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			Chapter 1

			“Dammit to hell!” Larissa pushed the car door open, crawled up the embankment to the road, popped her hands on her hips, and started stomping toward the son-of-a-bitch who’d put her vintage Mustang nose-down in the ditch. 

			“Well, shit!” Hank Wells said when an oak tree brought the pickup truck out of a long, greasy slide. He unfastened the seat belt and opened the door to check the damage.

			“Are you drunk?” the woman yelled, marching toward him like she was going to tackle him like a football fullback when she reached him. 

			Well, hells bells, it wasn’t his fault that the wreck happened. He hadn’t asked that stupid deer to play chicken with the front of his truck. He started toward her at the same speed. “Hell, no, but I could damn sure use a drink.” 

			“Who in the devil taught you to drive? Or do you even have a driver’s license? If my car is damaged, you are going to pay for it, and parts for a 1965 Mustang don’t come cheap. Can’t you drive any better than that?”

			He threw up his hands in anger and pointed toward a dead deer on the other side of the road. “The damn thing jumped out in front of me. I broadsided him even though I stomped the brakes all the way to the metal. What happened to your car isn’t my fault, woman, so don’t come up here hollerin’ at me.”

			They both came to a halt with a dead buck and ten feet of space between them. The car’s radio and the truck’s radio were tuned to the same station and the volume turned up loud enough to wake up everyone in Mingus, Texas. A double dose of Jo Dee Messina singing “My Give a Damn’s Busted” blared from both vehicles.

			She ripped her sunglasses off and gasped. “That’s the God’s gospel truth. My give a damn is busted. I don’t care what you say, it is your fault, cowboy. You braked so I had to slam on my brakes or else crawl right up in the bed of that rusty bucket of bolts, so that makes it your fault.” 

			The devil was supposed to be a little sunburned critter with horns, a forked tail, and a pitchfork in his hands. He was not supposed to be wearing snug fitting blue jeans, an open chambray shirt flapping in the hot summer wind, and showing off a broad, muscular chest that was sexy as hell. 

			If it looks like the devil, smells like the devil, and sounds like the devil, chances are it does not have a halo or wings, Larissa thought.

			Well, it damn sure looked like the devil bringing a dose of temptation with lips made for kissing and a chest made to cuddle up against so it had to be the devil. Right?

			“Are you hurt?” the cowboy asked gruffly.

			“No, are you?” It came out high and squeaky but she was lucky to find any semblance of voice at all. She was afraid to blink for fear he’d turn back into a permanently sunburned man with a forked tail and horns. Another five minutes and she would have been home instead of squaring off with a hunky cowboy on the side of the road with a dead deer between them.

			“Hell no, but my dad is going to pitch a shit fit when he sees this truck,” he said.

			“Your dad? You mean that isn’t even your truck?” she asked.

			“Yes, I mean no, it is not my truck. Thank god it wasn’t my car,” he said.

			“That’s real sweet of you,” she said sarcastically as she put her sunglasses back on. If anything they made things worse. His chest looked even more bronzed and sexy with the dark glasses than they did without them. Tingles skipped up and down her spine in spite of the blistering July heat.

			“Don’t get smart with me, woman. My car is worth a little more than that rusted out piece of shit,” he said.

			“You hear that song playin’ on the radio? Well, honey, that’s where I am today. My give-a-damn don’t give a damn if you drive a Mercedes or a rusted-out pickup. I just want to know if you’ve got insurance.” 

			“Hell, I don’t know what Dad keeps on the old vehicles. But insurance wouldn’t pay for your car. I never touched you. That was your accident,” he said.

			“But you caused it,” she argued.

			“It wasn’t me. Sue the damned deer.”

			Larissa’s emotions began to let her down. She should be mad as hell that he was the cause of her precious car being tail-up, nose-down in the ditch. But all she wanted to do was kiss his lips.

			“Oh, no!” she exclaimed and turned pale. Had the wreck stirred up the dormant genes she’d gotten from her mother? She was thinking like Doreen for the first time in her life! That was scarier than facing a forest fire with a cup of water and no backup plan.

			He took a step forward. “What? Are you going to faint or something?”

			“No, I’m not going to faint. What do we do now?” She’d give up chocolate before she told a perfect stranger that she’d been thinking about her mother. She didn’t even tell her best friends about Doreen. Hell, she didn’t tell her enemies about Doreen. 

			He removed his sunglasses and straw hat and looked at the two vehicles. 

			He had dark hair and whiskey colored eyes. She forgot all about the deer, the wreck, her mother, and even her fancy car. The late afternoon breeze carried his shaving lotion toward her. That did it! Stetson always made her think about satin sheets, candles, and vintage wine. He looked like the devil in disguise in that open shirt; Stetson made him smell like the devil; his voice was deep and southern and made her insides go all mushy. Lucifer had arrived in the flesh.

			Every single thing that the former owners of the Honky Tonk, Daisy and Cathy, had told her they’d experienced the first time they’d seen their future husbands had happened in the past ten minutes—emotional roller coaster, physical attraction, and anger. Larissa Morley was not interested in long-term relationships, so he could take a teaspoon and dig his way back to hell with it. She was not taking the bait. 

			“That damn deer jumped right out in front of me. I stomped the brakes but hit it anyway. If you hadn’t thought right fast, your car would’ve slammed into my truck. It was pretty damn good defensive driving,” he said in a deep Texas drawl that went from harsh to soft.

			“Don’t try to butter me up, mister. If my car has so much as a scratch on the paint, you will fix it,” she said.

			Larissa was beginning to understand her mother’s taste in men a hell of a lot better. Doreen would have taken time to touch up her makeup and spray on a bit of perfume before she got out of the car. She would have waited for the cowboy to help her up to the top of the ditch and then swooned so he’d catch her. All Larissa could do was keep her mouth shut to keep from drooling.

			“I keep telling you that it’s the deer’s fault. Call the police and we’ll both tell them what happened. They’ll declare it a no-fault accident. Hell, I didn’t even see you in my rearview. I didn’t know you were there until I got out of the truck,” he said.

			“Oh, all right. I’ll call Luther to come haul us out of the ditch. He can take you and that truck home. It isn’t going anywhere but the body shop or the junk pile. Want him to take it to one of them rather than back to your place?” she asked.

			He shook his head slowly. “It’ll have to go home. That’s Dad’s favorite old truck. He may shed tears.”

			Her voice sounded almost normal when she said, “That’s your problem, not mine. I’m calling Luther.”

			“Does he work for a tow company?” he asked.

			“He’s the bouncer at the Honky Tonk. He works for an oil company but he’s got access to a tow truck,” she said.

			“Oh,” he said flatly.

			He put his sunglasses back on so he could really look at the woman. It damn sure wasn’t the way he wanted to meet Larissa Morley. She was prettier than the pictures his investigator had taken and a lot smaller. He’d expected someone like Cathy O’Dell: six feet tall and practically bulletproof. But Larissa wasn’t anything like Cathy. She was smaller, had thick black hair, lips made for kissing, and a body that filled out those jeans really well. 

			She eased back down the ditch to turn off the car’s engine and retrieve her cell phone. Her purse had turned upside down on the floorboard and the phone had slid under the passenger’s seat. She looked like a contortionist as she stretched out across the driver’s seat and console and fished around until she finally found it.

			Hank went back to the truck and groaned again when he saw the bashed-in door. His phone had been on the dash. It was lying in plain sight right where he’d been sitting and was playing Victoria’s ring tone. He put the phone on mute and shoved it in his shirt pocket. The engine had coughed and sputtered sometime after that song about my give a damn being busted. He turned off the engine and tucked the key into his pocket.

			She had finished calling Luther when he made it back to the road. 

			“How long?” Hank asked. Victoria would throw a fit worse than Henry when he found out about his old truck if she thought he’d deliberately not answered her call.

			“Ten minutes, tops. Might as well come on up on my porch and wait.” 

			He followed her. “You live here? That’s rotten luck. Another two minutes and you’d have pulled into your driveway.”

			The house was a small frame house with peeling paint, a wide porch across the front, and a tiny back porch on the east side. Two rocking chairs that had once been white but with chipping paint worse than the house were on one end of the porch. It had the shape of a house built in the thirties when Mingus was an up-and-coming town. Back when it could boast a population of more than the two hundred and eighty-six that lived there nowadays. 

			“If you’d have hung on a little longer you could have crashed on the east side of my house rather than the west and I’d have made it home. I could have driven with a deer flattened out on the front of my car longer than you did,” she said.

			“If that deer would’ve hit your fancy-pants car, it would have totaled the thing, so don’t give me a lot of sass.”

			“I’m a good enough driver I would have missed him to begin with. Go ahead and sit down. I’ll bring out some iced tea. You take yours sweet?” She’d be hospitable and take him a glass of tea. She didn’t trust herself to revive him without mouth-to-mouth if he passed out on her front lawn. But she wasn’t going to invite him into the house even if it was cool inside and blistering hot out on the porch. 

			“Yes, ma’am, and thank you. I’m Hank Wells, by the way.”

			“Larissa Morley.” 

			She disappeared into the house and braced herself on the kitchen cabinets. She fanned her face with the back of her hand. The reality of the accident hit her like a wrecking ball going after a wooden outhouse and her legs went all rubbery. Her hands shook as she set two Mason jars on the cabinet and removed an ice tray from the freezer and twisted the ice cubes out of it. She sloshed tea out onto the floor and swore as she cleaned it up.

			Hank sat down, leaned forward, and looked down the road at the truck. The oak tree had broken the slide but the door and the whole rear quarter panel was scraped and mangled. It was a small price to pay if it netted him what he’d been trying to find out for months. He’d been trying to figure an angle to meet Larissa ever since she had taken over the Honky Tonk. And one horny old buck out chasing a doe across the road had provided him with the opportunity. 

			If he’d hit the tree on the driver’s side instead of the passenger’s, he’d have more than jittery nerves and a sore chest where the seat belt kept him from bouncing around inside the cab of the truck. If she’d have slammed into his truck with her fancy little car she might be dead and he’d have to start all over with the next Honky Tonk owner. 

			“Knowing your enemies is half the job of winning the war,” his mother’s voice said so clearly that he looked up to see if she was standing in front of him. 

			But Victoria wasn’t in Mingus and he would have had his head examined for a concussion if she had been. Victoria would never be sitting on the front porch of a house like this, drinking sweet tea while she waited on a tow truck driven by a man named Luther. But then Victoria would have never been in that stinking hot truck. She might have been in the little vintage Mustang. He wondered where Larissa had gotten a car like that. She wasn’t old enough to have had it from her youth and she wasn’t rich enough to have bought the thing. Another mystery for him to figure out now that he’d met her.

			She carried the iced tea to the porch and handed a jar to him. Their fingertips touched and high-voltage electricity passed between them. She wrapped her hot fingers around the icy cold jar and hoped the heat didn’t melt the ice and boil the tea. Why had Hank Wells set her nerves on edge, anyway? She saw handsome cowboys six nights a week at the Honky Tonk and all she had to do was nod and they’d have fallen over their boots to dance with her or buy her a drink. The adrenaline rush must still be affecting her. By the time she drank her tea, she’d be back to her old sassy self and he wouldn’t look nearly so handsome.

			Hank gulped down the cold liquid and stole a couple of long sideways glances toward her. She had straight black hair, brown eyes, high cheekbones, and a full mouth. There was no doubt that there was Indian heritage in her background. She might reach his shoulder, which would put her at about five foot six inches tall. His dad would say that she was built like a red brick outhouse without a brick out of place. 

			Jessi Colter! That’s who she reminded him of! She looked like Jessi back when she was younger. Henry still listened to the old vinyl records on an ancient stereo system. Jessi Colter was one of his favorites and Larissa Morley was a dead ringer for her.

			“You sure you’re not hurt?” he asked. The anger had died and he was genuinely concerned for her, even if she was a hot little spitfire of a woman.

			“Might be sore tomorrow but the car just slid into the ditch. It wasn’t much of a crash really,” she said. She couldn’t believe she was letting him off the hook that easy. Only minutes before she’d been ready to douse him in honey and throw him to the Texas fire ant population. Now she was being nice? Nothing made a bit of sense.

			“I’ll have a seat belt burn. We were pretty damn lucky,” he said.

			“I guess so,” she agreed, still trying to make sense of her emotions. At least she was calming down and wouldn’t be stroking out because of high blood pressure. That should be a comfort, but it wasn’t. 

			The man that crawled out of the tow truck was as big as a side-by-side refrigerator. He wore bibbed overalls, a white undershirt, work boots, and a layer of dirt and sweat. Hank’s belt wouldn’t fit around Luther’s neck or his biceps, and the scowl on his face looked like he was going to kick ass first and ask questions later. Hank wondered if he should run or sit still. If he was as strong as he looked he could pick Hank up and snap him like a piece of uncooked spaghetti.

			Luther shouted as he thundered across the yard. “Are you hurt, Rissa?” 

			“No, I’m fine. Want some iced tea before you pull us out of the ditch?” she offered.

			Luther drew his heavy dark brows together and gave her a once-over. “You sure you’re all right? Want me to haul you to the doctor or call Angel to take you just to make sure? Did you bump your head? You look pale to me. There might be something broke inside of you that you can’t feel right now. This here’s the sorry sucker that made you wreck your fancy car?” 

			Larissa shook her head. “I’m fine, Luther. If I’m pale it’s because of fear, not pain. My life didn’t flash in front of me so it wasn’t even a close call. I’ll get you some tea. This is Hank Wells and truth is it wasn’t really his fault. He can’t help it if he can’t swerve and miss a deer.” She was glad for an excuse to get away from the scalding vibes dancing around between her and Hank. She’d heard that when folks kissed death that they had weird, unexplainable feelings. That was why she’d had such an attraction to Hank. Sure he was a fine looking man, but he definitely was not her type. Tomorrow morning when the adrenaline rush calmed down he probably wouldn’t even be good looking.

			Luther sat down on the edge of the porch. “I’m Luther. And you are Hank Wells, the man that Rissa thinks can’t drive worth a damn?” 

			“That would be me. She don’t have a lot of trouble speaking her mind, does she?”

			“Rissa don’t mince words. She tells it like she sees it.”

			“I found that out. Thanks for bringing a tow truck so fast.”

			Luther looked down the road at the truck, the car, and the dead buck. “Reckon we’d best call the game warden too.” He fished a cell phone from his bib pocket and reported the accident.

			“Y’all call the police yet?” he asked when he finished telling the game warden where he could find the freshly killed buck.

			“Don’t reckon there’s any need for that. Wasn’t nobody’s fault but that deer,” Hank said. 

			“Where are you from? Haven’t seen you in Mingus before.” Luther eyed him carefully.

			Larissa returned with a quart jar filled to the brim. “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with my Mustang. It’ll probably just need a good washing to get the grass and dirt from the bottom. I braked when I saw the deer jump out in front of the truck. I was sliding but it was slow by the time I slipped into the ditch.”

			Luther nodded and looked at Hank. 

			“My dad has a spread up north of Palo Pinto. I’m only in this area a little while in the summer. Don’t get down this way real often.”

			Larissa frowned. “Did I butt into a conversation?”

			Luther sucked down half the tea before he answered. “I’d just asked him where he was from and he answered. That was the end of the conversation, so you didn’t butt into nothing. Thank you for the tea. It’s hotter’n hell today. I’ll be glad to work at the Tonk tonight just to get to sit down in the cool air conditioning.”

			“So you work for Lambert Oil and the beer joint?” Hank motioned toward the tow truck with that logo on the side. He knew all about Luther Mason. He just never reckoned on the man being as big as a barn door. The mug shot his investigator had sent showed a big man, not an enormous one.

			“Both. Over at Lambert Oil, Angel McElroy is my supervisor. Rissa is my boss at the Honky Tonk,” he said. “Lucky I got access to a tow truck or y’all would’ve had to call J. C. or Elmer to come get you out with a tractor.”

			“How’s things going with Angel and Garrett? I haven’t seen them in the Honky Tonk in weeks.” Larissa tried to focus on something other than Hank’s lips and eyes.

			“The official honeymoon was over weeks ago but I’m not sure the real one is ever going to be finished. Someday I’m going to get what they’ve got.” Luther sighed.

			Larissa patted him on the shoulder. “I hope so.”

			Hank set his empty jar on the porch and stood up. A big diagonal red welt had puffed up on his chest. He flinched when he touched it.

			“Hurts like hell, don’t it?” Luther said. Hank nodded.

			“I’ve had a couple of those and believe me when that seat belt locks down on a big old boy like me it hurts real bad. There’s a lot of meat for it to sink into. It’ll be worse tomorrow and it’ll take a couple of weeks before it goes away.”

			Larissa looked at the welts and then her eyes traveled up to Hank’s face. His gaze locked with hers and it was several seconds before either could blink.

			Luther looked from one to the other. “Y’all know each other?”

			Larissa noticed a movement near her rocking chair and was suddenly interested in the black and white tomcat she’d adopted. “Not until thirty minutes ago. That dead deer introduced us.”

			Luther finished off his tea and chewed on a chunk of ice. “Well, I’m damn sure glad I wasn’t the one who introduced you if that’s the thanks it gets. Come on, Hank. You can help me pull Rissa’s car out of the ditch and make sure it’s all right. Then we’ll haul you home.” 

			Hank figured Luther was powerful enough to carry the Mustang to Larissa’s driveway on his shoulder. But when Luther told him to lock the chain under the car, Hank didn’t argue. The winch groaned and the car came up out of the ditch smoothly. Larissa got inside, started the engine, and drove it into the driveway. Luther studied the whole thing three times from tires to chassis down to the sides for paint damage and even the windshield for cracks.

			“Don’t appear to be anything wrong,” Luther said.

			“I really think it’s all right,” Larissa said. 

			“Well, a damned old buck isn’t going to pay up if something is cracked or broken, and we don’t want Hank here to think we’re making him pay for something that happens later. I reckon you are a stand-up guy, Hank. Do you see anything wrong with this car?” Luther asked.

			Hank’s tone went icy. “It needs to be washed but it’s not hurt. If you find anything wrong within the next thirty days, call me and I’ll send you a check.” 

			Larissa glared at him. Warm one minute. Cold the next. Did he have a split personality? “You can bet your sweet ass I will. If my car even hiccups I will be calling you. What is your number?” 

			“I’ll be at the ranch for a month. It’s Henry Wells, Palo Pinto, Texas. Look it up.”

			“Let’s get your poor old truck away from the tree and take you home, then,” Luther said.

			Larissa stood on the porch and watched the wench bring the truck up to the road. Luther deftly moved the tow truck into position and waved when he and Hank crawled into the cab of the tow truck.

			She picked up the empty tea jars. Her mother would have already fallen off the porch with a fatal heart attack if she’d known that Larissa served someone who looked like Hank from a Mason jar. Doreen would have taken one look at the man and the flirting would have begun right there. Larissa had seen it happen many times before and the men were usually built about like Hank Wells. He might be a cowboy in a rusted old truck but she could fix that with one trip to the car dealership and an English tailor. In fifteen minutes she would have invited him for dinner in Paris or London, booked a flight to take them there the next day, and maybe even taken him to bed once or twice before then. If not then she would seduce him on the plane and they’d arrive for dinner with healthy appetites. Yes, sir, Doreen did like her boyfriends and Hank was the perfect age. 

			A pickup came to a screeching halt, squealing tires in front of her house about the time that she opened the front door. “Shit! Not another wreck!” She slammed the door and spun around to see who’d hit what. 

			“Good god, Merle, you scared the crap out of me. I thought we were in for two wrecks in one day,” she yelled. 

			Merle Avery made a beeline toward the porch, cussing the whole way. “Don’t you be telling me that I scared the shit out of you, girl. It’s a wonder I didn’t have a heart attack. I’ve got my three score and ten in and am living on borrowed time already and if you ever tell a soul I owned up to that, you won’t die in a wreck. I’ll put a damn hit out on you. Are you all right?” 

			Merle had seen seventy come and go a while back but if anyone ever had the guts to utter those words they’d better run fast and far. If she ever caught them they’d be pushing up daisies instead of two-stepping at the Honky Tonk. She and Ruby Lee, the original owner of the Honky Tonk, had blown into Mingus at the same time back in the early sixties. Ruby Lee had built a beer joint and Merle had set about selling western shirt designs overseas. Both of them turned their enterprises into gold mines. Ruby Lee had died eight years before in a motorcycle accident and left the Honky Tonk to Daisy O’Dell. Since that time Merle had taken every woman who’d owned the beer joint under her wing and befriended them as if they were her own kith and kin.

			“I’m fine. It didn’t even scratch my car. Come on in. Luther and Hank left part of a pitcher of sweet tea.” Larissa held the door for her.

			“Tea, hell! Get me a shot of Jack, straight up. I drove over here like a bat out of hell, girl. I burned a hundred miles off those tires and it’s a wonder I didn’t roll that damn truck. I was doing a hundred miles an hour when I passed the Honky Tonk. Angel called and said Luther had to bring the tow truck because you’d had a wreck. I was afraid I’d have to follow the ambulance to the hospital.” Merle flopped down on the sofa. She threw her hand over her forehead dramatically and let out a whoosh of air. “Damn, I ain’t been that scared since the day Ruby Lee made me ride on that motorcycle of hers. I told God if he’d just let me live I’d never get on that thing again. He did and I didn’t.”

			Larissa went to the kitchen, pulled down the bottle of Jack Daniels, and poured three fingers in a pint-sized Mason jar. She carried it to Merle and said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t think about Angel calling you. It wasn’t even much of a wreck. Hank hit a deer and swerved all over the road and I either had to brake hard or smash into the rear end of a truck. That sent me into a slide and I wound up in the ditch. I never figured on anyone even knowing about it.”

			“Honey, you can’t fart in a town this size without everyone in town knowing what you ate for dinner.” Merle tossed back the whiskey in two gulps and sat the jar on the coffee table.

			“Well, I’m fine and the car isn’t hurt. The truck met up with an oak tree but Hank wasn’t hurt either, other than he’s going to have a seat belt bruise,” Larissa said.

			“You got to hire some help in that beer joint. If you get hauled off to the hospital, who’d run it?” Merle said. Her straight-out-of-the-bottle black hair had been recently done and piled up on her head. Her jeans were tight and her signature western shirt was open to show a tank top under it. Her boots were scuffed and worn.

			“Don’t know that I’ve ever seen you in worn out boots,” Larissa said.

			“Don’t be changin’ the subject. I’m old but I’m damn sure not stupid. I was down in the basement working on a new design when Angel called. I grabbed the pair by the back door that I wear when I mow the yard,” she explained. “Now about that hired help?”

			“I’ve been thinking about hiring someone because business has picked up so much. I promise I’ll think harder, but why would it matter if the joint was shut down if I got hurt?”

			She rolled her eyes toward the ceiling and crossed herself. “Girl, you are talkin’ blasphemy. That place ain’t been shut down since Ruby Lee built it. Where in the hell would I go to shoot pool and have a beer after I’ve worked all day if the Honky Tonk was closed? I’m protectin’ my own interests here,” Merle said.

			“You could run it as well as I could,” Larissa told her.

			Merle shook her head emphatically. “Ruby Lee wanted me to go in partners with her and I turned her down. She was my best friend and I said no. You think anyone else could talk me into it, you’re crazy. When she died I almost crawled up in that casket with her but at least I still had the Honky Tonk. Daisy was already runnin’ it so it wasn’t so bad. Then when Daisy left I already knew Cathy so I didn’t get worried. Same with you. Cathy fell in love with Travis and got married, but you were already my friend so it wasn’t a catastrophic change. Girl, you got to find some help. That’s all there is to it. You don’t hire someone, I will.”

			Larissa sat down in a rocking chair and set it to moving with her heel. “How’d you survive Tinker leaving?” 

			“It was time for Tinker to retire. He’s happy as a monkey in a banana factory out there on his property. So it wasn’t any big thing when Luther went to work for Cathy,” Merle said. “Tinker was tired and ready to retire when Ruby Lee died. If he hadn’t felt like he was Daisy’s surrogate dad he wouldn’t have stayed, but he did and I was glad. I don’t like change at my age. By the time he decided to quit, there was Luther. He’s big and burly like Tinker and the change wasn’t so bad.”

			Larissa threw up her palms. “Okay, okay, I’ll really, really think about hiring someone.”

			“Well, that’s settled. I’m going home to finish my job. Thank god you ain’t dead,” Merle said bluntly.

			“Drive legal,” Larissa said.

			“I’ll drive anyway I damn well please.”

			“Then be careful so I don’t have to bail you out of jail for speeding. It’d be a shame to shut down the Honky Tonk so I could come up to the courthouse and get you out of a cell with a bunch of hardened hookers and drunks.”

			Merle gave her a dirty look. “You find me a whole cell full of hardened hookers in this whole county and I’ll gladly visit with them in jail. Might even sell a few shirts.”

			“Get on out of here and thanks for coming to see about me. That means a lot,” Larissa said.

			When Merle was gone she got a case of nervous giggles. A year before she wouldn’t have believed it if someone had told her what she’d be doing on that summer night. 

			***

			Henry Wells sighed when he looked up from the backyard and saw his truck being towed into the yard. He headed that way in long strides and held his breath until he saw Hank crawl out of the passenger’s side of the tow truck.

			When he was close enough they could hear him over the noise of the winch he asked, “What happened?” 

			“Deer jumped out in front of me and sent me into a sideways slide into an oak tree,” Hank said.

			“That’s my favorite old truck,” Henry said.

			“I’m sorry, Dad,” Hank said.

			“You hurt?”

			“Just a seat belt bruise.”

			“Hurt anyone other than the deer?”

			“Woman in a Mustang behind me landed in the ditch but her car wasn’t hurt and she seemed fine. I told her to call me if there were any problems,” Hank said.

			The truck hit the ground with a thump and Luther detached all the chains. He took off his leather work glove and extended his hand. “I’m Luther Mason.” 

			Henry shook his hand. “I’m Henry Wells, Hank’s dad. What do I owe you, son?”

			“Not a dime. Come on down to the beer joint sometime and buy me a beer, and we’ll be even up. Got to get home and get cleaned up for my second job. Hope next time I see you it ain’t in this kind of way.” Luther got back into the truck, turned it around, and left a dust cloud in his wake as he headed back down the lane.

			“Nice kid. Big as a barn, ain’ he?” Henry said.

			Hank pointed at the truck. “I ain’t never seen a barn that big. We going to fix it or junk it?” 

			“I’ll work on it in my spare time. Give me something to do other than watch reruns on the television at night after you’re gone,” Henry said.

			“I’ll buy you another one,” Hank offered.

			“I reckon you would and could. Reckon I could buy three to replace it if I wanted to, but I don’t. That old truck has some memories in it. Be like tradin’ in a grandpa on a stranger. There’s trucks around that we can use while I work on that one so don’t worry about it. I’m glad you didn’t kill nothin’ other than a deer. Did you call the game warden?”

			“Luther did.”

			“We better go on in the house and tell Oma what happened and that you wasn’t hurt. If she looks out here and sees the truck, she’s liable to have a fit.”

			Hank nodded. “I’ll be back in a minute. We should’ve had Luther take it on out to the barn.”

			“Boy already brought it home for the price of a beer. That’s enough. I’ll fire up the tractor and hook onto it. Won’t take but a minute to get it down in that barn where we keep the implements. You can tell me all about how it happened while we walk back,” Henry said.

			“I figured you’d have a cussin’ fit,” Hank said.

			“Guess I’m gettin’ too old for fits. They take a lot of a man’s energy. I’m just glad you’re alive, son. Someday you’re goin’ to slow down and appreciate livin’,” Henry said.

			“Maybe.” Hank threw an arm over his father’s shoulder.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			Larissa was surprised to look up and see Hank right across the bar from her that night. She figured he’d be home in his recliner moaning and groaning about the seat belt burn. His wife would bring him beer and potato chips and maybe even run his bath water that night while the kids played with grandpa. She hadn’t been so physically attracted to a man in years. Maybe not ever, and he wasn’t even her type. She usually went for someone a lot less rough around the edges. But something about those eyes and the shape of his face, not to mention all those muscles, sent her hormones into overdrive. She hoped he was married because the kind of white-hot heat she felt when he was around wasn’t healthy. At least if there was a wife at home, he’d be permanently off limits. If he wasn’t married and he visited the Honky Tonk every evening for a week she’d be nothing but a blubbering basket case.

			“Hello, again. What are you doing back in this part of the county? I figured you’d have gotten enough of Mingus this afternoon,” she said.

			“Thought I’d come down and see what all the fuss was about. My friends say this is the best place in the state for old music, cold beer, and dancing,” he said.

			“They’re damn right. What can I get you?” Who were his friends and when had they been in the Tonk? Were they the preppies over at the closest table with a bucket of beer and a pitcher of tequila sunrise in front of them? Or were they the cowboys circling the jukebox deciding which songs to play? She decided they were probably the cowboys but then he said he only spent a little while in Palo Pinto County each year so maybe it was the preppies.

			“Two bottles of Coors,” he said. 

			She set two bottles of beer in front of him, picked up the ten dollar bill he’d laid on the counter, and made change. She was careful not to touch his hand when she dropped it into his palm. If his touch was as hot as his smoldering eyes she would fall down on all fours and follow him around like a little lost puppy with her tongue hanging out. Her reaction earlier that evening was supposed to have been an adrenaline rush brought on by a near death experience. It should have passed when her nerves settled down. What happened?

			Good God Almighty, get a hold of yourself, girl. You’ve seen good lookin’ cowboys before. You’ve been on every continent in the world. What makes this one so special anyway, other than the fact that you’ve been too busy for even a long passionate kiss the past six months?

			Justin Langley, a Monday night regular at the Honky Tonk, sat down beside Hank. “Hey, Larissa, I need a place to sleep for my eight hours of down time. Can I use my regular trailer space?”

			She pulled a chart out from under the counter. “It’s empty. I’ll write you up for it. Want a beer?”

			“Just one to help me sleep,” Justin said. 

			“Comin’ up,” Larissa told him.

			Justin turned to Hank. “Who are you? Ain’t seen you in the Honky Tonk before. You just a stranger passing through or did you move to this area?”

			Hank stuck out a hand. “Hank Wells. Trailer space?”

			Justin shook it. “Justin Langley. I drive a semi and stop in here on Monday nights for a few beers before I turn around and head down to Galveston in the morning. Yep, she’s got twenty of them out back of the Honky Tonk. Someday she’s going to marry me and we’re going to see the world from the cab of my truck. It’s just a matter of time. Owners of the Honky Tonk always fall in love with a customer and he’s always a cowboy. I’m a cowboy who rides in a truck rather than on a horse’s back. She’ll come around someday.”

			Larissa made it back down the bar in time to catch the last remark. “Darlin’, I will marry you when angels sell rainbow snow cones in hell. Besides, you’ve got a girlfriend so stop teasing me.”

			“And what about this magic charm thing all the women talk about? That one where the owner of the joint ends up married to a cowboy?” Justin asked.

			“That’s not a charm. It’s a curse and it’s ending with me,” she said with false bravado. 

			Hank disagreed. The Honky Tonk had to have a charm of some kind. Daisy wouldn’t sell the place but gave it away to her cousin. Cathy wouldn’t sell either, but gave the Honky Tonk to Larissa Morley. Now she was determined to never leave. What magic did an old weathered building and two jukeboxes have, anyway? Had the wood been passed through a voodoo queen’s blessing or something? Had an ancient witch put a curse on the women who ran the place?

			“So where you from, Hank?” Justin asked.

			Hank forgot about curses and voodoo and answered, “My dad has a spread up around Palo Pinto.”

			“Cattle or oil?”

			“Angus.”

			“Always thought I’d like a ranch when I settle down. Hey, Larissa, you want to raise Angus when we get married?” he yelled above the jukebox noise.

			“Keep dreaming. Listen to what’s on the jukebox,” she said.

			Dancers were out on the floor forming long line dances to “My Give a Damn’s Busted” by Jo Dee Messina. Twice in one day she’d heard that song. Was there supposed to be a message in it? 

			Justin grabbed his chest with both hands. “You are breaking my heart. Is your give a damn really, really busted?”

			“Busted all to pieces,” she said.

			“Is it just busted or plumb broke?” Justin pushed on.

			“What difference does it make?” Hank asked.

			“If it’s just busted we might find parts to fix it. If it’s plumb broke we might as well go on home,” he said.

			“Don’t forget your hat,” Larissa said.

			“Sounds to me like you got some persuading to do,” Hank said.

			“Ah, Larissa is just playin’ hard to get.”

			Larissa had searched the ends of the earth looking for a place to hang her heart. When it found a home in Mingus she fought it for weeks. When it decided it wanted to own and operate the Honky Tonk, she’d thought about extensive psychotherapy or else an MRI to find out if she had an acute brain tumor. But the heart will have what the heart wants or else it will pine away to nothing. It wanted to live in Mingus and run a beer joint and Larissa gave it what it wanted. Now she owned the Honky Tonk and had been happy as a drunk trapped in a wine cellar. 

			She made her way from one end of the bar to the other and stopped in front of Hank with renewed purpose to put a vice clamp on the physical attraction. “Need another beer?”

			“I’m still workin’ on this one. I took the other one to Luther for payment for his help today. How long have you owned this place?” Hank knew exactly how long Larissa Morley had owned and operated the Honky Tonk. His file on her was slim but it was accurate from the day she moved to Mingus. Before that she didn’t exist.

			“Moved here last winter,” she answered.

			“Like it?”

			“It’s home.”

			“Want to dance?”

			“Don’t dance with the customers, but thanks.”

			“Buy you a beer or a drink?” Hank asked.

			“Don’t do that either. Thanks.”

			Justin patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t feel bad. I’ve been tryin’ to talk her into the same thing since last spring. Women! Can’t understand them. Can’t live with ’em and it’s against the law to shoot ’em. Ever hear of that book that says they are from a different planet than men folks?”

			Larissa left them to discuss the impossibility of getting along with women and made her way down the bar, waiting on customers as she went. Monday nights used to be slow until word got out there was a quaint little beer joint just over the border into Palo Pinto County with a jukebox that still played old records at three songs for a quarter. The Internet and blogging had opened up whole new avenues of word-of-mouth advertising and now the place was hopping every night. Sometimes Luther had to turn the customers away at the door to wait on the porch or in the parking lot until a few got tired and left.

			“Hey, Larissa, here’s our song. All you got to do is tell me that you love me and the next time it won’t be so hard.” Justin pointed to the jukebox where “Say It Again” by Don Williams was playing.

			She shook her head and frowned.

			“You really in love with her?” Hank asked.

			“Naw, I just like to tease her. I got a girl in south Texas who can shoot the eyes out of a rattlesnake at fifty yards. I wouldn’t dare fall in love with another woman. She’d shoot me, throw my carcass out for the coyotes, and never look back. She’s one of them country girls that songs are written about and I’m so much in love with her it ain’t even funny. We’re gettin’ married at Christmas time and I’m settlin’ down to an office job.” Justin picked up his beer and headed to the pool tables.

			Hank turned around on the bar stool and watched the dancers fill up the floor in a slow two-step as Merle Haggard sang a slow ballad. He was reminded of Toby Keith’s “I Love This Bar.” Toby mentioned hookers, lookers, bikers, and preppies in the song. Hank saw women who could be hookers in their tight fitting jeans and low cut blouses; those who were lookers in their high-dollar designer jeans and boots and hundred dollar haircuts; bikers over there at a table with their tattoos and earrings; preppies in their pleated slacks and dress shirts; and more hats and boots than he’d seen in one place since the last time he attended a cattle sale on the Lazy R Ranch up in Palo Pinto, Texas.

			The Honky Tonk was a weathered gray building with a wraparound porch with a flashing neon sign atop a three-tiered façade. Inside it was one big room with two pool tables in the right corner, a few tables pushed around the walls with chairs surrounding them, a bar across the entire back side, and two jukeboxes. 

			Sitting on the stool and taking stock of the place, Hank couldn’t figure out why anyone wouldn’t sell it for ten times what it was worth. But the previous two owners had turned down million-dollar offers for a piece of Texas dirt and a building not worth a tenth of that. If there wasn’t a curse on the place, then what would it take to make Larissa sell?

			His heart clinched up in his chest when he looked up and caught her looking at him. Something stirred but he was in the Honky Tonk on a mission and he would not be deterred by a sexual attraction that could be satisfied with one night in a cheap motel. He held up his empty beer bottle and pointed at it. She popped the top on another and brought it to him. 

			“So you don’t dance with customers or let them buy you a drink. If a customer asked you out to dinner would you go?” he asked.

			“I work six nights a week. Only day I have off is Sunday.” Larissa hadn’t been on a real date in six months. Hank Wells rattled her nerves like a marble in a tin can just sitting on the bar stool. She couldn’t imagine spending a whole evening with him with no one else around.

			Rattled her nerves, hell! Whatever sexy vibes he threw out set them on a roller coaster that took her breath away.

			“Then Larissa Morley, will you go to dinner with me next Sunday? I will pick you up at noon. What’s your favorite restaurant? Or if you want a home cooked dinner, tell me what your favorite food is and I’ll ask Oma to make it for you. It’s payment for almost totaling your car today,” Hank said. In spite of the job, he would really like to spend more time with her. Getting to know her was part of the job, but she was all the things he liked in a woman. Strong. Independent. Sassy. Funny. Kind. Well, that last one might be up for debate but she had given him a jar of iced tea while they waited on the tow truck.

			Her heart wanted to say yes but the little crawling itch on the back of her neck said something wasn’t right. He had mesmerizing eyes. He was sexy as the devil in disguise. He made her little heart jump around like a kid in a candy store. But… and there was that little three letter word getting in the way. Until she could look at him and see no buts, and she dang sure didn’t mean butts, she wasn’t going to succumb to all the heat between them.

			“Thanks but no thanks. I’ve got plans for this Sunday,” she said.

			Justin poked his head between two customers halfway down the bar. “Hey, Larissa, fix up a bucket of Coors. Me and Julio and Patrick got us a hot game of eight ball going back there.” 

			“You must’ve lost the first round.” She set a galvanized milk bucket on the bar, shoved six bottles of cold Coors down into it, and topped it off with two scoops of ice.

			Justin picked up the bucket and carried it back to the tables. “Yep, I did.” 

			Larissa made her way down the bar, filling orders and jars. When she got back to Hank he still had half a bottle of beer so she didn’t stop until he spoke.

			He nodded toward the jukebox. “Who’s that singing?” 

			“That’s the great Emmylou Harris. You didn’t grow up on old country music, did you?” she asked. 

			Maybe that was the wrong thing about him. He didn’t belong in the Honky Tonk and was an impostor. The previous Honky Tonk owner, Cathy, used to say that her “bullshit” radar went off when something wasn’t the absolute truth and when Larissa had worked as a bartender long enough she’d find her radar. Evidently she’d worked there long enough because it was sending red lights and a whining noise that only she could see. The prickle on her neck and the way he looked at her with a veil over those strange colored eyes had set it off big-time.

			“Sure I know Emmylou. I just didn’t recognize that song,” Hank said.

			Merle Avery claimed the stool next to Hank. She was an expert pool shooter and had seen more groups come and go in the beer joint than anyone in the county. She wore snug fitting blue jeans and her designer western shirt had red roses embroidered on the back yoke. She always carried a special case for her custom made cue sticks and never touched the freebie sticks on the wall. That night she set her case on the floor between the bar stools and studied Hank for a full minute.

			“Do I have something on my face?” he finally asked.

			“No you don’t, but I’m old enough that I can stare and not give a damn if it’s rude. I’m deciding whether I’m going to like you. Who are you?” she asked Hank.

			He hadn’t planned on getting the third degree from everyone in the state of Texas when he decided to drop by the Honky Tonk, but he put on his best smile and said, “I’m Hank Wells, ma’am. Who are you?”

			“Name is Merle Avery. You one of the new crowd that heard about the place on one of them Internet things?”

			“No, ma’am. Just word of mouth. Friend said that the Honky Tonk was the hottest place around on Monday nights. I’m the one who hit the deer this afternoon and sent Larissa into the ditch,” Hank said.

			She leaned back and started at his boots, let her gaze go up his long legs to the Texas Longhorn bull on his tarnished silver belt buckle, on up to chambray work shirt sleeves that had been rolled up to his elbow, taking time to check out his hands and his neck.

			“I heard about that. Larissa said you laid down some rubber tryin’ to get that truck stopped and that it was probably totaled, old as it is. Why did you come all the way back down here tonight?”

			“That’s exactly what happened. And it is probably totaled out but my dad is bound and determined to fix the thing. He’s got this affection for it. I think it’s a sixty-something model and he’s already put two engines in it. I’ve been hearing a lot about this place. I was close and the chores were done so I came to town for some company and a beer.” 

			“You almost fooled me, Hank Wells. But you are a drugstore cowboy. You ain’t the real thing.”

			Words froze in his throat. 

			Larissa stopped in front of them. “He’s not real?” 

			“He’s the best fake I’ve ever seen,” Merle answered.

			“What makes you say that?” Hank asked hoarsely.

			“Two things. Your neck is lily white. That means you don’t work outside enough to be a real honest-to-god cowboy at your age. And your fingernails. That’s dirt up under them but it’s not ground in enough. Add that to the fact that you didn’t recognize Emmylou and something ain’t kosher.”

			“I don’t have to justify myself to you, Miz Avery. But I am not a fake. My father owns the Lazy R Ranch north of Palo Pinto. Henry Wells? Heard of him? I have a job in Dallas and don’t spend all my time on the ranch,” he drawled. “When I’m at the ranch, I’m a bona fide cowboy whether I look like one or not.”

			“I knew Henry years ago,” Merle said. “Didn’t know he had a boy. Don’t tell me that truck you wrecked is an old sixties model Ford. Red with white leather interior?”

			“It is. How’d you know that? You clairvoyant or something?”

			“I’ve got the memory of an elephant, honey. When you go home you tell Henry that you were down here at the Honky Tonk. He might explain about that truck if he wants you to know. Me, I ain’t sayin’ another word except I understand why he would never junk it.” Merle picked up the beer that Larissa set before her and took a long gulp. “You any good at pool?”

			“No ma’am, but I understand there’s a couple of guys back there who are,” he said.

			“Ah, that Julio and Patrick ain’t no competition. Julio’s Mexican temper and Patrick’s Irish one get in the way of either of them bein’ good at anything but arguing. Damn, I miss Garrett and Angel,” she said.

			Hank looked at Larissa with a question in his eyes. 

			“Angel would be her niece and Garrett is Angel’s husband. They’re newlyweds and don’t come in too often anymore.” Larissa barely got the words out when someone ordered two buckets of Miller Lite and a pitcher of hurricanes.

			Merle waited for the noise of the blender to stop before she turned to Hank. “I can see by the way you look at Larissa that you are interested. If you want to impress her then you got to work on getting that neck red and them hands dirty. She said when she took over the Honky Tonk that the only way she’d ever look at a man was if he was a real cowboy.”

			Hank frowned. “And I thought I was pretty damn close to the real thing. Not that I’m interested in impressing Larissa or anyone else in this place. Someone else can have my stool. You have a good evening, ma’am.” 

			“Go haul some hay or drill some wheat and bring a red neck back with you when you come back in here,” Merle told him.

			He tipped his hat at her and made his way through line dancers doing their routine to “Johnny B. Goode” by Buck Owens. He could still hear the guitar licks when he opened the door to his father’s newest pickup truck. He crawled inside and rolled down the window. He’d rather have been driving his own car but one look at it and not just Merle, but everyone in the county, would know he didn’t belong in the Honky Tonk. The next singer was Loretta Lynn. He’d recognize that nasal twang anywhere because he’d heard his father and mother argue about it when he was a little boy. His mother hated anything country and his father loved everything country. His mother was a socialite and citified woman who liked Broadway plays and classical music; his father was a rancher who listened to country music and grew his own food. They’d married on a whim and divorced before the ink was dry on the marriage license. The only thing that connected them was a son conceived on the wedding night in Las Vegas, Nevada.

			Hank leaned his head back on the headrest and listened to the country music drifting out through the parking lot. Sweat poured down his neck and when he shut his eyes a visual materialized of Larissa Morley in those skin-tight jeans and that little red knit top that barely touched the top of her jeans. She was a tasty little morsel and he’d be the first to admit she’d gotten under his skin. She wasn’t the first woman who’d taken his eye the few times he went slumming, and she wouldn’t be the last. He would get over it and her because he had a job to do, and a relationship with the likes of Larissa Morley would blow the hell out of his work. 

			The next vision that flitted through his mind was Hank introducing a bartender to his mother, Victoria. He imagined the look on her face when he said, “Mother, meet Larissa. She owns a beer joint called the Honky Tonk.”

			“She would die of an acute cardiac arrest,” Hank said aloud as he started up the engine to the truck and drove north toward Palo Pinto. He pushed the button and Merle Haggard’s voice filled the truck. He kept time to the beat with his thumb on the steering wheel.

			***

			Larissa was so busy behind the bar that she seldom knew when anyone arrived or left at the Honky Tonk, but the minute Hank Wells left his bar stool she knew it. She watched him walk across the floor, meandering around the line dancers and out the door past the Honky Tonk bouncer, Luther. 

			“Why did that particular man make you pant?” Merle asked.

			Larissa shrugged. “Remember that song ‘Somebody’s Knockin’’? It says that she’d heard about the devil but she’d never dreamed that he’d have blue eyes and blue jeans. Well, I never dreamed he’d have whiskey colored eyes. Terri sings that they’ll have a heavenly night. I was ready to test that out without asking a single question. Lord, he could be serial killer and I’d still peel them jeans off his firm little hind end and enjoy doing it. I almost said yes when he asked me out to dinner. But something ain’t right. I can feel it in my bones, but at the same time I’m kicking myself for not saying yes. Remember how Cathy said that Travis was sex on a stick on her wedding day? I didn’t understand such a crazy saying then but I do now. It would probably be best if Hank Wells didn’t ever come back in this place. I don’t know what the attraction is, but it’s damn sure there.”

			“Last time I saw something like this was when Jarod collided with Daisy,” Merle said.

			“And they got married and she gave her cousin Cathy the Honky Tonk. Then be damned if Travis didn’t kiss Cathy on New Year’s Day and, dear God, do you think there’s a hex on this place? The owner falls for a cowboy?” Larissa moaned.

			“Hell, I hope not. I’m tired of the Honky Tonk changin’ bartenders more often than a hooker changes her underpants,” Merle said. “Listen to Shelly West singing that song. I’d rather see you drink too much tequila and wind up dancing on the bar, kissing all the cowboys, shooting out the lights, and starting a fight as wind up falling in love.”

			“Jose Cuervo” played through to the end with the dancers kicking and slapping their fannies in unison. It played twice more and then the dancers hit the bar in a dehydrated frenzy ordering Mason jars of beer and pitchers of margaritas. 

			Merle wandered over to the jukebox and put some money into the slot. She pushed H5 to play “Somebody’s Knockin’” so she could hear all the words again. Larissa was too damn classy a broad to get caught up with a drugstore cowboy even if he was the devil in disguise. At least Cathy and Daisy, the former owners, had each gotten a real, live guar-damn-teed cowboy down to the boots and belt buckles. If Larissa couldn’t have the bona fide product, then she needed to kick the devil with his whiskey colored eyes and blue jeans out the front door. If she couldn’t do the job then Merle was sure that Luther would be glad to do it for her.

			***

			Hank parked the truck in the front yard of the rambling ranch style home with a big porch wrapped around three sides and coon dogs lounging on the front steps. His father, Henry, sat in a wooden rocking chair with wide arms back in the shadows. When he spoke, Hank jumped.

			“Didn’t mean to startle you. Where you been?”

			“That little beer joint down in Mingus that everyone is talking about,” Hank said.

			“One that plays country music and looks like it came out of an old Western movie set or the brick one up north?” Henry asked.

			“The Honky Tonk? You been down there?” Hank asked.

			“Lots of times back when Ruby Lee owned the place. Sit a spell.”

			Hank pulled up a second rocker and eased down into it. “Who was Ruby Lee?”

			“A lady that I should’ve married instead of your momma, but hindsight is the only thing that’s not tainted like rose-colored glasses. Ruby Lee was a hellcat from over in east Texas. Her daddy was a preacher man and he couldn’t get the hell preached out of that girl, no sir. When she was legal aged she took off and went to Dallas to her aunt’s place and got a job. Worked two jobs. One at an office and the other as a bartender. That’s where I met her. I was down there for a cattle sale and she was the bartender at the sale. God, she was pretty and we fell hard. Then her aunt died and left her a wad of cash and she wanted to build a beer joint in Palo Pinto County so we could be close together. My wife wasn’t going to own no damned old beer joint and I told her so. Asked her to marry me and move to the ranch with me. She told me to ride that idea straight to hell and kiss the devil right smack on the ass when I got there. She built the Honky Tonk and ran it until she died. I went down there and tried to talk her into giving me a second chance but she wouldn’t. I met your mother and married her and never went back. Are they still playing the old songs like they did when Ruby put the joint in? She said she’d never change any of it.”

			“They were playing Emmylou and Loretta tonight,” Hank said.

			Henry nodded seriously. “And Merle Haggard, Willie Nelson, and Waylon Jennings. Those are the old stars.”

			“Why couldn’t your wife own a bar?” Hank asked.

			“I was too proud. Back in those days everyone would’ve talked and what other people thought was important. People’s opinions and my stubborn pride cost me the love of my life. I cared about your mother in those few weeks we were married but I never got over Ruby Lee. Who’s bartending these days? I heard that she left the Honky Tonk to some little old dark-haired woman that she’d kind of adopted like a daughter. Named Daisy O’Dell.”

			“Daisy married a rancher named Jarod McElroy last fall and gave the Honky Tonk to her cousin Cathy,” Hank said.

			Henry cocked his head to one side. “How’d you know all that?”

			“Don’t take long to hear the history when you are sitting on a bar stool in the joint,” Hank said.

			“What’d Cathy look like? Was she another dark-haired beauty?” Henry asked.

			“Tall, blonde. How long has it been since you were down there?”

			“More than thirty years. When I asked your momma to marry me I stopped going,” Henry said.

			“Well, Cathy married an oil engineer in the spring and moved out to the panhandle. She gave the place to Larissa Morley. She’s dark-haired and dark-eyed,” Hank said.

			“Be careful. Them dark-haired ones will steal your heart.” 

			“Why’d you fall for Mother if you liked dark-haired women?” Hank asked. 

			“Man can love lots of women but only one gets to lay claim to his heart. Your mother was a beauty. Still is and so smart it ain’t funny. Don’t know why in the hell I’m tellin’ you this tonight. Guess it’s because you brought up the Honky Tonk. Think I’ll go on in to bed. We got hay to put in the barn tomorrow. You going to help or go out and wreck another one of my vehicles tomorrow?”

			“Merle says that she knows why you want to fix up the old truck instead of junking it, and she says that my neck ain’t red enough so I reckon I better get out in the hay field and get it the right color,” Hank said.

			“Now Merle is a different story for a different night.” Henry’s chuckle came from deep in his chest. “I’m sure she remembers that truck. She saw it often enough back in the first days of the Honky Tonk’s business. I’ll rattle your door for breakfast.”

			Henry was a tall, lanky man and might have retired seven years before when he reached sixty-five but he loved the ranch too much to put it in anyone’s hand but his son’s and Hank wasn’t ready for it. Maybe that dark-haired beauty down at the Honky Tonk would settle him down. A father could always hope.

			“Good night, Dad,” Hank said.

			“Night, son.”

			***

			Larissa locked the door behind Luther at two o’clock. It had been a booming night even for a Monday, which was fast turning into their busiest times. When Cathy and Daisy ran the place Monday night was old jukebox night. The rest of the week they played the newer artists, but the Tonk soon got a reputation for being the new “in” place for vintage country music, so nowadays Larissa only plugged in the new jukebox on Friday and Saturday nights.

			She picked up a beer and carried it to the nearest table where she propped her legs up on an extra chair. Bartending was the hardest work she’d ever done but she loved every minute of it. From the music to the customers hustling and hassling her. Like Toby Keith said, she loved the bar with its lookers, hookers, bikers, and preppies.

			“But I would like to kiss that Hank fellow just once to see if it would set me on fire. Just thinking about it makes me tingle all over,” she said aloud. “Still, something just ain’t right. Was it that crazy song playing through my head that made me think about him being the devil? I’m talking to myself out loud. Wonder if Cathy ever did that after she shut the place down?”

			She tipped back the bottle and finished off her beer and left by way of the back door. She pushed the button on the remote to roll up the garage door where she parked her vintage 1965 Mustang every night. She wondered on the way home why Hank Wells had asked her to dinner so quickly. Was that what had made her think something wasn’t right? Or was there a little suspicious part hiding in her heart saying that Daisy and Cathy found a sexy cowboy when they owned the Honky Tonk and it could happen to her also? Did Larissa want a love in her life? Or did she want to be like the old original owner and go out in a blaze of glory without a man?
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