flanked his side. Waiting for his mom to snap the picture, his smile masking his hurt, Zayne had patiently gone through the motions of the event. He’d tried desperately then, like he was now, to separate his heart from the consequences of his dad’s harsh mindset.
The sun’s early morning haze turned into strong, white hot rays and blocked the contents of the photo. Zayne bit back the flood of regret hammering the dam he’d constructed to hold in his emotions. No amount of light could wipe out the glaring frustration and fear he’d stomached that day. And nothing could make up for the fact he’d buried his dad without ever patching their differences.
Yes, he’d done everything his dad had asked of him that long ago summer. He’d entered the 4-H categories his dad thought would best showcase his son’s future agricultural enterprises. Following his dad’s instructions, he’d worked his garden hard. Despite the heat, despite the horrible bugs inhabiting the landscape, despite the gritty grime Zayne despised, he’d never faltered in his steadfast efforts.
His sweat and sacrifices had paid-off. He’d won every ribbon, beat his competition, advanced to the state fair level and whooped ‘em all, earning the coveted Tennessee State Grand Champion honors, never won by any child other than a Baudlin.
There the two of them stood, Zayne and his old man, surrounded by blue and purple ribbons. Prize-winning samples of their harvest-ready tomatoes filled baskets and buckets at their feet.
Zayne swore he could still feel the pride-fed pressure of his father’s hand clasped over his shoulder as they waited for his mother to focus the scene in her camera lens.
His eyes glued to the picture, Zayne rolled his neck and head, trying to shake off the heavy nostalgia. The apparent joy of the scene was nothing more than a masquerade of the moments leading up to the shot. A day that turned out to be one of his worst childhood memories. A day that forever changed his feelings for his dad.
Fortifying his resolve to move past that part of his life, Zayne swallowed a cold, dark swig of his coffee. He had to come to grip with the fact he was never meant to please his father. He wasn’t his father’s son in anything other than appearance, a genetic code they shared ingrained in his features. But a likeness ending with the sharp angles of Zayne’s jaw.
Just like he’d tried to tell his father that day, Zayne loved him and hoped the man could accept him for who he was. And that wasn’t a farmer. But Zayne had failed getting across his message then like he’d done ever since the day captured by that Kodak moment.
After that, Zayne had never again asked his father to accept his artistic and performance talents. Likewise, his father never mentioned them either. Zayne pursued his dreams, never again as an entrant in the state fair produce divisions, but made a name for himself in the advertising world as well as on the dance floor.
With his mother’s blessing and support and with his father’s dismissal and excuses to work the farm instead of his son’s future, Zayne had followed his passions.
The photo was the only memory Zayne and his father had made together. The only moment they’d shared the same frame, the same moment in time.
A cold chill flowed from Zayne’s chest to his limbs as if he were bent over an ice chest. He swore, when it came time to raise his own children, he’d never repeat the heartache he’d suffered at the hands of his dad. Somehow he had to freeze his father’s weaknesses, turning his dad’s failings into lesson-learned strengths for his life ahead.
A life that for the first time may be worth the obstacles Zayne struggled to conquer. With Roxy, he’d found a partner who not only fulfilled his wildest fantasies in the bedroom. She was also the perfect partner to share his dreams. She understood his love of dance. She came alive with him under the spotlights. She may move to her own rhythms, but she thrived, like Zayne did, on the unique blend they created together.
He closed his eyes, filling the frames in his mind with their future. He was ready to take the leap. Now that he’d held her next to him, feeling her warmth complete him, there was no turning back.
If only he could figure out what seemed to be holding her back. How could he reach her fears? How could he convince her that even though they’d been born and raised in worlds miles apart, they were a perfect match, both on and off the dance floor?
* * *
Roxy wasn’t sure how long she’d been standing in the doorway of the family room. But she’d been there long enough to realize Zayne was battling inner demons that must be on the same difficulty level as hers.
Seeing his distress, at the same time her guts gathered strength to fight beside him, her heart melted. Maybe if she braved the rough emotional seas tossing and turning inside her mind, she’d fortify him to do the same.
At least, in their joint efforts, they’d be miserable together.
She walked across the room, admiring the comforting, homey warmth the morning sun provided as it filtered through the windows. The natural light element in the McDonald home was magnificent, waking up her muses, enlightening her creative soul.
Without making her presence known, Roxy slipped behind Zayne’s recliner and gently, so as not to startle him, hugged her arms around his neck and shoulders, nuzzling her cheek against his smooth, clean-shaven face. The heat of his sun-kissed skin swaddled her in reciprocated affection while his citrus and spice cologne made her knees tremble.
“Good Morning, Princess,” he said, stretching his arms up and behind his head, tousling her bed-head locks with his fingers.
“Morning, Cowboy,” she answered, kissing his cheek before going around the arm of his chair hoping for an invitation onto his lap.
Zayne set his mug on the coffee table and patted his leg for her to join him.
Sliding onto his lap, Roxy cuddled against his bare, muscle-toned chest. As the few hairs he had there tickled her nose, she shivered. Glad she hadn’t fallen for a hairy ape of a man, she settled her head between his rock-hard pects, adapting her breathing to the rise and fall of Zayne’s chest.
“How’d you sleep?” He asked, rubbing her arm with adept hands.
She wouldn’t be opposed to him touching other parts of her as well, but she’d save that idea until she’d clued him in about her issues with her mother then helped him come to terms with whatever was on his mind.
“Thanks to you, I slept fantastic.” She traced his lips with her fingernails. “You wore me out, Cowboy.”
“Glad to hear it.” While his mouth curved into a devilish grin, he winked at her. “I thought the added exertion might wear you down enough to give you a solid night’s sleep.”
Roxy toyed with a lock of hair covering his ear, curling and twisting it around her finger.
“So you had your way with my body for my benefit only? Is that what you’re saying?”
“Not at all. I acted in a most selfish manner. Nothing righteous about it,” Zayne said, his eyes sparkling with a playful spirit. “And I don’t feel a damn bit bad about my actions.”
“Neither do I. I’d like to do it all again,” she whispered, feeling him grow hard underneath her.
He scooped her out of the chair and gently laid her on the bearskin rug in front of the fireplace.
Her body quivered with excitement. Her heart pounded against her breasts. A familiar dew-like dampness settled in between her legs. Forget the tangled sheets. Roxy planned on getting down-and-dirty on the bear-skin rug at their feet.
“I’ve got an idea,” she said, gently nudging Zayne aside so she could maneuver onto her knees.
She leaned the front of her body against the ledge of the hearth then invited Zayne to close in behind her.
“Oh, yeah. I’m gonna like this,” Zayne said in a husky voice, hotter than the fire crackling in front of them.
“Good thing Mom stayed at your place last night,” he said, moving Roxy’s hand over his groin, encouraging her to reach into his open zipper and set him free.
“She what?!”
Roxy sat up so fast, she cracked her head on the fireplace poker and tool rack, plummeting her body back against the floor. Her head spun from more than the impact of her skull with the dark oak. “Shit!”
“Whoa. Are you all right?”
Zayne rubbed the quickly swelling bump on her head. With each circular motion of his thumbs, Roxy went into orbit.
“No, I’m not all right. Do you know what you’ve done?”
She tried to sit up, but gave up, dropping her head back onto the rug, waiting until the sharp roar of her latest injury subsided.
“Besides trying to clear the way for us to initiate each room of this house with our best fantasies, no, I’m not sure how I really screwed things up this time.” Zayne sat up, still caressing the hard knot now residing in full glory on top of Roxy’s head. “But I’m sure you’re about to fill me in.”
“You’re damn right I’m going to fill you in.” As much as Roxy knew he’d meant her no harm, as much as she knew the way his eyes talked that he loved her and only wanted to please her, the magnitude of what he’d left her to clean up throbbed stronger than the bruise from her most recent mishap. “You left your wonderful mother in the hands of my evil, misfit maternal fuck-up.”
“Oh.”
“That’s all you’re going to say is ‘oh’?” Roxy pushed her upper body toward him, resting her weight on her hands and shoulders to ease into a sitting position. The room spun, and she swore she heard birds chirping.
“Like I could say anything that would fix this. Shit, Roxy, I forgot she was there.” Zayne raked his fingers through his hair, apparently finally digesting what he’d unwittingly done. “What do we do know?”
“Hell if I know. I suppose we’d better call and make sure they’re both still breathing.” Roxy said it then thought about the ramifications of her statement as far as Kat’s health was concerned. Lily Vaughn was a cardiologist’s nightmare.
Sensing Zayne’s unease with her comment, Roxy leaned into him, glad he didn’t pull away.
He held her close and rubbed her back, whispering he was sorry.
“No, I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m sure I’m overreacting. I know you were only being sweet and giving us privacy. A luxury neither one of us have much of now.”
“I got it. We can fix this,” Zayne said, jumping to his feet, then helping Roxy stand.
He waited patiently until she had her bearings, effectively blocking out the obnoxious birds.
She couldn’t escape the desperate attempt in his voice to make things right. Taking a deep breath, open to any and all ideas to escape what she thought was certain doom, Roxy gave Zayne her full, most open-minded attention.
“Let’s pick up breakfast for them. That would seem natural, unobtrusive, right?” He paced the floor, zipping and buttoning his jeans.
So much for a recap of their nightcap.
Roxy fell into step beside him as they wore a path together into the refinished hardwood floors. “You mean unobtrusive, as in ‘we’re not just checking up on you to see who’s the stronger-willed, most wily of you, but rather just being neighborly and bringing coffee and croissants’?”
“Precisely.” Zayne stopped moving and took her shoulders between his hands. “What do you think, Princess?”
“My head hurts too bad to think period. We’ll just go with your plan.”
She took his hand, leading him on a scavenger hunt from the entryway, down the back hall to his bedroom, picking up pieces of their clothing as they found them.
Considering they had to face The Moms, providing the prima donnas had survived their initial meet and greet, Roxy and Zayne’s walk of shame took on a totally new dimension.
Frankly, even the thought of ringing her own door bell, considering the unknown state of affairs inside, scared the hell out of Roxy. Her body sizzled with anxiety as if it were filled with a string of firecrackers, lit and hissing their way to detonation.
“I don’t know why you’re ringing the buzzer instead of just punching in your code,” Zayne said, precariously balancing two bags of croissants and four sugar-free, vanilla mocha lattes with fat-free milk. “It’s your damn townhouse.”
“Listen, Buster,” Roxy snapped, using her best Rachel Bilson ala Adam Brody ass-chewing. “You got us into this mess. I’m getting us out. So pay attention. And if I want your opinion, I’ll ask.”
“Okay. Got it,” he said, not even bothering to contain a silly grin. “Would it be wrong for me to be looking forward to this in a small, inconspicuous way?”
“Yes, Zayne. It’d be wrong. Very, very wrong.” Keeping the part of her that wanted to laugh in check, Roxy glared.
She pressed the buzzer with her index finger then took a deep breath, sucking in so much air the bruise on her head throbbed back to life. She stared at the ground wishing she was small enough to hitch a ride on the big ass ant scurrying across the landing. Damn the bugs were big in Tennessee.
But nothing matched The Queen Bee answering her door.
“Hi. Mom. We thought you might like breakfast.” Plastering on a mega-watt smile, Roxy greeted the matriarch of misery.
“I don’t eat breakfast, Darling” her mother purred.
Keeping the door only half-open, her mom used her cosmetic perfect body to block the portion ajar, as if her daughter who happened to own the home shouldn’t be allowed access.
“But since you brought Starbucks, although it’s not quite Dean and DeLuca’s, I might reconsider, provided you’ve chosen non-fat dairy.”
Roxy cleared her throat and willed her tightly wound muscles to take her into her home, which now felt like an asylum for the socially impaired.
“Great, Mom,” Roxy lied her ass off then stood, waiting, anxiously looking at her monster of a mother.
Was the queen going to grant them safe passage or would they have to perform some impossible feat to gain access? As if her mother was the great and powerful Oz.
“Mind if we come inside to eat?”
Behind Roxy, Zayne coughed. Not once, but twice, evidently having something large blocking his airway.
“Zayne. Roxy, dear. I’m sorry. I was outback with the dogs and didn’t hear you.” Kat, wearing a gigantic, floppy-brimmed straw hat and without missing a beat, brushed Oz aside and greeted Roxy and Zayne with hugs. Taking the coffee from Zayne, Kat ushered them into the house. “Oh look, Lil, they brought us breakfast.”
Lil? This time, Roxy choked.
Hoping to get some sort of clue how bad a shape the battlefront was in, she looked at Kat with wide eyes. Kat winked and squeezed Roxy’s arms. At least The Moms were still alive and apparently speaking, Roxy surmised.
“Why don’t we eat in the garden, kids?” Kat suggested, opening the door to the garage and motioning for them to follow.
“I’m not much for eating outside,” Roxy’s mother, now named Lil, said. “I don’t enjoy insects touching my food or me.”
“Oh, nonsense,” Kat called behind her back, already opening the rear door of the garage into the garden. “The bugs and food issue I understand, but we’re eating under Roxy’s gorgeous canopy. That’ll help. As far as the bugs bothering you, well, not to worry. You aren’t sweet enough.”
Ouch. Kat hit a grand slam zinger.
Roxy looked at her mother, afraid of what she’d see. To her surprise, Lily kept her chin lifted, picked up her pace and whizzed past both her daughter and Zayne. Taking the hat off Kat’s head, Lily bee-lined for the canopied bistro table. Shooing Dipstick and Darling off two of the chairs, she plunked her tenacious ass at one of the place-settings.
Zayne, whose mouth had fallen wide open, was apparently too stunned at first to speak. As he handed Roxy the croissant bags and headed for the table, his face filled with deep red splotches.
“You can’t do that,” he said, swiftly snatching the hat back and handing it to his mother. “She’s under doctor’s orders not to get too much sun.”
Zayne looked at Roxy for help, begging her with most desperate eyes to do something. He tossed his hands into the air in complete surrender.
Roxy sighed, trying to steady her nerves, wishing she’d just faint. At least if she were out cold she’d find a temporary peace from the impending brouhaha.
Before she could think of anything witty to defuse the situation, Kat spoke. “Zayne, dear, don’t worry about me getting overheated. That’s more in line with Lily’s personality.”
If Roxy had a whistle, she’d have given it her all, blowing their eardrums and her mind free of the antagonistic banter. As it was, all she had were croissants. She could always pummel them with those bad boys.
“Come sit, Roxy, dear,” Kat said while repeating Lily’s attempt to keep Dipstick and Darling off the chairs. Giving up, she took Dipstick in her arms, giggling as he licked her nose. She handed Darling to Zayne.
Zayne threw his head back in indignation, but eventually relaxed his shoulders and snuggled into the soft rolls of Darling’s neck as if trying to hide from the monsters surrounding him.
Roxy almost felt sorry for him until she remembered he was the moron who’d been the maestro of the mayhem.
“Let’s start the visit over, shall we?” Roxy dug around the croissant bag, serving each guest with a smile. Her false bravado, however, failed to convince even her that she stood a chance in hell of smoothing the stormy spirits taking over her Zen garden.
“I’d love to try that approach,” Kat said, passing out the coffees. “What do you say, Lil? Let’s pretend we’re friends.”
Roxy’s mother, apparently weighing her options, and for once, evidently unable to find anything better, said, “I suppose you’re right, Kat. With our children together, and with you and I working together, we should make the best of our circumstances.”
“Okay. Back up just a bit,” Roxy said, her mouth full of a mammoth bite of a perfectly flaky, ham and cheese toasted croissant that could damn well wait ‘til she got The Mom’s shit straight.
Certain she’d misheard the conversation while trying to enjoy her breakfast, she swallowed her food. Desperate to make something good out of this day, and refusing to give-up, Roxy revisited her mother’s response. “First of all, yes, I am with Zayne, and I hope he finds a better side of you than what you’ve shown him this morning. And two, you can’t possibly be working with Kat, because she works for me.”
Roxy relaxed back into her chair. But the only satisfaction she’d gained from her soliloquy came from Zayne who gave her an atta girl thumbs up. Continuing to sip his coffee, he never uttered a word. Using the rim of his to-go cup as a barrier and safety net, his eyes followed the conversation..
“Might be wise, Lil, if I jump in here,” Kat said, setting her coffee on the table and repressing the napkin on her lap with her fingers.
Shit. Roxy had seen her do that only one other time, and nothing good came out of Kat revealing the secret she wanted Roxy to keep about her health, the secret that damn near destroyed both of their relationships with Zayne.
“Roxy, your mother and I have talked, cussed and discussed actually, the possibility of her joining me at Raeve.”
Evidently taking the look of horror on Roxy’s face for what it was...sheer, unabashed horror...Kat continued, while Roxy fought to keep her croissant from reappearing in the back of her throat. Roxy shook her head and swallowed carefully, trying not to stir her rising anger.
“Your mom’s apparently always wanted to be a part of your work, but never quite known how to approach you with the idea,” Kat said, now using her napkin as a fan instead of a security blanket.
Kat wasn’t the only one at the table getting warm. Even the dogs were panting. The heat of the moment was suffocating.
“It’s true, Roxy. Your father never thought I should interfere with your business. But I’m dying to see what it’s all about. You know I have a flair for fashion just like you and your father.” She hung her head, dabbing at her eyes with her napkin. “No one’s ever believed in me. Or given me the chance to exercise my skills.”
Roxy choked back tears, not of pity for her mother’s regrets, but tears of rage at the nerve of the woman. Through teeth gritted in seething anger, Roxy decided to go for broke. She had nothing to lose. With Zayne’s first official family breakfast sure to be his last, she’d show him her ugly side, an inherited trait straight from her mother’s half of the gene pool, giving Zayne all the more reason to bolt.
“Kat, I appreciate your help at Raeve, your friendship, and your unwavering support of my career. That is something, because of the woman sitting across from you, I’ve never had. A choice of her own choosing, not of my father’s whims,” Roxy said, her anger damn near preventing the words from making their editorial debut.
She turned her attention to her mother, who looked up at her with a combination of fear and ferocity. “You, you despicable excuse for a parent, don’t deserve to be called a mother, don’t deserve being let into my home, don’t deserve to sit in the company of the wonderful people at this table, including my dogs.”
* * *
“Roxy,” Zayne reached his hand across the table and linked his fingers with hers, taken aback by the coldness flowing through her veins and venomous words. “I don’t think...”
“I haven’t given you permission to think, Zayne.”
The ice dripping from Roxy’s voice should have stopped him cold, but he’d take his chances before she ran out of chances.
“No. No you haven’t given me the floor,” he said, refusing to let go of her hands. “But I’ve been where you are. And I don’t want you to make the mistakes I did.”
Turning to his mother, Zayne said, “Mom, I’m sure you remember the day just like I do.”
“That I do, son,” she answered, taking Zayne’s free hand in her own.
With the three of them linked, hand-by-hand, heart-to-heart, Zayne felt a glimmer of warmth return to Roxy’s fingers. Not wanting to lose the spark, he pressed on. “Like you with your mom, Princess, my father never understood me. Never knew who I was. Never took time to learn what made me happy.”
Zayne’s heart broke for the pain he saw in Roxy’s eyes.
“But unlike you, I never had the chance to make things right between us,” he said, taking a moment to compose his words with extreme care, hoping to turn his losses into Roxy’s gain.
Feeling his mom’s light pressure on his hand, silently encouraging him with her touch to continue fighting for the woman he loved, Zayne finished his thoughts. “My dad died before I found the courage to accept and love him for who he was – faults and all. I was too consumed by how he’d wronged me to love him for the things he did right.”
Zayne took a deep breath. His body trembled. But as if he’d removed a horribly burdensome weight from his soul, a lightness filled him. By giving Roxy the chance to forge a different destiny with her mom than he’d had with his dad, Zayne had freed his emotional baggage.
“Well done, Zayne,” his mother said, releasing him from her grasp.
The pride highlighting her kind face maintained Zayne’s stoicism. He’d purged the guilt he’d suffered at the hand of his father. But would the courage he’d finally mustered to break free from those barriers cost him the woman he loved?
Turning to Roxy, his mother said, “The choice is yours, dear. It always has been.”
Zayne let go of Roxy’s hands long enough to get up from the table and go to her. Bending down on one knee, he wiped several stray tears from her cheek. “I love you, Princess, and I’ll be here for you no matter what you decide.”
“I love you too,” Roxy answered in a soft whisper.
Her body quivered under Zayne’s fingertips.
“Thank you,” she said, her lips forming the words her raw emotions must have blocked her voice from sounding.
“Anytime.” Standing and turning his attention to The Moms, he said, “Ladies, if you’ll excuse me, I have an appointment. Some unfinished farming business to tend to.”
Not missing his mom’s curious gaze, Zayne winked, trying to ward off her concern. As if that would satisfy her.
Meeting Lily’s hesitant look, Zayne extended his hand. “Lily, it was nice to meet you. I’m looking forward to spending more time with you.”
“Quit while you’re ahead, Cowboy,” Roxy cautioned, a warm smile replacing the frigid lines of her earlier anger and fear.
“Overkill?” He raised his eyebrows, appealing to his mother and Roxy to score his encore.
They both nodded simultaneously, affirming his concerns. “Probably could have left that last line out, huh?”
Lily straightened in her seat, and in a quiet, but firm voice said, “Your performance already earned my approval. Bravo, Cowboy.”
* * *
Zayne left The Moms and Roxy in the Zen garden, hoping they all made it out alive.
He got into his truck and slammed the door, surprised at the strength of the resolve building inside him. Starting the engine, he steered the truck towards home. He was actually looking forward to getting his hands dirty.
He’d realized while pleading his case to the diva squad, that before he could pursue his dreams with Roxy or his dream to open a dance studio, he had another mission to accomplish. He had a tomato contest to win.
This time, however, he wasn’t giving the challenge every ounce of his sweat, skill and steel-will because of his dad’s wishes. Zayne was seeing through the competition for his own sense of accomplishment. No one else’s.
Now that he’d forgiven his father’s rebuke of his natural talents and skills, Zayne had nothing to prove to the old man. He had only to prove his abilities to himself.
He couldn’t expect Roxy to give his new outlook a try if he didn’t do the same.
Now that he’d convinced her to give both him and her mother a shot at becoming permanent fixtures in her future, he planned to build that future, literally, from the ground up.
That meant dealing with the Baudlins the best way Zayne knew how. He’d kept Jack away from Roxy. Now he’d take Jack’s father out of the winner’s circle for good.
Zayne used to think the best way to figure out what the Baudlins were up to was to go to their farm and confront Jack about the missing card, forcing the asshole to come clean about either his or his father’s games.
But he’d changed his strategy.
First, he and Cody would fix his dad’s hybrid, making it the best tomato in the county. Giving it the thick skin Zayne had now found for himself.
In the mean time, he’d turn The Moms and Roxy loose on the Baudlins. If anyone could get them to buckle, pun intended, those three could.
Turning onto the county road that would take him past the Baudlin Farms then to his own farm, Zayne laughed. He felt sorry for the cocksuckers. They had no idea what they were in for. But they deserved every bit of the bullshit Zayne’s favorite new bitch squad would no doubt dish-out.
Roxy balanced six frosty beer mugs on her tray then took off across the saloon to serve a rowdy group of farmers. Her shoulders ached from slinging beers all night, but three of her waitresses had been no shows, leaving her no choice. She’d even put Audrey to work in the kitchen helping Jules cover an employee taking an early maternity leave.
Beyond exhausted, Roxy pushed herself harder. Zayne and Kat, and now Roxy’s mother too, depended on her to get them all through the end of summer or at least until the tomato contest was finished. Zayne’s entry was due three weeks from tomorrow. At best, that’s how long Roxy had to maintain her frantic pace.
She’d make it. She always did. And the fact that she didn’t have to do it alone was the extra motivation she needed.
Reaching the table to unload the beer, Roxy began taking each mug off her tray, setting them in front of the hell-raising bunch. With two beers left and its nasty foam sticking to her fingers, she circled to the next customer. When he turned to greet her, she about dumped the tray into his lap.
“Whoa, Cowgirl. Ya need help with that?” A loud, booming voice goaded her.
“Jack Baudlin,” Roxy said, hoping to cover-up her joy at seeing him. “What brings you into town on a weeknight?”
She served his beer then cozied up to him, wedging her body between his stool and the gentlemen seated next to him.
Not that she actually wanted to hang with Jack, but she had plans he couldn’t begin to figure out. He wasn’t that smart. And he definitely wasn’t as quick on the draw as she was. Although when she got done with him, he’d wish he’d have had a clue.
“Well, hi, darlin’. Don’t tell me Zayne’s got you runnin’ around here, overworkin’ your pretty self while he’s watchin’ his tomatoes,” Jack said.
The stench of beer on his breath about made Roxy sick.
“Running around here serving our customers happens to be my job. It has nothing to do with Zayne’s tomatoes.” She batted her lashes and casually brushed her hand against Jack’s thigh. Too bad the guy next to him already had a firm hold on his man.
“Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friends and tell me what you’re celebrating? A round on the house might be in order.” Waiting until all the eyes at the table were on her, Roxy flipped her hair behind her head, playfully swishing her newly highlighted locks as if she were in the running for the next John Paul Mitchell campaign.
Clearing his throat, Jack took her bait. “If you insist on buying, I’ll oblige your curiosity. These are my farmhands – Richard, Sam, Henry, and David.”
He gestured to the table at large.
“Now I think you’ve met my main guy, Santos.” Jack patted the dark warrior flanking his side.
You mean main squeeze, Roxy silently harrumphed.
“But I don’t know that you’ve met my dad, Harry,” Jack said, pointing to the large, gruff old bird across the table. “Fellas, this is Roxy, Zayne’s girlfriend.”
The farmhands waved. Santos gave her a picture perfect smile – damn he was hot, but in a gayer-than-gay manner. Why were most of the hot ones interested in the wrong parts?
Jack’s father took Roxy’s hand and shook it with a mighty strong grip, damn near a serpent attempting to strangle its prey. But Roxy was no mouse. When she slivered-in to suffocate his future, it’d be Harry’s eyeballs popping out of his head not hers.
“Nice to meet you, Mr. Baudlin,” she said, pulling her hand out of his. “If you boys will excuse me I have some business to tend to in the kitchen. But I’ll be back shortly.”
She turned to leave then turned back, donning a smile fit for a Hooter’s girl working her customers for an obscenely large tip. “Now what is it you’re celebrating tonight? I’d like to hook you up with a round.”
The farmhands looked at Jack. Jack anxiously looked at his old man. Evidently Harry was the balls and the brains of the operation.
“Let’s just say we’ve made a major discovery that’s sure to secure our title as Nashville’s tomato kings,” Harry boasted.
His chest was so full he looked like a gigantic puffin.
“Good for you. I’ll be back with shots on the house in a few.”
Roxy sauntered away from the table, leaving the men to stare at her ass. So as not to disappoint them, she added extra bounce and swing to her gait.
She couldn’t wait to get into the kitchen and summons her accomplices. Lucky for her, they’d stopped in for dinner on their way home from the boutique.
Was it illegal in Tennessee to poach puffins? Guess she and The Moms would find out real soon.
After hooking up the Baudlin clan with a round on the house, Roxy pushed her way through the serving station’s swing doors and tossed her tray on a counter. No time for slinging beers the rest of the night. She had more pressing jobs to tend to.
She headed back to the food prep area where The Moms were catching a quick bite.
Seeing her mother laughing with Kat, and Audrey and Jules throwing tidbits into the conversation while chopping vegetables, seized Roxy’s heart, damn near pulling it out onto her shirt sleeves.
She didn’t know her mom laughed. The woman had never had a sense of humor and looked at everything in life as a check-off on her Blackberry. She’d participated in nothing for enjoyment rather everything she’d done was to maintain the illusion of the perfect life. Hell, she was the socialite equivalent of David Copperfield, making magic out of misery.
Not to mention she’d never eaten a meal in the kitchen of a restaurant instead of at a VIP table in the most highly visible room of the establishment. Yet, here she sat, totally out of her element, but apparently reveling in the change.
As Roxy allowed the moment to sink into her system, her heart expanded. Gone was the tight constriction she used to feel in her chest at the sight of her mother. In its place, a tingling surge of awkward pleasure took form.
As much as she wanted to accept that her mother was trying to change, and indeed had made gigantic leaps in the right direction, Roxy couldn’t embrace her new persona without a tiny reserve of doubt. She’d been hurt for too many years to forget the sting.
But tonight, Roxy needed her. She swallowed hard. The idea of that reality frightened the hell out of her. She couldn’t recall a single instance in which she’d had the nerve to ask her mother for help. She’d learned though that rejection and dismissal were worse than asking for and accepting help. Now, Roxy would have to ask her mom to step-up to the maternal plate.
Zayne’s dreams and her dreams depended on it.
But Roxy swore, if her mother didn’t come through, she’d never ask again, ending all hopes of their reconciliation.
She sucked up her anxious fear and dove into the abyss of the unknown.
“Okay, Divas. It’s show time.”
Kat and Lily put down their forks and wiped the barbecue off their mouths and fingers with wet-naps, stopping mid-laugh to give Roxy their full attention. Halting their vegetable massacre, Jules and Audrey lifted their knives into the air as if they were being held-up.
“Put the knives down first, girls. You’re making me nervous,” Kat said then giggled. “What’s up, Roxy dear? You look flushed.”
“I have good reason to be. Guess who just walked in?” She twirled a piece of hair between her fingers and licked her lips.
“The bad guys?” Roxy’s mother whispered.
“That’s right, Mom, our targets have entered the building,” Roxy answered. “Time to put our plan into action. Everybody knows their position, right? And Audrey, I know I promised you wouldn’t have to directly participate, but our guys brought extra company so I could really use your body.”
“It sounds so trashy when you say it like that,” Audrey whined doing her best Charlotte York-Goldenblatt impression.
“Well, that’s because it is,” Jules cooed, always the Samantha Jones of their bunch. “How fabulous is that?”
“Oh, I just love being a part of something this sinister. I’ve watched CSI Miami. And Vegas too. I can do this.” Roxy’s mom stood up from her stool and unbuttoned two more buttons on her blouse, then hiked her skirt revealing a bunch more leg.
Roxy couldn’t help giggling both inside and out. Her mom’s new wardrobe was killing her. Nashville would never be the same. Lily Vaughn had become a socialite slut. Although she still hadn’t traded in her Blahniks for boots. But it wouldn’t be much longer before her feet gave-in. Except tonight, her sexy stilettos would come in handy.
“Easy Agent Vaughn,” Kat chided Lily while she repositioned her breasts in the new push-up bra Lily had talked her into trying.
“Agent Vaughn. Oh, I like the sound of that.” Lily squealed.
“Are you sure you need Audrey and I?” Jules asked, picking up her knife and pointing it at The Moms. “Looks like these two Charlie’s Angels gotcha covered.”
Roxy laughed aloud. “Yes. I need all four of you. This is a team project.”
“Anything for the team,” Audrey chimed in, raising her knife and clinking it against Jules. “Let’s get ‘em, Cowgirls.”
“Yeehah,” Lily whooped and whistled.
Roxy’s heart opened a little wider. Maybe she had more room for Lily in her life than she’d originally thought.
“Follow me, Super Sluts. It’s time to play hard ball with the hard-ons,” Roxy said, revving up her troupe.
Walking through the saloon with her moms and her two best friends, Roxy’s pride soared to heights she’d never climbed, even when compared to Raeve’s unimaginable success. She felt every head turn in their direction, and she fed her nerves off the heat of the patrons’ stares.
Reaching the table a step before her entourage, Roxy wrapped one arm around Jack and another around Santos. Positioning her ample cleavage between them, she leaned down far enough even gay men would be tempted.
“Back again, boys. I see our staff has treated you to another round. Drink up,” she commanded with all the sweet sugar she dared. “Cheers.”
Hearing their cue, The Moms descended on Harry Baudlin while Jules and Audrey went to play with the four farmhands.
This could be fun, Roxy thought, hating to take her attention away from the show but needing to work her own crowd.
Their assignment had been to make nice with the boys, getting as much dirt on the Baudlin Farms’ operation as they could. Shouldn’t be a problem. Roxy had ‘em all liquored up and their eyes filled. All that was left to do was to get their mouths running.
Roxy had the easiest job on the diva squad. She loved gay men. And gay men loved fashion. Besides, Roxy hadn’t had a chance to properly thank Jack for sending Deena Mettles and her stylist to Raeve. She would take this very special opportunity to do that.
Working her charges, gabbing non-stop about her ideas for Raeve’s fall collection, Roxy hooked her idiots. Once she’d mentioned she’d like their input on a men’s line, Jack and Santos were hers until she cast them back into the sea.
Taking a moment to glance at The Moms, Roxy could hardly stifle a wicked grin. Harry was had. Poor man had been Mommified. Kat and Lily had their hands all over him, with other body parts dangling dangerously close to invading his personal space.
Roxy knew Kat could handle the heat, but she was amazed watching her mother play her own cards. Lil was lethal. When Harry pulled out his wallet and started removing dollar bills, Roxy got worried.
Her mom sure as hell didn’t. She shimmied her body even closer to Harry then whispered in his ear. Whatever she’d said made his wallet fall to the floor and his face turn a deep, dark red.
Without missing a beat, Kat’s head disappeared under the table, hopefully just to retrieve Harry’s wallet and the contents that had spilled onto the floor.
Concerned because Kat had been under the table for awhile, Roxy couldn’t take her eyes away from the action, even though Jack and Santos were getting way too involved in Raeve’s men’s line.
Harry hollered then damn near jumped off his seat.
Roxy gasped.
The rest of the table cheered.
Surely not. Now that’s just bad.
When Kat returned to a more respectable position above table-level, she winked at Roxy then smoothed her hair and straightened the collar on her shirt.
Time to call-off the cavalry and regroup in the kitchen, Roxy thought. Kat must have gotten a good grasp on why her farm’s competitors were celebrating.
Roxy and her sisters of seduction fixated on the index card pinned to the kitchen’s butcher block table via a grotesquely large knife. There it was...The Red Rocket Brandywine seed mix card number four of five.
“I know what I’d like to do with that knife,” Kat said, pounding her fist against the table.
“Easy, Kat,” Lily said, laying her hand on her co-conspirator. “You shouldn’t get this riled-up.”
“Oh hog shit. The damn bastard took that card last spring when Zayne dropped his daddy’s file box. I have every right to be a raging lunatic.” Kat fanned herself with a soiled dishrag. “I should have kicked Harry’s balls instead of just pinching them. But at least we got the damn card back.”
“Let’s hope it’s not too late.” Roxy said, just as the lights in the building went black.
“What the –,” Kat started, cut-off by a horrific clash in the heavens. “That sounds like one hellacious storm.”
She crossed to a nearby baker’s rack and grabbed a flashlight from the top shelf then turned on the radio one shelf down. Turning up the volume, she brought the radio to the butcher table, setting it in the middle of the chop block next to the impaled card.
Following the National Weather Service’s Emergency Alert siren, the robotic announcement indicated they were under a severe storm warning and tornado watch.
Roxy’s heart palpitated beneath her shirt. Her hands grew damp. Zayne was working the fields late tonight. With the tractor running, he’d never hear the warnings.
She looked at Kat, who, judging by her panic-stricken look, must have read her mind.
“You keep things under control for our customers. I’ll go after Zayne.” Roxy reached under the table, grabbing her purse out of the cabinet.
“Here take my truck.” Kat yanked the keys to her Hummer off a rack on the wall and tossed them to Roxy. “It’ll handle better in this weather than Zayne’s tomato truck. But hold the wheel tight. In strong winds, it’s a rough ride.”
“I’ll go with you.” Roxy’s mom said, searching the dark kitchen for her purse, unable to find it. “Oh, screw it. Let’s go. We don’t have time to waste.”
“I appreciate your offer, Mom, but stay here and help Kat. There’s more you can do here helping her calm the customers. I’ll be fine.” Not thinking first, simply going with her gut instincts, Roxy pulled her mother close and hugged her. “But thank you for being here for me. I’ll never forget it.”
Seeming too overcome by emotion to respond with words, her mother nodded.
After hugging Kat, Jules and Audrey, Roxy pulled the knife out of the mix card and dropped the card into her purse. Slipping out The Neon Cowboy’s back door, she damn near lost her hold on the handle as the wind challenged her grip.
Secured in Kat’s truck, Roxy shoved the Hummer’s gearshift into drive and fumbled for the headlight switch. Even though it was probably too late for Zayne’s tomatoes, at least he’d have the card back and be on the look out for the foul weather approaching.
He’d been so hard on himself because he couldn’t get the mix right. Roxy couldn’t stand to watch him lose the contest without proof of the Baudlins’ underhanded actions. Even if he hadn’t asked for her help, she’d have hunted down the truth on her own, unable to rest until she’d nailed the sons of bitches.
As she hit the highway, the wind howled, making it difficult to keep the Hummer on the road.
She felt safer, though, in Kat’s big tank than in her sporty sedan or Zayne’s beat-up pick-up, although the humungous size of vehicle probably led to a false sense of security. Still, she liked it. Her boots looked much better against monster truck floorboards than against her sedan’s plush, lamb’s wool mats. Maybe she would sell the Mercedes. She just didn’t really care to drive it anymore.
Like the storm raging across the Tennessee countryside, Roxy had navigated the storms in her life, never afraid to face threatening clouds alone. But not until Zayne and Kat had become a part of her life did she realize the comfort in battling conflicts with a small army of love backing her every move.
Rain pelted the windshield, forcing Roxy to turn up the wipers’ speed. She cranked up the defrost and leaned-up in her seat, trying to get a better view of the road ahead. Lightning cracked the sky, splintering the night into an electrical symphony.
With the heavy rains came pea-size pellets of hail. Each pellet ricocheted off the Hummer leaving chinks in Roxy’s nerves. Not a big fan of storms, she’d rather be hiding under a big ‘ole blanket until it passed.
And she’d certainly never driven in a meteorological event of this magnitude. Hell, she didn’t own a car until she’d left Manhattan. She’d never needed one. For as long as she could remember, she’d had an assigned driver from the car service her father employed. Probably not a bad idea in this kind of weather, but Roxy was no longer into smooth sailing. In fact, she almost had the hang of living on the edge.
As she neared the exit taking her through the county to the McDonald Farm, the hail stopped. But the rain hurtled through the night in torrential downpours. The Hummer’s wiper speed was maxed. Any harder and Roxy would be forced to pull over.
C’mon baby. She coached the SUV, patting the dashboard for good measure. Just take us six more miles. We’ve got to get to Zayne.
The thought of him in the middle of a field, unaware of the brutal storms brewing, chilled her. He was her everything. She refused to consider life without him. If she’d waited out the storm at the saloon and Zayne got hurt, she’d never have forgiven herself.
She replayed in her mind the National Weather Service’s alert. The announcer said Nashville was under a severe storm warning and a tornado watch. That meant severe storms were imminent. A loud boom again rocked the earth – yeah, she got that. The thunder vibrated through the SUV and into her core.
Now, as far as the tornado watch, that meant conditions were favorable for a tornado, right? Not that one had actually been spotted. Damn. She hoped she was right. Otherwise, she was headed straight into the center of the storm.
A fork of lightning ripped through the sky. Sparks shot up from the ground then erupted into a huge fireball. Evidently something of relevance had been struck.
Roxy had no problem buying into either forecast. With the increased frequency and wickedness of the lightning, her adrenaline surged. She pressed the gas pedal toward the floorboard. Let’s give this tank a good run.
Swinging into the farm’s lane, gravel kicking-up behind the rear tires, Roxy booked it, yanking the steering wheel sharply to the right to make the turn toward the barns. Screeching to a jerky halt in front of the open doors of the first barn, she killed the engine and climbed out of the SUV.
The wind, once whirling in a horrific roar while it beat the earth, had left an eerie silence in its wake. Goose bumps rushed over Roxy’s arms. The tops of the trees were stilled. Not a single branch stirred. Shit. This didn’t look good.
Trying to shake off the fear consuming her, she rubbed her arms. Grinding the heel of her boot into the dust, she thanked the angry heavens she wasn’t wearing stilettos.
She walked to the edge of the field closest to the first barn, looking out into the vast, deeply shadowed earth. She searched for Zayne’s tractor lights. Not seeing any, she ran past the next barn then stopped at the edge of a second field. She strained her eyes, willing his tractor to appear.
Repeating her actions two additional times and with only three fields left, she hustled past a fourth barn.
Without warning and without changing altitude, Roxy’s ears popped. She tugged on her earlobes then moved her jaw back and forth, trying to alleviate the uncomfortable sensation.
Finally spotting Zayne’s tractor coming towards the barn, she took-off through the tomato vines, sprinting toward the John Deere, wishing with everything she had she’d get to Zayne in time.
* * *
Damn. Zayne didn’t like the feel of the air closing in on the fields. His ears had popped, adjusting for a drastic drop in pressure. They were in for one hell of a storm.
He’d decided to head for the barn to grab his NOAA weather alert radio. He’d meant to put it in his pocket after he’d swallowed the dinner his mom left him in the main barn’s office. But he’d been in such a rush to get back in the fields, he’d forgotten.
His tractor rolled over the well-worn dirt rows separating the mounds of tomato vines, then crested a hill before heading down into another low spot. He swore he saw the headlamps pick up a moving shadow. But who’d be dumb enough to wander out here when it was obvious they were about to get hammered by a big storm?
Zayne focused on where he’d last seen the moving object, waiting until the tractor conquered the next hill to zero-in on the exact location.
What the hell? When he saw Roxy running toward him, his heart nearly stopped. He felt completely helpless. The tractor was moving at full speed, and it still felt like he was barely making headway to close the gap between them.
Nature’s eerie calm gave way to a cold wind that whistled and howled with increasing intensity the closer he got to Roxy. It wasn’t long before huge drops of rain pummeled his shoulders and back. The drops quickly became streams which almost instantaneously turned into torrential sheets, pricking his skin as if they were needles.
He hollered Roxy’s name but knew she’d never hear him above the ferocious storm.
His gut twisted into a fierce protective knot. He didn’t have time to wait on this ancient tractor. Slamming the gearshift into neutral, he turned off the motor and jumped to the ground.
He thought he heard her screaming out his name, but figured it was the storm messing with his mind. Hail the size of golf balls fell from the sky, leaving bruises on his flesh with each hit.
Frustrated with her for risking her safety for God knew what, he sprinted for Roxy beneath the thunderous roars echoing across the fields, dodging the deadly forks of lightning spearing the earth.
The rain, once plummeting to the ground, began to move backwards, up towards the sky, the effect of a major, vacuum-like force. Not until that moment did Zayne realize just how much trouble they were in. Fuck. A twister had to be coming right at them.
Reaching Roxy at last, he pulled her close to him, not sure if he wanted to kiss her or throttle her. What the hell was she doing out here? Whatever the reason, he didn’t have time to find out.
Zayne grabbed her by the hand, screaming over the wind for her to follow him. Telling her whatever she did, not to let go of his hand. She nodded her head she understood, her eyes telling him everything he needed to know.
If they were lucky enough to survive this twister, their life would never be the same.
* * *
Stashed in the barn minutes later, hay bales piled around them as additional safety nets, Roxy shivered, burying her head into Zayne’s drenched shirt. What had possessed her to run into the field was still a mystery. But now that she’d found her man, risks weren’t worth worrying about. Zayne was.
After holding her tight against him, Zayne pushed Roxy away from his chest, a mixture of fear and anger sparking from his eyes.
“What the hell were you thinking? You could have been picked-up by that twister. Hell, we’re still not out of the woods.”
“Well I wasn’t blown away and neither were you so that’s all that matters,” she answered, learning quickly that her unnecessary bravado hadn’t gone over well.
“Don’t move while I go get the weather radio. Do you think you can do that?”
“Perhaps,” she said, a bit hurt by his abrasiveness.
Rain dripped from his hair, sliding over his overly taught jaw line. If she wasn’t scared half to death, and he wasn’t pissed, being holed up together in the barn could prove to be fun.
The longer she sat, nestled on the barn’s cement floor between the tall stacks of hay, the more Roxy recognized how foolish she’d been. She could have gotten herself killed. Then where would she be? That thought sent heat back into her bones, hopefully not a premonition of Hell being the warm spot that would eventually heat her stone cold determination to go after what she wanted.
That thought wasn’t even funny except, at this point, she’d rather laugh at the ludicrous instead of cry with reality.
Soon Zayne was back, settling-in next to her with two radios squawking.
Thanks to the volume blasting from the speakers to override the static-filled airwaves, the dull points of an encroaching headache took over Roxy’s temples. The adrenaline rushes of the evening were still wreaking havoc in her body, screwing her system royally. Every bone she had was starting to ache, as if she were going on eighty instead of thirty-five.
Zayne, apparently feeling her pain or taking pity on her pouting lips, or both, took her back into his arms.
“I’m sorry for being harsh. You just scared me beyond human limits. I don’t know what I’d do without you. I love you so damn much. And that, Princess, scares me more.”
Hearing him say the words she once thought she didn’t want to hear and now couldn’t possibly ever tire of hearing re-energized Roxy’s body, mind and soul. “I love you too, Zayne. And you know that’s not easy for me either.”
“Nothing with you is ever easy,” Zayne responded, planting soft, incessant kisses down the length of her neck. “You’re a pistol, all right.”
Zayne rolled her onto her side then whispered into her ears perhaps the naughtiest suggestion she’d ever heard.
But she liked what he had in mind. She liked it a lot.
With the storm still raging outside the barn, they were about to stir one up in the hay to match if not exceed Mother Nature’s intensity. Like most of the best of Roxy’s dreams, reality with Zayne in the picture was consistently better.
She pulled-off her soaked t-shirt and covered the nearest bale of hay. As Zayne had propositioned, she then positioned herself on her knees, bending against and slightly over the bale.
He slid in behind her, running his hands over every muscle she had from the base of her neck to the small of her back, tracing each outline of her contoured body mass with his fingertips.
Chills caused by a mixture of his touch and the air rushing over her damp skin descended Roxy’s body from her head to the tips of her boots. As his strong, wet hands settled along each of her hip bones, Zayne lowered his pants and slid into position behind her.
“I believe we left the farm with some unfinished business the night of our river boat cruise,” he stated in a husky and hungry drawl.
His gravel-edged voice pierced the relative silence in the barn. Except for the howling winds and the snowy static of the radios still not able to catch a station, it was just him and his perfect body, her in nothing but her boots, and a bale of hay Roxy hoped could stand the heat of their unleashed desires.
Zayne entered her from behind then began pumping her soft and steady, moving in and out of her with a sensual cadence. His smooth rhythm building to what became erotic thrusts keeping time to a much edgier beat.
Roxy rode with him, bucking him hard but never throwing him off his mount. She couldn’t get enough of him.
As her body heated, moisture from more than the torrential rain covered her skin. She took pleasure again and again from feeling him penetrate deeper and deeper inside her. Reaching for the opposite side of the bale, she held on tight ‘til all control left her wanton and reckless.
Both of them too spent to continue on their knees, they moved to the barn’s floor, collapsing into each other’s arms.
With their bodies both still trembling, tiny aftershocks and jolts of joy flooded Roxy’s circuits. She stayed huddled together with him, tucked into the strong curves of his body, swaddled in the warmth of his love.
With one ear, Roxy listened to the rain beating down on the barn’s roof, while her other ear picked up the strong rhythm of Zayne’s heart.
He’d taught her to move to life’s music in an entirely different way. For the first time, she was free to dance to her own soul. And she wasn’t afraid of stumbling. Zayne was always there to get her back onto her feet.
So wrapped-up in her discoveries, she almost missed the radio announcer when his voice finally broke through the static. Zayne handed her one of the radios.
“Take this one, Princess, and listen in. I’ll catch the NOAA alert.”
Roxy did as Zayne asked. But to keep her headache from reappearing, she turned down the volume on her unit.
As the radio station’s news reporter rambled on and on about the storm, telling the listening audience he’d soon be live on the scene of the city’s hardest hit areas, Roxy leaned her wet head against one of the bales, blowing away the loose hay falling onto her lips.
“Looks like it blew over the farm, but I don’t think the west side of Nashville was as lucky.” Zayne turned to her, taking the radio away from her ear and cranking up the volume.
Thank God The Moms, her friends, and the saloon were safe, she thought, feeling her body relax with the report. They were on the east side of the city. But as soon as she’d breathed in a bit of relief at their safe location, her body stiffened and cramped into tiny knots of agony.
“Oh my God.” She threw her hands to her mouth, stifling the urge to scream. “Raeve.”
Four hours later, Roxy stood with Zayne, his arm around her shoulder, holding her close. They’d finally been allowed into the area the twister left in its wake.
Roxy had been silent for several minutes. And even though she knew Zayne was waiting for her to say something, she couldn’t find the words. How could she express the feeling of losing everything she’d worked years to create?
In the rubble that once formed The Tractor Supply Store and her beloved Raeve, an emergency worker’s searchlight landed on a sparkling piece of silver.
Breaking away from Zayne and ignoring the sheriff’s deputy’s request for her to stay clear of the debris until he thought it was safe to walk on, Roxy slowly made her way through what was left of her boutique.
Reaching the illuminated object, she leaned over and plucked it from the surrounding devastation. As if the storm had also destroyed a dam inside her soul, tears flooded her cheeks. Her heart poured out her pain.
Holding up a belt buckle, the first one she’d designed in the Buckles Me Baby Collection, Roxy used her fingers then her soaked shirt to wipe-off the filthy muck covering the precious stones and silver. Turning back to Zayne, seeing FEMA’s spotlights reflecting off his tears, she lost what little strength she had left.
Collapsing into the heap of debris, she pounded her fists against the remains of a display unit once belonging to Raeve.
All her hard work had been blown to bits. Her inventory, gone. Her supplies, gone. Her drawings, gone.
Zayne came to her side, kneeled down and bundled her into his jacket.
She couldn’t feel his or the material’s warmth. She was numb, slowly closing-out the world around her. Looking through the fog swirling in her head, Roxy fought to stay clear of the vacuum desperately trying to trap her inside a never-ending tunnel of despair.
Peep. Peep-peep. Peep. A small, high-pitched peep suddenly reached deep into her subconscious. Refusing to let go. Determined not to let her give-up.
Peep. Peep.
Roxy forced her eyes to focus in the direction of the desperate cry.
A baby chick, shaking its wet fuzz, called for help while trying to take refuge against Roxy’s jeans.
She picked up the trembling critter. Trying to conserve its body heat, she closed her hands around its tiny form.
Although Roxy didn’t see its incubation tub in the rubble nor any of the other dozens of chicks calling the supply store their temporary home, this lucky devil had survived.
“I’m going to call you Lucky,” she whispered into the chick’s soft, fuzzy head. “Do you have room for this little one at the farm, Old McDonald?”
“I think we can take her in,” Zayne said, running his hand over the chick’s head.
He then put both his arms around Roxy and pulled her towards him, resting her head against his chest.
She gazed up into his eyes, basking in the love she saw, knowing that was enough to get her through the storm.
Before she pulled herself together enough to speak, she was surrounded by Kat, Lily, Jules and Audrey. Just the sight of them brought back her tears.
“We came as soon as we heard,” Kat said, brushing strands of matted hair out of Roxy’s eyes.
“Oh, darling, I’m so sorry.” Roxy’s mother knelt in front of her, cupping her chin in her hands. “Don’t you worry about a thing. We’ll find a new location. Have you re-opened in no time.”
“Hey, sweetie,” Jules said. “Audrey and I are here as long as you need us.”
Audrey bent down, closing the circle of love, offering no words, just her sweet smile.
* * *
Two days later, the full impact of her loss sinking in, Roxy soaked in her jet tub. She closed her eyes, slipping down into the hot water, resting her head on a spa pillow she’d borrowed from her mother.
She was talked out. The silence surrounding her in her master suite was a welcome refuge from the pandemonium of the last forty-eight hours.
She knew she had decisions to make. Decisions no one could make but her. Although Zayne, The Moms, Jules and Audrey, and even Cody and Damian had each pitched in their suggestions.
For their love and support, Roxy would be eternally grateful. For sanity, however, she’d retreated to her suite.
Concentrating on the smell of her Caribbean therapy bath oil, she relaxed. The intoxicating aromas of peaches, coconut, and vanilla transported her far away from her tub and her troubles.
Submerging her mind under the steamy bath, along with her loofah sponge, Roxy tested the waters of her choices.
She could pack-up and move back to Manhattan. Or she could face the storm and the music of the life she’d made here in Nashville.
She stretched her neck, moving it around her shoulders, seeing how each decision felt. With each twist, turn and pop, she weighed her potential for happiness.
With her country couture belt buckles, Roxy had made Raeve a success. And she could do it again, especially with the designs she’d signed to do for Deena Mettles. Once the CMT talent pool saw her accessories in country music videos and magazines, Raeve would make it to the big leagues.
But where did that leave Zayne?
They’re chemistry was real, both on the dance floor and off, a sweet serendipity Roxy couldn’t defy even if she wanted to. She loved him, and no matter how different their worlds were on the outside, their hearts and feet were in sync.
Her dilemma wasn’t whether or not to pursue their future together. The issue was about the form that future would take based on each of their career decisions.
She pushed-in the button to get the tub jets whirling, letting the sound of the engine stir the water as well as her soul.
Maybe her and Zayne’s timing – personally and professionally – wasn’t as bad as it first appeared.
What’s to say they shouldn’t take a shot at more than their relationship? How about the reality TV venue? Agreeing to do the dance show and taping the episodes at The Neon Cowboy, would certainly help Zayne build a reputation as Nashville’s premier bootscootin’ cowboy. Perhaps it would even give him a following to start his own studio.
‘Course they could only take the gig if and when he decided on the future of his tomato farm.
Focusing on quieting the cloud of emotions tumbling through her heart, Roxy took a deep breath.
At least Zayne knew about the Baudlins’ betrayal and could go to the contest judges with the information. That is, if he wanted to. As of yesterday, he hadn’t made-up his mind how to handle Jack and his father. He’d chosen instead to spend the last two weeks before the contest deadline attempting to salvage his Brandywines.
Roxy pulled the stopper out of the bottom of the tub, draining her sorrows with the bath water. She wrapped her body in a fluffy pink towel.
If success was happiness, she thought, then what was the best way she could merge their worlds? Country music and Manhattan weren’t exactly strangers. There was always honky-tonkin’ in the Big Apple. And she’d brought the Big Apple’s style to Music City USA along with a gorgeous grapevine and beautiful box-step.
Life was meant to be fun, for her and everyone else on the dance floor. It was time Roxy cut her losses and threw her own curves into the mix.
“Hello, Nashville,” Roxy spoke into the saloon’s speaker system, thrilled by the packed house she commanded. “It’s time for the announcement you’ve all been waiting for.”
She took-out the envelope the Tomato Festival Chairman handed her before she went on stage. “Drum roll, please.”
The house drummer laid his sticks against his snare, tapping them slowly at first, gradually picking up speed until it was impossible to tell when one stick was down and the other lifted from the drum.
Roxy’s nerves rolled with the beat. Her pulse raced in an even heat with the snare.
A silent hush fell over the crowd.
Roxy exchanged a lingering look with Zayne, a message of reassurance and love only the two of them could decipher. She wasn’t sure which role was more stressful – supporting the one you love when their dreams are at a crossing point or being the one in the partnership waiting to see which path was opening and which was closing for the love of your life.
Right now, she’d pick the supportive role as the bigger point of angst. She’d never felt so helpless. There was absolutely nothing she could do for Zayne except be there for him and with him. No matter which path they were about to journey down, they’d make it together.
Roxy really didn’t care whether she ended up a dancing queen or the Red Rocket Brandywine Tomato Princess. She’d make sure she had time for both, along with maintaining her belt buckle empire and keeping her cowboy happy. When she was at the height of her game, why give up her neurotic energy level?
Opening the envelope, Roxy took a deep breath. As she removed the certificate inside, her hands shook. This was it. The new direction of their life written in fancy script on the certificate she was about to read.
She paused a moment, not just for dramatic effect, but to give herself time to soak in the answer to her life’s riddle. She’d finally figured it out.
Success was happiness.
And the look she’d exchanged with Zayne had shown her what happiness in her world consisted of.
It really didn’t matter whether or not Zayne won this contest. He’d beat the odds just like Roxy had. He’d stared down impossibility and turned it into his own successful reality.
But there was more than that, Roxy now knew. Much more. They’d achieved their dreams by relying on each other.
Roxy, once the queen of doing things her way or no way, had taken the biggest risks in her life. She’d counted on people. She’d allowed them to help her go for the gusto. And they’d caught her when she’d taken a tumble...or two. She’d also been there for them. Yes, success had brought her happiness. But achievement didn’t mean a damn without people to share her joy.
“Ladies and Gentlemen, the winner of this year’s Best Hybrid Tomato Contest is...”
Roxy read the name on the certificate. Her heart leapt out of her chest and onto the dance floor.
“The Neon Cowboy’s own...Zayne McDonald.”
The look on Zayne’s face wrapped around Roxy’s soul and would forever be a permanent fixture in her heart. She’d never forget the sweet, tender relief washing over his face and his shoulders finally relaxing. When his sexier-than-sexy grin reaffirmed its place, Roxy’s spirit soared. She planned to spend a lifetime and then some keeping that look she loved from fading.
As Zayne stood and approached the stage, the crowd went wild.
Roxy couldn’t keep her excitement contained any longer. She ran down the stage steps, meeting him halfway across their dance floor. This time, she managed to skim across the divots in the floor he’d rescued her from not too far in their past. Her life was finally built on solid ground.
Zayne picked her up, tossed his cowboy hat into the air then twirled her in circles. Even after he set her on her feet, Roxy’s body, a bundle of joyous energy, seemed to continue twirling, spinning months then years into their future.
She had it all, Roxy thought, taking Zayne’s hand.
Before she could continue basking in just that fact alone, they were rushed by Kat and Lily, Jules and Audrey, and Cody and Damian. In one steadfast human circle, Roxy’s new family took center stage. Draping their arms across each other’s shoulders, they bowed their heads into the center of the circle. No one said anything. No words could do justice to the emotions of their moment. What they’d accomplished together, not one of them or even two could have done alone.
By simply being there for each other, sharing the glory days as well as the dog days, the triumphs and the tragedies, the successes and the failures, they were all responsible for this success.
Roxy had opened her heart and made room for the love she’d once been afraid to let-in. Her body overwhelmed by the thought of what would have become of her if she’d never found the courage to follow her dreams, she shuddered.
Zayne kissed her cheek then broke their familial circle long enough to go to the stage and accept his award.
Once upon a time, Roxy would have feared the gap left behind by the physical absence of someone she loved. Not anymore. She could finally take comfort that her family loved her enough to come back. And better yet, even when they were physically apart, their hearts and love kept them strong and together. No more over-priced, surrogate au pairs providing love for a paycheck. Roxy had a real family to welcome her home. She’d no longer accept for-hire substitutes.
* * *
Taking the microphone, Zayne’s hands shook while he looked out at the crowd.
In his brief silence, he took the time to not only compose his thoughts but to bask in his victories. And he wasn’t thinking about his newfound tomato king reign. The victories he contemplated were much more important to him and always would be.
He rested his gaze on the two women who completed his world. His mom and Roxy stood together, their arms wrapped around each other, neither one of them talking. Too bad he didn’t have his camera. Even with a photo to prove it, he’d have a hard time believing something could render those two simultaneously speechless.
Speaking of speeches, he was so mesmerized by his girls’ silence, he almost missed the quiet chants of the saloon’s crowd. Once the noise made a grand crescendo into an anxious roar coupled with the clinks of silverware to frosted-glass beer mugs, Zayne caught on.
Speech, speech, speech, the crowd cheered.
Zayne cleared his throat and brought the microphone to his mouth.
“Wow. Not only am I speechless. But the festival committee should be congratulated for rendering my two favorite ladies the same. That, my friends, is truly remarkable,” Zayne said to the crowd’s rowdy hee-haws.
He then raised his microphone in salute of his mom and Roxy who raised their mugs right back with eat-shit grins replacing their beautiful smiles.
Noting their contagious, ornery spirits, Zayne’s insides bubbled-over with a zest for the humor in life he often didn’t take time to enjoy.
“And speaking of remarkable, I’m honored to have been able to help bring my dad’s Red Rocket Brandywine dreams to ketchup bottles across the country.”
Zayne could hardly fight back the tears rimming his eyes. Finally seeing his goal achieved, Zayne wondered if even his manly man dad wouldn’t have broken down.
“This one’s for you, Dad.”
Starting with one stimulus Zayne never would have expected to initiate the celebration, the crowd went wild. Jack Baudlin stood, lifted his mug, and with a voice soft at first, but more robust as the crowd picked up his efforts, began to chant ‘Kent, Kent, Kent’.
A thunder of boots hitting the saloon’s hardwood floors joined the voices. Every higher decibel reached brought Zayne’s tears closer to spilling. Seeing his mom and Roxy’s pride already flowing, Zayne released his emotions, allowing his tears to find their way over his cheekbones before they rolled off his McDonald jaw line.
“There are a few additional people I’d like to mention tonight, without whom, I wouldn’t be up here accepting this contract,” Zayne said bringing one hand to his brow bone to shield the spotlights while he searched the crowd. “Cody, Damian, Jules, Audrey...and let’s see...Lily. Where are you guys?”
Assisting Zayne’s search, the follow spot operator panned the crowd, hitting on gold in the center of the room. Still in their protective, love-filled circle stood Zayne’s posse, their mugs and glasses raised.
“Thanks guys. And gals too. I’m so lucky to have you in my life.”
“We’re the lucky ones,” Lily hollered, raising her glass a bit higher than the rest and winking at her future son-in-law.
Well, she didn’t know yet that he’d be related to her in that way, but she would soon, Zayne promised himself.
“Thank you, Lily. But for the extra practice, I’m going to start arguing with you now,” Zayne said then laughed. “I’m the lucky one.”
He turned his attention to his mother and Roxy, taking comfort in the fact that just the site of them soothed his rattled nerves. How he’d ever do a prime time television show when standing in front of one room of people made him a wreck he wasn’t quite sure. But, just like his mom and Roxy had given him, he’d give it his all.
“Mom,” Zayne began, feeling the reassuring squeeze in his heart muscle always experienced thinking about or talking to her, “I’m at this point in my life because of your unconditional love, encouragement, and never ending support. If I can give to my family and friends what you’ve given me, only then, regardless of my future in the tomato business or any other endeavors, only then, will I have truly succeeded.”
Before he was too overcome with emotion to continue, which would give Cody and Damian way too much material to use on him for decades, Zayne turned to Roxy. When their eyes met, he knew that look would last for a lifetime as would their love.
“And finally, Roxy, the woman I didn’t know I needed ‘til you totaled my tomato truck and continued falling at my feet.”
Seeing Roxy’s eyes narrow into that ‘you’re-an-asshole’ slit got Zayne all fired-up. Unless he got that twinkle-filled, mischievous uprising out of her, he wasn’t doing something right. And he’d learned long ago he thrived on that look like he thrived on her.
“I don’t know what I’d do without you. You’re my everything. And I’m going to spend a lifetime proving it to you. I love you, Roxy Rae Vaughn.”
Reading her delicious lips that she loved him too filled Zayne’s heart with the most natural rhythm he’d ever moved-to.
* * *
As the cameras rolled and the spotlight dimmed, Roxy’s tummy did the same acrobatics as the night eight months ago when she’d stood in this same place with Zayne, ready to perform their first dance as partners.
With their family and friends lining the edges of the saloon’s floor, they waited for the director to cue the music. As Anne Murray’s soft voice filled the room, asking “Could I Have This Dance”, Zayne took Roxy’s hands, leading her into a fluid and magical Two Step.
Not needing to concentrate on the dance, Roxy sang the words in her mind. Her body fell into place beside Zayne’s without any conscious effort. They’d practiced this number for weeks, along with several others, anxiously learning the ropes of starring in their own show.
With Cody, Jack Baudlin and Santos running the farm, satisfying Zayne’s contractual obligations with the ketchup world, Zayne had not only been able to commit to the dance show, he’d also taken on several couples for private dance lessons. His bootscootin’ cowboy efforts were paying off big time, making him happier than Roxy had ever seen him.
And even though Roxy was busier than ever with Raeve, there was no way she wouldn’t make time for dancing with the man of her dreams. After two-stepping, she’d fallen in love with him, and they were continuing to build their future one dance at a time.
Without the support and talents of Kat, Audrey, Damian, and her mother, Roxy would never have rebuilt Raeve in the saloon. Kat, Audrey and Damian’s support hadn’t surprised Roxy at all, they had been there for her from the get-go. But Lily Vaughn had become quite the anomaly of her past life. She’d become a caring - sometimes overbearingly caring - mother and an outstanding sales associate.
Between Audrey and Damian’s marketing and construction talents and Kat and Audrey’s no-customer-left-behind sales tactics, Raeve was making a huge name for itself in the country music apparel industry.
In just three months, they’d transformed the gift corral into Raeve’s new home, just in time for the release of the Buckles Me Baby Spring Collection and the world premier of Deena Mettles next video in which she’d be wearing Raeve from head-to-toe.
Sliding into a smooth grapevine, Roxy also thought about the vines buzzing with interesting tidbits regarding Jules and Cody. Those two had much more cooking than what they were created together in The Neon Cowboy’s kitchen. And when the new full time kitchen manager Kat hired took over in a few short weeks, that gig was up. But Jules had just informed Roxy and Audrey that she intended to take up permanent residency in Nashville, choosing to open her new bakery and catering company here instead of in Manhattan. Roxy couldn’t have been happier for Jules. And Cody was definitely into Jules’ decision.
As Roxy toured the floor, connected for the end of the song to her fiancé’s hip, she looked anxiously at The Moms, hoping they’d remembered to set out the Blahniks she’d chosen for the final dance of Episode One.
Kat winked at Roxy, and Roxy’s mother tapped her hand no-way nonchalantly on top of a boot box sitting on Roxy’s director’s chair.
Seeing her mother’s ring finger empty, a brief pang of regret pierced Roxy’s stomach. Not that she had in any way not supported her mother’s divorce. Her dad had always made it hell for her mom and still was. He was a terrific source of negative energy. And unless and until he acted differently, she and her mother had decided together to remove him from their spheres’ of influence.
Roxy’s regret came from watching her mother experience the pain and frustration of discovering what it was like letting real love into her life once someone had snuffed it out. Roxy had been there, done that. And she’d be there every step of the way for her mother.
“I see you three conspiring. What’s that about?” Zayne whispered in Roxy’s ear.
“You’ll see,” she said kicking-out her boot in perfect time, launching into the final two measures of the song.
Bowing to the applause of the crowd and the enhanced clap track backing them, Roxy caught a glimpse of a second shoebox setting on a small table off stage right.
She winked at Zayne. “I think I’ll take five and check-in with wardrobe.”
“You do that, Princess,” Zayne said, leaning over to kiss her forehead. “In case you’re worried, I had the floor fixed last week. So kick some ass in those fancy shoes you’re about to put on.”
“If you insist, Cowboy,” Roxy said, pulling off her boots and wiggling her toes in anticipation.
She exited the dance floor, making her way to The Moms who had cleared the boot box from her chair. Sitting in her seat, catching her breath between numbers, Roxy eyed the box first then The Moms. The anticipation in their eyes amped up Roxy’s curiosity.
The plan had been that they’d stow away the Blahniks Roxy planned to wear in the boot box so as not to draw any early attention from the show’s wardrobe advisor. Once Roxy’s feet were firmly wedged into the gorgeous shoes she’d picked out, then she would deal with the wardrobe gooroo. Once he saw her in the shoes, he’d more than agree with Roxy’s itsy bitsy sashay around the pre-approved schedule.
“Well, let’s put our little plan into action, shall we?” Roxy said, expecting Kat and her mother to hand her the fabulous silk and satin, jewel-encrusted stilettos she’d been saving for just such a special occasion.
Looking up from her not-so-happy feet, having promised them she’d treat them to a professional massage following the show’s taping, Roxy could only thank the heavens she was sitting down. It wasn’t her moms carrying-out her plan. In front of her, down on one knee, was her father, holding the most beautiful Blahnik Roxy had ever seen. With a look in his eyes asking her permission to slip the fabulous shoes onto her feet, Roxy felt like Cinderella.
“I’m sorry, Roxy,” her father said, sliding the gorgeous, perfectly crafted shoes onto her feet. “I know I’m not real good at this and never have been, but I’m proud of you. Kick ass out there.”
Roxy stood-up from her chair, letting her feet settle into the shoes and her heart settle inside her chest. Even though he’d seen the smile she couldn’t keep hidden, Roxy never said anything to her father. There’d be time for words later. Right now the man of her dreams was waiting on his partner. And for the first time, Roxy’s father was waiting to see his daughter dance.
On her way to the floor, Roxy’s mother reached for her arm.
Gently turning Roxy to face her, she said, “Don’t worry, Darling. When you’re done, we’ll kick his ass together. Although we could probably give him a few points for effort.”
“Not too many points,” Kat said, hugging both Roxy and her mother. “Let’s make him squirm a bit.”
“You two are bad. Very, very bad,” Roxy said, shaking her head and laughing all the way to the dance floor. But she liked the way their brains worked.
Okay, Manolo, let’s do a bit of bootscootin’ in your fabulous Blahniks.
The lights dimmed. The music started. And Roxy’s feet, soles and soul came alive to their own style and beat.
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STOMPIN’ ON STETSONS is a romantic comedy — think Hell’s Kitchen mixed with Meet the Fockers.
Manhattan-raised, culinary-schooled pastry chef Jules Lichtenstien wants to make her new Nashville, Tennessee bakery a success. Catering the wedding of a Music City socialite and her country music, chart-topping beau could do just that. But learning the Wedding Planner From Hell is her ex has Jules’ nerves frosted. Having never found the sweet comfort in a man that she gets from her sugary confections, she vows to never again cook up anything but food in her kitchen.
Meat n’ Three diner heir and produce man Cody Weiss is fantastic with food but lousy with relationships. Or so says his ex-fiancé whose wedding he’s unwittingly agreed to help his friend Jules cater. Cody wants to help Jules, but what he really wants is to succeed in their relationship where he’s failed in the past.
With both of their exes stirring the pots, can Jules and Cody pull off the wedding without making minced meat of their relationship? And when a hat causes heat to simmer between them, will they be able to survive both in and out of the kitchen?
Love is a lot like cooking…delicious…with the right ingredients.
STOMPIN’ ON STETSONS will be released in November 2010, just in time for the holiday season. But here’s a little peek to whet your appetite…
The sweet allure of vanilla extract and cinnamon chips tickled Jules Lichtenstien’s nose.
She inhaled with the gusto of a yoga master, coaxing her subterranean, larger-than-life-sustaining breath to steady her discombobulated nerves. Short of abandoning the kitchen in favor of her yoga studio, meditative breathing was her only hope of achieving a state somewhat resembling the elusion of sanity.
“Push. Pull. Fold.” Chanting her pastry chef mantra, she worked her mind in place of over-working the dough.
Using the heel of her hand, she pushed the dough away then back, folding it over as she pulled. With each choreographed motion, she envisioned her masseuse kneading her muscles with the same concentrated pressure.
Handling the powdery ball with schooled finesse, she patted it into a ten-inch circle then reached for a cookie cutter. Pressing the cutter’s metal edges into the dough, she punched out a baker’s dozen, wishing she could separate her thoughts as easily as scones.
As if her head were a gigantic tube of icing about to spurt into action, she closed her eyes, squeezing her warring thoughts into a tiny tip of reason.
Placing the scones on an un-greased baking sheet, Jules relaxed her shoulders and settled into her routine. Craving nothing but culinary love in the form of a hot, gooey tea biscuit, she poured her restless energy into pastry chef mode, focusing on the confectionary magic beneath her fingertips.
She brushed the scone tops with beaten egg whites and added a dusting of sugar. Sliding the sheet into the oven, she poked the arrows on the control panel keypad until the numbers ticked off second-by-second. She didn’t have the eighteen minutes it took scones to bake. But if she didn’t feed her tormented ego, along with her work plan, she’d never psych up for her meeting with Music City socialite Sienna Cruz.
Pressing her thumbs into the tingling flesh at the back of her neck, Jules moved her fingers in rhythmic circles, rubbing out the pings of stress hammering the base of her skull.
The renovation of the building for her new bakery and catering company was on schedule. Sort of. Sort of being not close to acceptable considering she’d landed the meeting with Sienna for the company’s first big catering event. She should feel great. Terrific. The Cruz gig, if successful, would go a long way toward securing the CMA Fan Fest food service contract. And that job would be Jules’ golden, candy apple. The belle of her bakery’s dough balls.
Hypothetically, her double boiler should be bubbling over with good fortune. Apparently, however, hers was simmering with nothing but pessimism. Hissing streams of doubt gurgled in her stomach. Her normally confident exterior was overtaken by Mount Vesuvius proportioned, what-the-hell-were-you-thinking eruptions.
She flipped on the coffee grinder, cranking the dial from medium to finely ground, counting on the robust flavor to drown out her espresso strength hesitation. With the grinder whirring down to its last, desperate chugs, she coached her inner Buddha to dig a deep refuge in the name of culinary enlightenment.
Doing her best to keep her nerves as level as the quarter-cup into which she measured the ash-like grounds, Jules glanced at the clock on the oven. Quarter after nine. Damn. Before she could call an end to the latest in a string of exhausting days, she had to make the berry pudding and get it into the refrigerator.
Where the hell was Cody with her berries?
She loaded the dishwasher, trying to unload her irritation, dangling the enormity of Sienna’s wedding in front of her muses, hoping like hell they’d save her ass.
Foreseeing her company’s demise at the hands of her over-zealous ambitions, she wandered the streets of self-pity-ville. Hearing the doorbell chime, she sidestepped a deep gutter of gloom in favor of the ass chewing she’d dish Cody.
How was she supposed to make Sweet Destiny a success if she couldn’t count on her produce man to deliver on time? Good thing he was a terrific guy, fantastic friend and fabulous looking. Otherwise, he’d have been replaced a long time ago.
She opened the door, her lips set to hurl him a stern warning. But once her eyes took in his sweet as maple sugar smile, her vocal chords froze stiffer than her award-winning meringue.
Cody Weiss, the best fruit and vegetable man in Nashville, Tennessee, stood on her porch with a basket load of gorgeous, fresh-picked raspberries, blackberries and blueberries.
Damn his perfect fruit. And damn his dreamy, Stetson-covered head.
“Sorry I’m late.” Cody stepped into Jules’ entryway, tipping his hat while trying not to drop the berries.
Seeing fire in her mocha eyes, his gut churned like the crank of his Grandma Lucy’s ice cream maker. Jules perused the berries he’d busted his butt picking ’til the night sky stopped him. As the angry sparks lighting her glare burned down to smoldering embers, Cody’s hope of ending up in her good graces re-kindled.
The woman’s intensity and demanding demeanor were both captivating and infuriating. She was a combustible ball of beauty and energy, revving every ounce of his manhood.
“It’s about time you showed up.” Jules heaved a sigh lifting her ample cleavage close to his face.
“It sure is.” Cody took a deep breath, forcing his mind away from her bountiful breasts, fighting the surge in his groin before it sent him to his knees begging for forgiveness. “Smells like my timing is impeccable. What you got in that oven?”
An almost invisible upturn of the corner of her mouth told him she wasn’t about to let her smile rise above her fury. But the hint of that smile struggling to stay hidden still tickled him.
He followed his nose and Jules’ fine backside into the kitchen, hoping to score a bit of whatever taste of heaven she’d whipped up. She could do things with sugar, flour, and eggs he’d never seen duplicated, not even in the kitchens of Nashville’s famed Meat N’ Three diners. And being the heir apparent to his Grandma Lucy’s Lunchbox Café, voted Nashville’s best diner nineteen times, he considered himself an expert on all foods fried, artery-clogging, sweet and delicious.
He set the berry basket on the center island. Sliding onto a bar stool, he felt like he did as a boy at the Lunchbox’s counter waiting on his mom and grandma to pull out something wonderful from the deep-fat fryer.
Jules bent over and opened the oven door.
The scintillating rear-view of her perfectly proportioned, yoga-toned hind-end messed with his testosterone level. Heat shot to his groin. An intense pressure built against the inside of his jeans. What he wouldn’t give to sneak up behind her and…well…he had several ideas on what he’d like to do next. None of which eased the strain on his zipper.
“Well, don’t just sit there gawking,” Jules said, coming at him with a piping hot baking sheet. “Pour us some coffee.”
“Sure thing, JuJu Bee,” he said, noticing the stress lines creasing her pretty forehead, goading his instincts to search and destroy whoever was responsible for her upheaval. “After we demolish these scones, I’ll help you with the berry pudding.”
“You don’t have to…”
“I know I don’t. But I’m not sitting here while you bust your ass.”” As Cody retrieved the coffee pot, his arm brushed hers, sending tremors of electricity to the tips of his boots.
“Cody, I appreciate it. Truly, I do.” Jules set out butter, honey and a knife. “But you know how I am in the kitchen and -”
“You’re right, I do.” He interrupted her before she could make a decent argument. “But I survived three months with you in The Neon Cowboy’s kitchen and I’ve volunteered for another go around. Not sure what that says about my mind. But the shape you’re in tonight, I’m willing to trade my mental competency for yours.”
“You really are nuts,” Jules said then laughed.
Cody’s heart tightened against his chest at the sound of her laughter, even if it was at his expense. He liked that for a woman in her mid thirties, she laughed like a little girl watching her favorite cartoon. Spontaneous giggles. Untouched by inhibitions. But giggles farther and farther apart now that she was consumed by the bakery and Fan Fest.
“Okay, Stud, as you wish. But you know the rules. Don’t do anything until I tell you how and when.”
“Yes, I’m well aware of the rules. Your diva-hood in the kitchen is no secret of the South.” Cody poured her coffee, stirring in three raw sugars like she preferred. “So why the need for the cinnamon scones? That isn’t a good sign.”
“I make scones all the time.” Jules wiped a small bead of sweat from her brow.
“I am a pastry chef or did you forget?” Slicing through a scone, a tiny trail of melted cinnamon chip clung to the knife as she lifted it from the plate.
“No, smart ass, I didn’t forget your occupation.” Cody licked his lips as Jules dipped the knife into the butter tub then slathered the inside of the scone. “But you don’t make your aunt’s sacred cinnamon chip scones, at home, after nine p.m., when you have other stuff that must be made before calling it a night.”
Topping the scones with drizzles of honey, she made him salivate like Pavlov’s dog.
“I could have had the other stuff done if you’d gotten your ass here on time with my berries,” she said then took a healthy bite of scone, catching one drop of honey with her tongue but losing another drop down the dangerously scooped neckline of her strawberry red tank top.
“Hey, you know there aren’t enough hours for what crazy people like us dish onto our plates. I’m sorry I’m late, but I had to help Grams and Mom finish up tomorrow’s menu prep before I headed out into the fields to pick your berries.”
“I know. I know. And I’m sorry for being so impatient. Shit. I am losing it, aren’t I?” Jules licked her fingers then tugged at her bra as if coercing her double bounty back into place.
Fixated on cleavage management like any loyal, concerned male friend should be, Cody couldn’t help but concentrate on the honey, wet and sticky, smack dab across one of her nipples.
“Need help corralling the twins?” he asked, not able to suppress the ornery grin spreading across his mouth. “There’s some honey…”
He reached his hand toward her chest, his fingertips fueled by a desire he fought with everything in him to contain.
“I got it.” She swatted his hand while biting back a smile then took a napkin to the honey. “I look like a complete wreck.”
“No you don’t. A bit tired and anxious, but not a wreck.” Cody sat next to her and reached for a scone, dead-set on finding the reason for her panic. “So why is this pudding such a big deal?”
Jules swiveled her stool to face him, her drama-wielding, large, browner-than-brown eyes begging for sympathy like a puppy at the pound. She sighed, as if ready to unload a Titanic-sized sinking ship.
Heeding her mayday call, a gargantuan wave of concern crashed against Cody’s chest. Unlike her staunch, independent style, a fierce determination Cody struggled to adjust to, this time Jules didn’t appear to want to go it alone in her life raft. Determined to keep her afloat, his stomach tightened then tumbled into a swelling abyss. Who or what could have her so off-balance?
“Like the idyllic idiot Aunt Tulip raised me to be, and as if the stress of getting Sweet Destiny open wasn’t mind numbing enough, I thought I’d jump start the bakery and better my shot at the Fan Fest gig by booking a big-time catering event.” Jules drummed her manicured nails against the countertop.
“Nothing I’d consider obscenely grandiose for your normal M.O.,” Cody said. “You’re always biting off, pun-intended, more than you can handle. So what’s the problem?”
She moved her mouth as if simply exercising her jaw would exorcise her troubles, perhaps searching for words she was uncomfortable spilling.
“The event I signed to do is the wedding of Sienna Cruz. Although ‘event’, in its singular form, is a misnomer.”
Cody damn near choked on his scone. He gulped, forcing the biscuit to descend his throat, swallowing it along with his raw nerves. Though a year and a half had passed, hearing Sienna’s name twisted his gut into cantaloupe-sized knots.
“She’s marrying that country music up-and-comer Evan Granger, right?” Cody hoped his nonchalant voice betrayed his depth of knowledge about Sienna and the sting her name fired up in his gut like an ulcer that couldn’t be pacified. “Smart move, JuJu Bee. That event will be fantastic press for Sweet Destiny.”
Potential disaster for him to be in any way associated with, but he should be focusing on Jules’ needs now, right? Not consumed by his deep-rooted despise for all things Cruz. Imploring his ego and instincts to take second seat to Jules’ chance to make a great start for Sweet Destiny, he buried his desire to warn her about getting mixed up in Sienna’s world.
Sienna and Company loathed him, he reminded himself, not Jules. How could they not adore her? He’d never seen anyone, including himself, not be immediately drawn into her high-energy escapades.
“You won’t be touting my brilliance for long.” Jules opened and closed her fingers as if she were squeezing the juice out of an imaginary orange. “The booking includes not just Sienna and Evan’s six hundred-guest wedding day-slash-night gala, but also her bridal shower and bachelorette party…”
“Ouch. You’ve certainly taken on quite the monster…I mean monster events,” Cody said, catching the sharpened edge tingeing his sarcasm, unable to hide his disdain.
“Nyah, nyah, nyah. Not done yet.”
“There’s more?”
Jules nodded her head, affirming she hadn’t reached the end of the nightmare. “I’m also doing the rehearsal dinner, which is where you come in.”
“Where I what?” Cody turned his head away from her reality busting bravado and sucked in a much-needed gulp of air.
“You heard me. So here’s the kicker.” Jules crossed to the recessed nook she used as a mobile command center when baking from home.
She flipped through her planner, turning the book sideways and upside down.
Why the hell she still used the prehistoric, non-earth friendly paper version was beyond him. He’d tried to convince her to trade the beast in for an electronic PDA but had failed. How she read the damn thing with scribbles scratched on every page was a mystery.
Skimming pages like a champion speed reader, she slammed shut the book’s cover. “ We have one month until I’ll be hocking pastries seven days a week at Sweet Destiny. And exactly three months and one week, after our meeting tomorrow with Sienna and her family, to pull off Nashville’s premier event of the holiday season.”
“What do you mean ‘we’?” Cody moved his hat lower on his head, trying to shadow the horror he knew pierced through his eyes.
“I want you and Grandma Lucy’s Lunchbox Café to help me with the rehearsal dinner as well as anything else out of my comfort level. Kind of a Fan Fest practice gig. I’m the pastry chef, remember? You’re the Meat N’ Three Diner King,” Jules said, her eyes wide with desperation, pleading with him not to even think about letting her down. “Together, we can’t lose.”
Sad, he’d spent countless hours reaching the same conclusion. Together, as a couple, they would be dynamite. But unsure she’d feel the same, if he ever got the balls to bring up the topic, Cody had shoved that thought to a mental shelf he rarely used. Now the idea had manifested itself in a frightening and unintended direction.
“I think I need something stronger than coffee,” he said.
“Good idea. We should toast our partnership and develop a plan for the meeting.” Jules gave him the last scone out of the basket then headed to her liquid courage stash in the turntable next to the frig.
He’d be toast all right, Cody thought, picturing he and Cruz and Company at their first face-to-face since all hell arrived with wedding bells eighteen months prior.
Watching Jules’ body relax while she mixed their drinks made Cody’s head and heart spin. His brain prepared for battle, favoring the flight response instead of fighting the Cruz’s on their turf. His heart, however, charged on, fueled by Jules’ need for him and his diner.
Maybe he should tell her about he and Sienna’s past.
Jules slipped up behind him, handed him a drink then planted her sweet lips on his cheek. Chills of pleasure from the warmth of her breath rippled across his skin and settled in his soul.
Maybe he’d keep quiet.
“Thank you, Sweet Man. Just knowing you’re beside me means everything to me.”
“Anything for you, JuJu Bee.” Cody kissed her nose, tasting a bit of leftover butter and honey.
He could certainly use the positive press about his produce in case he got the balls soon to pursue opening his own market. Not that that was likely. But perhaps. Maybe. Get back with him in a couple of weeks.
Cruz and Company could also surprise him and act like adults, putting business and Sienna’s impending nuptials ahead of their misplaced aggression.
Or maybe Jules was right and he was nuts.
Jules opened the rear hatch of her Prius, sending silent pleas to the precariously balanced cargo to maintain position. The ozone may be benefiting from her choice of hybrid transportation but her catering needs were riding the edge of disaster. Her meeting with Sienna minutes away, she didn’t have time for disasters.
Careful to keep from cracking her head on the doorframe, she fished her pants pockets for the well-abused checklist she’d torn from her planner. If only she had Cody’s organizational skills. He’d stab his stylus against some button on his Blackberry and the To Do’s would pop up on his screen, probably in alphabetical order. ‘Course that was assuming he’d charged the batteries. A minor flaw but one Jules capitalized on with immense satisfaction. Payback for the grief he piled on her for the forests of Post-It notes she leveled.
Scanning her scribbles, she wedged the crumpled sheet between her teeth. Surveying the trove of totes and tubs tucked into the coupe’s trunk, she identified the containers needing to come out first.
Shoving the paper back into her pocket, she loaded her arms, her body bearing much more than the weight of her bake-and-take containers. The added pounds of pressure to turn this dream job into Sweet Destiny’s coming-out confectionary ball damn near stifled her creative zest.
Sucking up her insecurities, Jules stood tall, except for a slight tilt to her left due to the solid silver candlesticks she refused to leave out of her table setting. Cody had insisted they were overkill. She’d argued he was used to the tacky décor making The Lunchbox Café a uniquely wonderful, trashy dining experience and had no clue regarding the needs of a high-society crowd. He’d finally succumbed to her persuasive skills, and packed the candlesticks.
Water splashed off the Italian marble of the lion-head fountain serving as the centerpiece for the Cruz estate’s magnificent entrance and sprayed Jules’ cheeks. She could certainly use the help keeping her cool even though the brisk, mid-afternoon breeze contributed its own walloping whip. She lifted her head to the autumn sun, soaking in the radiant light, hoping it pierced through the darkness of her doubts.
Her philosophy for Sweet Destiny’s success was that her food would reflect not only her personality but also serve as a mirror image of her clients. Each edible piece of art would personify her bakery as well as her patrons…confectionary characterizations of both chef and customer.
Here she was with her first chance to test her business model, and she’d screwed herself from the get-go. She’d agreed to do this event, having never met her client. After one, fifteen-minute phone call from Sienna’s mother Maureen, Jules had taken the job.
Maureen sounded harmless enough, definitely a bit over-bearing, but after growing up on Manhattan’s Upper East Side under Aunt Tulip’s tutelage, over-bearing was way inside Jules’ comfort zone. Needing the exposure to Nashville’s upper crust customer base, many of whom served on the Fan Fest Board of Directors, she’d accepted Maureen’s offer.
What Jules did know about the Cruz’s, she’d found Google-ing or between the glossy pages of Country Weekly Magazine. The family, according to paparazzi lenses, ruled Nashville’s social scene. Sienna and her sisters Sabrina, Suri and Sasha were the Kardashians of Music City, except their father Cameron was no Olympic champion. He owned Hit Mix, Nashville’s CMT chart-topping record label.
Considering the flavor mix of the pudding she hoped would clinch her new clients’ confidence in her talent, Jules wondered if the Cruz’s, Sienna in particular, were sweet or tart. Guess she’d discover soon, and either thank or stomp on her irrepressible desire to say ‘yes’ to opportunity when it dialed her number.
She rested her containers against the fountain’s ledge, peaking through the sides of the clear plastic tubs to check on the berry pudding. She’d garnished each cobalt blue, hand-blown glass dessert cup with Cody’s fresh berries and mint sprigs. Topped with shaved dark chocolate and crème’ fraiche on site, she’d reduce the essence of a Tennessee summer into a berry pudding dream.
Second guessing her decision, a staple of her pre-event checklist, her stomach swished and swirled like a bottomless well of worries. What if the Cruz Camp didn’t like summer? Maybe they detested this time of year. After all, they’d chosen the holidays for Sienna’s wedding, going for a winter, not summer solstice theme.
The horrendous implications of a negative reaction to her pudding gelled into a sobering reality check. Jules picked up her containers. Veering around the fountain and circular drive toward the front door, she ignored her suppressed desire to make a run for her car.
She stopped and ground the toe of one of her Jimmy Choos against the brick-pavers lining the sidewalk, as if fresh-scuffed soles would secure a hold on her future.
Damn. She was an idiot. The Cruz family must hate summer or they’d have set the wedding then. Shit. Maybe one of them or all were also allergic to berries. Oh, God. What if they were lactose intolerant? Maybe she should skip the crème fraiche. What if Sienna and her sisters were counting carbs to squeeze their bootalicious butts into size zero gowns?
“Are you going to the door? Or are you holding the meeting out here?” Cody asked from behind her.
Jules’ heart pounded against her eardrums. Damn she hated people sneaking up on her. She struggled to keep her grip on the tubs.
Swooping the top two containers out of her arms, Cody nudged the small of Jules’ back with the lids, sending her in forward motion.
“Of course I’m going to the door. I was simply making sure I had everything I needed.” She caught her stiletto heel in between one of the walkway bricks and stumbled up the steps to the door. Horror-stricken she’d about taken a nosedive onto the threshold of her future she made a valiant, although far from graceful, recovery effort.
Squaring her shoulders to the mammoth oak door, she turned her head over her shoulder to address Cody. “Glad to see you could make it on time. I’ll have to ask Sienna the secret to getting you to be prompt.”
“What the hell?” Cody’s voice pitched at an abnormally high tone. “Why would you think she’d know anything about that?”
His face turned as reddish-purple as his champion beets.
Jules had never seen him flustered. He was usually the epitome of collected, calm and cool. Although seeing him blush settled her rapidly firing nerves a bit.
Jules rang the Cruz’s doorbell. While country music-inspired steel guitar chimes signaled their arrival, she shifted from heel to heel. A big believer in equal opportunity, she kept the tension circulating to all parts of her body while attempting to balance her load.
Taking a couple deep breaths, she pictured Aunt Tulip’s unfaltering bravado. She never let fear stop her from reaching for her goals. She’d raised Jules to go after life’s obstacles with gusto, equipping her with an insatiable, at times insane panache for traveling the paths least amenable to their desires.
Jules tapped her foot to keep her lower extremities in the moment, fearful they’d buckle if she didn’t keep moving. Her left arm now numb from the candlesticks, she considered that perhaps she should have listened to Cody and left them behind. But the ambience junkie inside her knew she’d taken a great hit for the team.
The Cruz’s door opened.
Game on, Jules thought. Ready for what, she hadn’t a miniscule inkling.
A tiny sliver of a man peered over his bifocals, moving his head from Jules’ feet, up and over her bake-and-takes, to her head. The twitch of his mouth and emotionless face masked whether or not she’d passed his entrance exam.
“You must be Ms. Lichtenstien of Sweet Destiny. Am I correct in my assumption?” The man tucked his chin into the hollow of his neck like a snapping turtle.
“That would be me, and this is my business partner Cody Weiss.” Jules stepped aside with way too much gusto, forgetting the brick wall to her right, cracking her containers against the house, almost smashing the berry pudding.
Jules looked at Cody, who stood stiff as white chocolate bark, the look on his face indicating he wished he could hide under his hat forever. So much for her manly-man hero rising to the occasion. What the hell was up with him? And why couldn’t he have left his hat behind for the sake of professionalism? Some Music City cowboy institutions she’d never get used to. Not that he didn’t look mighty fine in the damn thing.
She looked back at the snapping turtle, deciding she didn’t like him. Aunt Tulip would have a field day knocking him down a few glorious pegs. She had no use for people who put themselves on a higher plain than others. And she didn’t mind taking issue with such unacceptable behavior. Could be the therapist in her. Could be her Buddhist ideals. Whichever. No matter. After one session with Dr. Telaine Patricia Cohen — most times affectionately called Aunt Tulip by Jules and her friends - this pompous ass would be freed from his affliction.
“If you’d be so kind to let the Cruz’s know we’re here and show us to the room in which we’ll be meeting, we’d greatly appreciate it,” Jules said, holding back her urge to thwart his arrogance with a polite dressing down.
“The pleasure is mine. Trust me,” the turtle said, with the congeniality of a pre-programmed robot.
He then looked past Jules and straight at Cody.
Heat from an ugly energy ricocheted between the two men, trapping Jules in an intensifying inferno. “Do the two of you know each other?”
“It’s been a long time, Diesel.” Cody stepped in front of Jules, offering his hand to Diesel the best he could while holding the tubs.
“Yes, it has. But not long enough.” Diesel turned and walked through the foyer, leaving Cody’s hand untouched. “Follow me, Ms. Lichtenstien. We’re meeting by the pool.”
Jules looked at Cody with a care-to-tell-me-something glare.
She’d been wrong about the snapping turtle thing, she thought, silently cursing the man for his treatment of Cody and for not even so much as offering to help lighten her load. Christening him Diesel the Weasel, Jules bit her tongue and followed the Cruz’s gatekeeper from hell.
“Cody catch that door and don’t let it find your gluteus maximus,” The Wiesel said tossing his head back, letting go of a snotty laugh.
After doing as he was asked, Cody fell into step beside Jules.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered, “I should have said something about this.”
“You don’t say,” she hissed, trying to ignore the dread filling the pit of her stomach. “Start talking, Cowboy.”
“Sienna and I know each other,” Cody said his voice heavy as if talking about Sienna was last on his list of preferred topics.
“How well?”
“Well.”
“Cody,” Jules growled, not appreciating his non-detail revealing answer.
“We were engaged,” he said in a barely audible voice then lowered his head, taking refuge once more under the brim of his Stetson.
An unexpected pain squeezed Jules’ chest dealing her the hurt and shock of being kept in the dark about Cody’s past. A past that now threatened to haunt her dreams too. She’d been friends with Cody for going on six months. Hell, close friends in her estimation. Close enough she’d have thought he’d confide in her if someone had affected him at this life-altering level.
He’d never once hinted he’d just come out of a serious relationship. Let alone one that ended in what was obviously a substantial portion of drama. She wanted to pound him, but seeing his shoulders slump, she couldn’t bring herself to continue throttling him. Not now anyway.
She shook her head, trying to clear the fog damn near suffocating her. Like thinking had ever brought her good results. All the more reason she’d always chosen to go for the gusto, and would now, leaving the mental acrobats for people who hadn’t lived through the loss and pain she had.
“Hey, Sweet Man. Look at me.” She’d do anything to soothe his distress like he always did hers. “What do you say we just make the best of this meeting, turn loose our charm and talent and see where it gets us? We’ll deal with your Sienna problems when we’re done here.”
“Oh, I’m done here. There’s no hope for me. I’m not going to be the cause of you losing this gig you need and deserve.” Cody’s crystal blue eyes clouded with sadness and possibly regret. “I think if I just go–”
“No way. We’re in this together. If you walk, so do I. I asked you to help me because I believe in you. I need you to pull this off.” Jules readjusted the candlestick bin, about ready to ditch it in the giant potted palm trees lining the French doors leading to the pool house.
“I’m nothing but a liability to you and Sweet Destiny. I should have known I could never walk back into the Cruz’s life…even on a professional basis.”
“Listen. I’m not throwing in our aprons because of Diesel the Weasel.”
Cody laughed, giving her hope he’d hang tough with their plans. Not that she blamed him for wanting to bail. The Cruz’s probably weren’t going to be on her favorite people list. She’d seen the hurt in Cody’s eyes, and couldn’t easily forgive the person or persons who put it there. But she needed this job too bad to bow out.
“Diesel the Weasel has a lot of pull in this household. He’s a good thermometer of the entire family’s opinions.” Cody looked up to the vaulted ceiling and shook his head.
“Well he pulled the wrong strings with me,” Jules said, starting toward the pool house. “I’m not letting him scare me away from this job and neither are you. Let’s get this party in motion, partner.”
She stepped past the palms. Her power Choos clacked against the tile floors of the garden room separating them from the challenges waiting poolside. All she had to do was pretend she felt as assured as her gait.
“Don’t say I didn’t try to talk reason into you,” Cody said, following her.
“We both know I’m beyond logical decision making.”
Jules caught sight of The Weasel standing beside three, large, round tables bordering an A-list pool rivaling the likes of those on the set of The O.C….vanishing wall bordering a breathtaking view included.
“Thank you, Diesel.” She set her containers on the ground next to the tables, shaking the blood back into her arms, “but we shouldn’t need all three of these. That would be twenty-four people. It’s just Sienna, her sisters, and Mrs. Cruz.”
The Weasel’s thin lips split into a sinister smile as if he’d spotted new prey.
“I’m afraid Mrs. Cruz added a few more to the guest list.” Diesel twiddled his bony fingers like The Grinch about to wreak havoc on the unsuspecting people of Who-ville.
Clearing her throat, Jules took her chef’s coat out of the top bin and tossed one to Cody.
“How many more?” She looked straight into The Weasel’s black marble eyes, daring him to get the best of her.
“I’m really not sure, you’ll have to ask Sienna’s wedding planner,” he said.
What wedding planner? Jules had been told she’d be working alone…as she preferred. Tired of The Weasel’s haughty bullshit, she yanked out the candlesticks, knowing exactly where she’d like to stick them.
“I wasn’t aware of a wedding planner,” Jules said not sure if the Tennessee sun was making its final stand of the day or if her nerves were shooting fire. “Cody, would you go ahead and set these tables while I top the berry pudding with the crème fraiche? I have service for twelve so we’ll have to work with that.”
Cody, reading and echoing her dread in his distressed gaze, offered a supportive smile and got to work.
“Did I hear my title being flittered about?”
Jules spun in the direction of the ego-marinated voice she’d never been able to block from the darkest well of her subconscious.
Jacques Marentino. The former Dean of Pastry Arts at her alma mater, now a wedding planner. Jacques Marentino…as in Mr. I’m Too Busy Sticking My Toothpick in My Students’ Ovens To Teach Culinary Arts.
Jules re-tightened her grip around the candlesticks, surmising an even better use for them. Opening and closing her fingers against the sun-warmed silver, she squeezed the life out of the sticks as if they were lemons instead of chunks of metal, visualizing Jacques’ head as the unfortunate fruit.
Jacques walked the distance between them as if he were sauntering a runway to the flashes of the blinding bulbs of his favorite critics.
Wrong reality show, Jules thought. He’s not a potential candidate for America’s Next Top Model. He’s the next Gordon Ramsey of Hell’s Kitchen.
“Jules, how wonderful to be working with you again,” Jacques said, smiling big, bold, and brash like the cover-worthy playboy he thought he was.
“I’m thrilled, Jacques. Simply thrilled.” Jules met the challenge in his voice with her sweet-as-sugar-cream-pie, don’t-fuck-with-me serenade. “I wasn’t aware Mrs. Cruz hired a wedding planner.”
“So sorry for the slip in communication. Maureen saw my Food Network debut and had to have me.” His snow white veneers sparkled like South African diamonds…brilliant, beautiful and deadly if obtained.
Two weasels and a wedding had Jules worried, her confidence a wee bit wilted, her wishes for Sweet Destiny’s success wallowing in a well of bewilderment. But she was hell-bent on beating these wacky odds.
A surge of confidence swelled and stirred her soul from the chance to go up against Jacques. “Diesel, I need you to show me to the kitchen. And Cody, if you’ll come with me, I need some help with the pudding.”
Jacques may have made hell of her days at the French Culinary Institute in New York City, but she’d made a fantastic new life in Nashville. With Sweet Destiny’s launch ahead of her and the support of Cody and the rest of her friends, Jacques would work by her rules this time. It was his turn to squirm.
“I don’t believe we’ve been introduced.” Jacques sidled up alongside Cody.
Sensing the competition in the air for testosterone supremacy, Jules stepped between the two men, using her body as the unfortunate conduit of their mating dance.
“Jacques, this is Cody…my partner,” Jules said in a playfully evasive tone, dangling alternative interpretations for Jacques to decode as to what kind of partner she was insinuating.
“You’re a lucky man.” Jacques shook Cody’s hand. Leaning into him as if they were sidekicks in some great conspiratorial adventure, he continued, “Just don’t take it personal when she abandons you in favor of her next hot dish.”
“Funny how two people’s recollections of the same situation can be vastly different.” Jules draped her arms on Cody’s shoulder and brushed her lips against his cheek.
Feeling Cody’s body jolt from her unexpected touch, she searched his eyes, begging him to play along with her charade.
Cody raised his eyebrows then shrugged his shoulders as if to say what the hell then turned his attention back to Jacques.
“Jules tells me she’s never had it so good,” he said, patting Jacques’s shoulder. “She’s not going anywhere.”
“We’ll see.” Jacques tossed his head back until his Matthew Mcconaughey, surf-boy locks fell into a GQ-perfect, disheveled mop. “This is going to be some kind of job.”
“Speaking of the job,” Jules said, feeling way too hot under the collar of her coat to remain idle, “it’s time we head for the kitchen.”
“You two go on. I’ll finish up out here.” Jacques flicked his hand as if to shoo them away in the same manner he would pesky, winged creatures.
“Jacques, that won’t–”
“Jules, trust me, I want to get paid in the end of all this too. I have my own stellar reputation to uphold. I’m not going to screw with you…well, not in regards to the Cruz events.”
“Forgive me for learning my lesson where trusting you is concerned.” Jules reached for Cody’s hand and left Jacques staring after them.
Too young for hot flashes but ripe for anxiety attacks, Jules fanned her arms and hands in front of her face. Beckoning a cold current to cool her heated cheeks, she marched into the Cruz’s kitchen. Giving up on regulating her own body temperature, she opened the freezer door and stuck her head inside. The icy blast ricocheted off her brow bone, damn near knocking her to the floor.
Bad idea.
She reached for the counter and held onto the air-conditioned chilled granite until her skull recovered from the subzero shock of the freezer and learning she’d be working with Jacques.
“So I take it we have more to worry about than my past with Sienna?” Cody topped the pudding with cream.
“Looks that way,” Jules said, unsure what or how much about her and Jacques’ history she was ready to divulge.
“You know I don’t believe what he said about you.” Cody finished the last dessert cup then turned her to face him.
“Thank you for that. Love ‘em and leave ‘em isn’t my thing.” She dabbed at the corner of her eyes with a dish towel, sure the moisture was frost melting from her battle with the freezer and not the start of a misplaced tear.
“This job is going to be no picnic, Cody,” she said, sorry she’d drug him into the storm brewing. “I’ll no longer hold it against you if you’re ready to run.”
“Contraire, JuJu Bee.” Cody tipped his hat. “If I couldn’t take the heat, I wouldn’t have agreed to share your kitchen…again.”
“Okay, Cowboy.” Jules sniffled back her reservations, letting Cody’s support bolster her spirit. “Let’s see what we’re made of.”