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				Chapter 1

				Shhhh! It’s a secret!

				That line had run around in Jasmine’s mind all day on a continuous loop. She imagined two little girls playing out on the grassy lawn with their Barbie dolls, and it was a secret where Barbie and Ken were going for supper. Then two middle school girls in her bedroom gossiping about boys, and it was a secret.

				Oh, the secrets she and Pearl had shared through the years, and now she had one that she couldn’t share with anyone, not even Pearl.

				“No one in Texas is ever going to know. Not even Pearl. I’ll go home and everything will be the same. I’ll wake up Monday morning, open the Chicken Fried Café, and business will go on as usual and by then I’ll forget all about this wedding. It’ll be a secret, alright, but between me and Ace, and no one else will ever know.” She talked to herself as she flopped her suitcase on the hotel bed and unzipped it. Her hands were shaking. A fine bead of moisture covered her upper lip, and second thoughts were about to smother her plumb to death.

				She and Ace had taken different flights. He’d flown out of Dallas on Friday and gotten their rooms. She’d arrived late Saturday afternoon and caught a taxi to the hotel. It was down to the wire, swim or drown time, red light or green light. Her hands were clammy and sweat was pooling up around the band of her bra. Nervously, she looked at the clock. The hands whipped around so fast that it made her dizzy. Where had the time gone?

				She took a quick shower, washed and dried her long, dark hair, and applied makeup. Then it was time to dress. Thank God the plane had been on time or she would have been rushed. She couldn’t have stood a dose of nervous and one of hurry-up at the same time.

				The white satin dress fit tightly to the waist with a hem that stopped right above her knee. Filmy illusion was attached to a white Stetson hat in a big bow with the streamers hanging to her waist. It was sprinkled with pearls and edged with lace. The shoes were white satin with beadwork on the high heels. But Jasmine didn’t feel like a bride. She felt like an imposter.

				A rapid rat-a-tat-tat on the door said the time was up. She opened the door to find Ace smiling from ear to ear and holding a black Stetson. He was damn sexy in his black Western-cut jacket, creased black Wranglers, and white shirt unbuttoned at the collar. His blond curls were almost tamed with a healthy dose of gel, but a few still escaped to float playfully on his forehead. But then it was common knowledge that Ace Riley was a player, so he would know exactly how to dress, how to swagger, how to use that Texas drawl, and how to smile to attract the women.

				He braced an arm against the doorjamb and let his gray-blue eyes slowly scan her from high heels to Stetson. That didn’t surprise Jasmine either. Flirting came as natural to Ace as breathing. The first thing he did when he walked into the café was scope it out for new skirt tails; the second was turn on the charm.

				“Whew! You clean up pretty damn good, Jazzy.” His sexy Texas drawl was deep, and his words came out slow. Most women melted when he walked through the door and swooned when he opened his mouth. He’d never affected Jasmine that way, not until that moment.

				She’d seen him before in dress jeans and crisply ironed shirts but never as fancy as he was that day. Most of the time he came into the café in his scuffed work boots, faded jeans, and shirts with the sleeves cut out; the barbed wire tat around his arm was a constant reminder that he never intended to let a woman anywhere near his heart. A motel bed or her bed, yes, but never his heart or his bedroom.

				“Those are two places I’m saving for the love of my life if I ever meet her,” he’d told Jasmine once while he was eating hamburgers in her kitchen.

				Jasmine struck a pose for him. “Do I look like a blushing bride? You know you shouldn’t be seeing me before the wedding. It’s bad luck.”

				He fanned his face with his black Stetson and whistled through his teeth. “Oh, darlin’, you look every bit the part, and don’t worry about bad luck. We’re in Vegas and no one knows what we’re up to. You know what they say: What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas! We ain’t got a thing to worry about. Shall we go get married?”

				She looped her arm into his and pulled the door shut.

				The elevator was right across from her room and opened immediately when he pushed the down button. “See, it’s an omen. Nothing bad is going to happen because I saw you in that cute little dress. Besides, the rules are different in Vegas.”

				“Oh yeah?” She looked up at him.

				“Sure they are. Didn’t you read the rule book in the drawer right beside the Gideon Bible? God, Jazzy, this ain’t your first time in Vegas, is it?”

				“Hell, no! I’ve been here before and you are full of shit! There is no rule book in the drawer.” She giggled.

				“Did you look? Tell me, did you look in the drawer since you’ve been here this time?”

				“Yes, I did,” she lied.

				“Well, shit! Someone stole your rule book. Well, on page five, paragraph six, it says that the groom can see the bride on the wedding day and that it will bring them good luck. Paragraph seven says that the only thing they have to be careful with is the blackjack tables. If the bride is wearing her wedding dress, they will lose their money there. So all we have to do is stay away from the blackjack tables. Besides, what bride and groom would spend their time gambling anyway? They’d be rufflin’ up the sheets with some hot-as-hell sex,” Ace said.

				“You are full of bullshit, Ace,” she laughed.

				The elevator doors slid open and he strutted out with her on his arm. Heads turned as they walked past the blackjack tables, the roulette wheels, and the slot machines. Jasmine saw one woman fan herself with the back of her hand, another licked her lips as if she could taste his kisses, and at least two wiggled as if they needed to make a dash to the bathroom and change their underpants.

				Ace noticed men with hungry eyes ogling Jazzy as if they’d like to lay her down on satin sheets and peel that tight-fittin’ dress off her slow and easy. Truth was that he was thinking about how those full lips would taste; if that long hair would feel like silk as he tangled it up in his fingers; or how slick those legs would be wrapped around him in a Jacuzzi. He shook his head to knock out the vision and another kinky blond curl fell down on his forehead. He didn’t bother pushing it back. After the wedding he would settle his black Stetson on his head and that would keep the pesky curls away from his eyes.

				At the curb, he raised his hand and a taxi pulled right up. “See, more good luck. Elevator right there waiting for us and now a taxi is Johnny-on-the-spot. I tell you this is our night, Miz Jazzy.”

				“Okay, I believe you, Ace. Nothing can go wrong, and what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas. Shhh, it’s a secret.” She held one finger to her lips.

				He opened the door and held the streamers from her hat while Jasmine crawled into the backseat and then he followed her.

				“Yes, it is a secret. Our secret and we’ll leave it right here, so don’t worry, darlin’,” he whispered.

				His warm breath started something boiling down deep in her stomach. But that shouldn’t come as a surprise. She had dated four men in the past year and a half. One of them got past the second date. None of them got further than a good-night kiss.

				“Cupid’s Wedding Chapel,” he told the driver.

				“I’ll have you there in twenty minutes. Traffic is pretty bad this time of night,” he said.

				“We need to be there at seven.” Ace checked his watch. They had fifteen minutes. Dammit! He’d forgotten to figure in traffic. He’d just figured on getting there right at the time, doing the deed, and getting back to the hotel where he would play the slots for a couple of hours and go to bed.

				“Then we’ll take a short cut. Hang on to your hats.”

				“What happens at the chapel?” Jazzy asked.

				“I bought a package deal. Pictures. Bouquet for you. License in a cute little folder with a seal on the front and the ceremony. The lawyer said to bring him a valid marriage license, but I’m taking pictures so Cole can see it was a real wedding. I appreciate you getting all dressed up, Jazzy,” he said softly.

				She punched his arm playfully. “What are friends for?”

				He grinned. “God knows I don’t want you to back out, but I wouldn’t blame you, and we’d still be friends if you are about to change your mind.”

				She shook her head emphatically. “Hell, no! That sumbitch Cole isn’t getting the farm. But I do have one question, Ace. How is it that he won’t be tellin’ the whole family anyway?”

				Ace graced her with his brightest smile. “Ranch, darlin’. Not farm.”

				“Okay, let’s put it this way: That sumbitch Cole ain’t gettin’ your Texas dirt whether you grow potatoes or Angus calves,” she said.

				He chuckled. “I like the part about sumbitch Cole, and I’ll stick to Angus. And I’ll explain the Cole situation to you after the wedding. Don’t worry. He won’t tell a soul about the ranch if he doesn’t get it.”

				The taxi pulled up in front of a sweet little white chapel and parked behind a long, white limo with a driver standing at attention beside it. Ace gave the driver a bill. Jasmine scooted out of the taxi. She hadn’t planned on moving so much in the tight-fitting dress when she bought it the previous spring. It was supposed to be worn to a personal shower for a friend, but they’d changed their minds, decided to have the shower at a honky tonk, and everyone wore jeans. It had hung in her closet until that morning when she went looking for something to wear to her wedding.

				Ace tucked her arm into his again. “Love the hat thing,” he said.

				“Spur of the moment. Pearl was going to use it for her wedding and Tess pitched a fit, so she told me to do something with it. It’s my something borrowed,” she said.

				“What’s blue?”

				She hooked a finger under her skirt tail, raised it a notch, and showed him a blue garter.

				“Old?”

				“Bra and underpants.” She giggled.

				“New? The dress?” Ace asked.

				“Yes, it is. Never worn, so it’s still new,” she said.

				“Then we’ve got it covered.” He slung an arm around her shoulder. It wasn’t the first time Ace had hugged her or even walked across the café floor with his arm around her, so why did steamy little hot tingles dance up and down her spine?

				The door opened at the exact time they stepped through the archway onto the porch, and a smiling woman motioned them inside. “You’d be Ace and Jasmine. You are right on time. I’m Harriett and I’ll be acting as your wedding planner tonight. My, don’t you both look beautiful.”

				Ace cleared his throat.

				Harriett laughed. “Handsome, then. Does that work better for you, cowboy?”

				“Yes, ma’am, it surely does.”

				She picked up a nosegay of red roses with streaming satin ribbons that matched the roses perfectly. “Hold them at waist level and loop your arm though his. It makes for prettier pictures and gives me time to get to the front of the chapel before you start down the aisle so I can get good pictures of you.”

				Jasmine nodded. Harriett didn’t look a thing like Marcella, her mother’s cousin and most sought-after wedding planner in Sherman, Texas, but the authority in her voice sure reminded Jasmine of Marcella.

				The lady hurried across the small foyer to swing open double doors into a tiny chapel with twenty white folding chairs on each side of the short center aisle. The traditional wedding march started playing softly from speakers attached to the pulpit at the front the moment the doors opened.

				Jasmine wondered if they were on a timer—kind of like a clock wired up to a bomb. If so, what detonated the bomb? The words “I do”?

				The preacher motioned them forward. Harriet rushed down the aisle in front of them, turned around, and started snapping pictures. Cole wouldn’t have a leg to stand on if he contested the marriage with all the pictures the woman took between the back of the chapel and the pulpit.

				Jasmine was amazed to see that the chapel was completely full of people but figured they must be waiting for the next wedding, the one with the bride and groom waiting in the white limo out front. She wondered if they were movie stars or celebrities who had snuck off from Hollywood for a quickie marriage, and if the people in the audience were paparazzi from every ragtag gossip paper in the whole country.

				They barely made it to the front when the preacher intoned in a loud voice, “We are gathered here this day to unite”—he looked down at the marriage license on the pulpit—“Jasmine King and Ace Riley in holy matrimony… Hand your flowers to Harriett,” he whispered.

				Jasmine looked around to find Harriett reaching for the flowers. She laid the bouquet on an empty chair and went back to taking pictures.

				“They’ll send them to my computer via email. Be there when we get home. I wasn’t expecting so many, though,” Ace whispered.

				The preacher went on, “Now, Ace, take her hands in yours and face each other.”

				When they were facing each other the preacher smiled and a flash went off behind Jasmine. These people really took the business of quickie marriages seriously.

				“In this time-honored tradition of a wedding ceremony, Jasmine and Ace have come before me to repeat their vows to each other and to exchange rings. If there is anyone who has a reason they shouldn’t be married, please step forward now and state your cause or forever hold your peace.”

				He paused for a minute, wiped his sweaty face with a white handkerchief pulled from behind the oak pulpit, and used both hands to slick back his thick black hair. The smile never left his face, and Jasmine heard several clicks behind her. Surely, those crazy people didn’t think she and Ace were the celebrities. Granted, she’d been asked before if she was kin to Dr. Cuddy on House. Maybe she should stop the wedding and tell them that the real celebrities were hiding in the limo outside, and they were wasting their batteries on a cowboy and a café owner from Ringgold, Texas, population less than a hundred.

				“No one to protest?” the preacher asked again.

				Jasmine bit back a giggle. Her four best friends, Liz, Pearl, Austin, and Gemma, would be stampeding through the chapel like a herd of longhorn heifers if they had any inkling what was going on that minute. But they didn’t and wouldn’t ever. Maybe someday when they were all sharing a room in a nursing home she’d tell them about the year she was married to Ace Riley. The vision that popped into her head was five old ladies sitting around a domino table. Pearl was the one with lightly frosted, red kinky hair, shooting daggers at the old man winking at them; Austin and Gemma would have gray streaks in their dark hair, but Liz, gypsy that she was, wouldn’t have changed all that much.

				“Yes, well, apparently no one wants to object, so we will continue,” the preacher said. His smile was plastered on as if he expected it to get him through the pearly gates of heaven that very night, and the cameras all over the chapel kept up a steady clicking noise.

				Jasmine was giddy with nerves over repeating vows right there before a certified preacher, and even God, that she had absolutely no intentions of keeping. Why didn’t he tell those people behind her that they were photographing the wrong wedding and why was he smiling like he’d just won the lottery?

				She wasn’t the only one with a case of jitters. Ace was rubbing her palm with his thumb because he couldn’t be still. She wished he’d stop because it was shooting so much sexual energy through her body that she could have jumped him right there in front of the pulpit before the vows were said. The white dress and veil didn’t make her a real bride, but evidently her hormones thought it did. Maybe all brides felt like that when they were about to say vows before a grinning preacher and in front of a bunch of crazy people with cameras.

				“Okay, Jasmine, repeat after me,” the preacher intoned.

				Jasmine repeated with a heavy dose of guilt.

				The preacher turned to Ace. “Repeat after me.”

				Ace repeated without a single bit of guilt.

				“Rings?”

				Ace dug in his pocket and brought out a set of matching plain gold bands he’d picked up at the Walmart jewelry counter on his way to the airport. He handed them to the preacher who blessed them and told everyone in the chapel their meaning before he handed the smaller one to Ace.

				“Repeat after me as you put this on her finger. With this ring…”

				“With this ring…” Ace said.

				Jasmine kept expecting lightning to zip down through the cathedral ceiling, shatter the crystal chandelier, and fry poor old Ace deader’n a roadkill skunk for vowing things he had no intention of doing.

				The preacher handed her the larger gold band. “Jasmine, you repeat after me as you put this ring on Ace’s third finger.”

				“With this ring…” She slipped the ring on his finger.

				Her chest constricted like a two-hundred-pound sack of potatoes had been slammed against it. Maybe God and all the angels had long since given up on Las Vegas and let Lucifer have it.

				“And now I pronounce you husband and wife. Mr. and Mrs. Ace Riley. Go forth and be happy! But first, Ace, you may kiss your bride.”

				Jasmine looked up and he looked down into her aqua-colored eyes. She hadn’t planned on this part. The preacher would say they were husband and wife and that would be that. But from the look in Ace’s sexy eyes, he was going to seal the deal with a real kiss.

				She shut her eyes and moistened her lips. Lights started flashing and wedding music began playing, this time louder than before and with lots more jazz. Lord, a kiss had never affected her like that before.

				Holy shit! That wasn’t supposed to happen! Jasmine thought.

				But when she opened her eyes, it wasn’t just the sparks of a kiss setting off music and stars. All the people in the church were holding cameras and talking all at once. Someone with a video camera and a microphone on a long stick shoved chairs to one side so they could get closer. Red dots danced in front of Jasmine’s eyes and she wondered if it was the result of flashes and bright lights or if Ace was really that damn good at kissing.

				“Hells bells, Ace, does this come with the package too?” she asked.

				“I have no idea what this is all about,” he said.

				“Mr. and Mrs. Ace Riley from Ringgold, Texas, you are the winners! You are the five thousandth couple to get married in my chapel,” the preacher announced in a booming voice full of excitement. “We’ve been advertising for weeks and you’ve won the prize! Today is mine and Harriett’s twenty-fifth wedding anniversary, so it’s perfect.”

				Cameras seemed to light up the whole state of Nevada and suddenly the preacher’s perpetual smile made sense. He wanted to look good for the cameras. He had his arm thrown around Harriet and they were posing for pictures.

				He talked out the side of his mouth as the flashes kept going off from different directions. “This service will be credited back to your charge card. The prize includes a limo for the rest of the evening complete with champagne and the honeymoon suite at the Bellagio where dinner will be served in your room. Keep smiling. I’m a lucky man that you are both so photogenic. Your picture will look beautiful in my foyer and in the morning papers.”

				A reporter shoved a microphone near Jasmine’s face. “Why did you come to Vegas to get married?”

				She swallowed hard but nothing came to mind other than shhh, it’s a secret.

				“It’s so romantic,” she said.

				“And we only had the weekend so we wanted to plan a short honeymoon as well as a wedding,” Ace said.

				“I hope to hell this never goes any further than a picture in the foyer,” she whispered to Ace.

				Someone yelled from the back of the chapel, “How long have you known each other?”

				Ace hugged Jasmine up to his side. “A long time. We were friends first and we fell in love.”

				He tipped her hat back, kissed her again for the cameras, and whispered, “Play along. We get the honeymoon suite and a limo. And it’s just a local contest thing.”

				A petite lady in a cute blue suit with a multitude of support cameras asked, “When are you going back to Texas?”

				Ace ran a hand through his blond curly hair, then settled his Stetson on his head. “We have to fly home tomorrow. So if y’all will let us get on with our honeymoon, we’d be much obliged.”

				Jasmine turned around when one of the reporters asked, “Isn’t she the doctor that plays on that television show House?”

				Another one answered before she could assure them that she was not a movie star, “No, that’s not Cuddy, but she does look like her. Hey, Mrs. Riley, are you any kin to Cuddy on House?”

				Jasmine shook her head. She couldn’t see a bit of resemblance. It must be the full mouth and the dark, shoulder-length hair. Nothing else looked a bit like the television actress.

				“Well, she’s damn sure got an ass like Cuddy,” another one said.

				Jasmine shot him her best drop-dead-go-to-hell-do-not-pass-go look.

				“Okay, guys, make an aisle for the bride and groom so they can get on with their honeymoon. Thank you for accepting my invitation to be here for this momentous occasion tonight,” the preacher said.

				They separated for the newlyweds but kept shooting picture after picture. So many lights went off when Ace scooped Jasmine up in his arms that she saw big red streaks behind her eyelids. The limo was waiting and the driver opened the door when he saw them coming.

				“Who is that?” a lady in a long white dress asked the man in a tuxedo beside her as they were going into the chapel.

				The groom answered, “Must be movie stars or something for that much publicity. I told you we were getting married at the right chapel.”

				Ace put Jasmine inside the limo and then crawled in beside her. One reporter stuck his head in the door and held up a small recorder. “Have you ever been in a limo before?”

				“Limo? Honey, this is a limo! I’ll be damned. I thought it was that Pallatio suite that preacher man was talkin’ about,” Jasmine said in her best Texas redneck drawl. “I’ll be damned, Ace. This is just the car. Wonder what that other place is?”

				Ace guffawed. “I think it’s Bell-a-gio, darlin’, not Pal-la-tio. It’s a fancy hotel.”

				“Well, how about that? Are you going with us?” she asked the reporter.

				When he started to get inside the limo, the driver quickly shut the door.

				“Damn, Jazzy, you are a hoot!”

				“Hoot nothing. This is a holy mess we’ve gotten ourselves into, Ace! Now what? Does the paparazzi follow us all the way to the hotel? Or do they come right into the honeymoon suite and take pictures of us in our jammies? Dammit! All I brought was boxer shorts and a tank top. If I’d known I got to be a star I’d have bought a black lacy teddy,” Jasmine said.

				“Now you know how the real Cuddy on that television show feels.” Ace laughed. But an instant picture of her in a black lace teddy on a big bed with gold satin sheets started an arousal and he had to think about something else in a hurry or be in misery all the way to the hotel.

				Jasmine shot him a look that said funny was over.

				“Don’t look at me like that. I didn’t do it. And I’ll protect the door of our honeymoon suite like a dragon protectin’ a princess. One thing for sure, darlin’—there ain’t no way that smart-ass lawyer can take my ranch away from me now. We’ve got pictures and I’ll buy whatever newspaper the article is in tomorrow morning about us winning the prize. Who would’ve thought we’d fall into a deal like this? Right now I’m telling the limo driver our first stop is our hotel to get all our things. We’ve got luxury waiting at the Bellagio. Champagne first?”

				He removed a bottle from the ice and held it up.

				She nodded. She damn sure needed something to calm her nerves.

				He poured two flutes and handed her one. “To a happy marriage, Jazzy.”

				She touched her glass to his. “And to a happier divorce.”

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 2

				The suite was stunning. The king-sized bed faced a wall of glass windows with a view of Las Vegas night lights. The seating area included a big-screen plasma television, a fully stocked mini-bar, comfortable furniture, and thick, plush carpet.

				Jasmine tossed her hat on the bed, kicked off her shoes, and sunk her feet into the carpet. “Thank God that’s over.”

				“You didn’t even look at the fancy digs. You’ve been here before.” Ace removed his jacket and hung it in the mirror-fronted closet.

				“Your jaw didn’t drop either, so you’ve been here too. Right?” she asked.

				“I’ve been in Vegas for the Professional Rodeo several times, and yes, I’ve been here,” he said.

				“But you didn’t book a room here for your wedding, which tells me that you didn’t book the room the time you were here,” she said.

				“I’m not talking about past women on my wedding night, if that’s what you are angling for.” He sat down on the sofa and picked up a menu from the glass-topped coffee table. “What would my new bride and best friend like for supper, or is it dinner in a place like this?”

				She sat down beside him. “I’m not a bride in real life. I am your best friend, at least as long as you are a dragon and I’m the princess the rest of the night, and it is supper. You let all those cameras come through the door and I’ll turn into a dragon and you can be the princess.”

				“Never been a drag queen. What color dress do I get to wear if I’m a princess?” he teased.

				“I think apricot taffeta and a corset, or at least a good tight-fittin’ bra.” She giggled. She’d only had two glasses of champagne, but they’d been on an empty stomach.

				Ace kicked off his boots and leaned his head back on the sofa. “I was thinkin’ maybe I’d be a sexy princess and dress in black lace with one of those big floppy hats.”

				His eyelashes fanned out on his cheekbones. Strange, she’d never noticed before how thick they were. His thigh pressed against hers and created another spasm of desire. It was a helluva time to decide that she was attracted to Ace Riley. All those months he’d teased her about a date and she’d held him off. Put him in a fancy motel and her in a wedding dress and suddenly she would like to have wild passionate sex with him? God, what was wrong with her? Hopefully it was a combination of nerves and hunger. Now that the whole thing was over and food would be coming soon, she would get over the craziness.

				He opened his eyes, sat up, and looked at the menu. “So we’ve moved past the drag queen conversation and onto the dinner?”

				“Looks that way.” She moved even closer to study the menu with him.

				There were dozens of women in north central Texas that Ace could order for. Gracie liked chicken fettuccine; Karly, seafood, preferably lobster; Macie, burgers and fries and banana splits afterwards. But he had no idea what Jasmine liked or hated.

				“Steaks. Seafood. Wine list. Beer, imported and local. Appetizers. Sushi,” he rattled off to cover the guilt trip.

				“I don’t want sushi,” Jasmine said.

				“Steaks?”

				“Sounds good. Appetizer of those little pepper poppers,” she said.

				Something hot in her mouth might take her mind off the hot cowboy beside her.

				She hiked up her dress, removed the garter, and slipped it over his hand and up his arm to his bicep. “I won’t go past the barbed wire.”

				“Good, because ain’t no woman going to get under the barbed wire and capture my heart.” He popped the garter and made the mistake of looking at her long legs, stretched from sofa to coffee table. Would those red toenails taste like strawberries? What would they taste like if he dipped them in warm chocolate syrup?

				Stop it, right now! Think about steak. Think about fifty-yard passes. But not Jazzy. She’s only a bride to save the ranch, not because she’s attracted to you, cowboy. If she was, she would have let it be known months ago. This is like the old Western movies when the villain tries to take the farm and the cowboy rides in with his white hat and saves it for the damsel in distress. Only with a twist. I was the cowboy in distress and Jazzy is the cowgirl in the white hat who’s ridden in to save the poor old cowboy. But rest assured, there damn sure won’t be any ridin’ off into the sunset.

				“Medium rare. Baked potato. Salad with ranch dressing and whatever dessert is chocolate and sinful. And don’t forget the pepper poppers,” she said.

				He picked up the phone, ordered, and turned back to find her green eyes locked with his. Something flashed between them like a forked bolt of lightning. She wet her lips like she did at the wedding chapel, and her eyes went soft and unfocused. He was leaning in for the kiss. Hell, he could taste the kiss, and the arousal beginning to put pressure on his zipper was proof that he wanted even more than one kiss, but he drew back at the last minute.

				Jasmine felt cheated and relieved at the same time. Cheated because she really wanted his lips on hers; relieved because he blinked and quickly made an excuse to go to the bathroom. She went to the bedroom side of the wall splitting the room, opened her suitcase, and hurriedly changed from the white dress into boxer shorts and a gray tank top.

				Get the damned thing off and the vibes will go away, she thought.

				She heard the shower running and thought back to the first time she met Ace Riley. He had been one of the first people she’d met at the Chicken Fried when she bought the place and found out that the café was his second home. He often stopped in right about closing time for a hamburger and ate it in the kitchen while he talked about his women problems, his ranch, or his family. When he came in just before closing last Thursday looking like he’d lost his last friend, she’d asked him what was wrong.

				He’d sat down at the prep table and put his head in his hands.

				“Okay, spit it out. Did your best friend die? Oh my God, he did, didn’t he? Please don’t tell me it’s Wil. I’ve got to call Pearl right now.”

				He put out a hand and touched her arm to stop her. “It’s not Wil or any of the O’Donnell brothers. It’s no one. I’m goin’ to lose my ranch, Jazzy.”

				“Foreclosure?” she whispered.

				“Oh, no, I’m not rich but I’ve got money, and the ranch is paid for. My gramps left me everything he had. Cows, bulls, land, house, barns. All of it. I moved my stock and equipment in, kept the best, and sold the rest. He used an old lawyer that was half senile and half alcoholic and I signed all the papers the week after Gramps died. Without reading any of it,” he’d groaned.

				She’d finished grilling a thick hamburger patty, toasted a bun, and put the burger together: mustard, meat patty, tomato, lettuce, pickle slices, and the top bun, added a double handful of chips on the side of the plate, and set it before him without even asking. She knew him so well after a year and a half that she even knew how many pickle slices he wanted on his burger.

				“That wasn’t very smart, I take it?” she asked.

				“No, the lawyer asked me if I understood all of it and I said I did. I’d worked for Gramps for years and knew it was mine when he passed on. We’d talked about it lots of times. I didn’t need to read all that legal jargon.”

				“And what came back to bite you on the butt?”

				He’d bit into the burger without his usual happy “mmmm” noises. “Old lawyer died. His nephew takes over and is closing his files. He reads the will and then calls me to make sure I’m married. When I told him ‘hell no,’ he said I was in big trouble. I have this cousin, not first cousin but second or third. His name is Cole and the small print in the will says that if I’m not married within two years of Gramps’s death, then Cole gets it all, lock, stock, and barrel. That means he gets what I’ve worked for because I sold off a lot of Gramps’s old equipment and the cattle culls, and in the past two years I’ve built the place up.”

				Jasmine replayed the events in her mind while an old rerun of Bones played on television. How did she miss noticing how sexy his eyes were or how cute his butt was in those old faded Wranglers that day?

				“How long you got?” she’d asked.

				“A week and I don’t even have a girlfriend. And you can bet your sweet ass Cole is gloating. That bastard hates ranchin’ but he hates me even worse because I was Gramps’s favorite. He’s not even a Riley. He’s kin on Granny’s side so he’s a Nelson, and Gramps knew exactly what he was doing. I’d fight a forest fire with nothing but the spit in my mouth to keep Cole from having my ranch.”

				“So a week from today?” she’d asked.

				“That’s it. I might as well start packing.”

				“Where’s Cole from? I haven’t ever met him, have I?”

				“Oh, no! That slimy bastard lives in Dallas and according to what he told the lawyer, the place and everything on it will be sold at auction before the end of summer. I can buy it or get out.”

				“I’ll marry you,” she’d said without a second’s hesitation.

				He’d almost choked. “What did you say?”

				“I said that I’d marry you. You know the story of me and Eddie Jay. I don’t have any intentions of getting married or even involved with anyone for at least a year. I’m on the wagon. How long do you have to stay married before you can get a divorce?”

				“At least a year. Jazzy, a year is a long time,” he said.

				“Depends on what you are doing. We won’t be doing anything different than we are right now. So it’ll go by just as fast if we’re married or if we aren’t. It’s a secret that only you and I will know about. Let’s go to Las Vegas and get married. We’ll bring home a marriage license and give it to the lawyer. Cole can crawl back under his rock and forget about taking your ranch and in a year we’ll get a very quiet divorce,” she’d said.

				It had sounded like a beautiful golden plan at the time. No one other than the lawyer and greedy Cole would even know about the marriage. The lawyer would file the papers and forget about them. Cole could lick his wounds and forget about padding his bank account with the proceeds of the Double Deuce.

				“Are you sure, Jazzy?” Ace had whispered.

				“Hey, what are friends for?” she’d said with a big grin.

				Now she wasn’t so damned sure that it had been a golden moment. More like a fool’s gold moment!

				***

				Ace took a long, cool shower and had things under control when he wrapped a towel around his waist. He poked his head out of the bathroom and yelled, “Hey, Jazzy, would you pitch my duffel bag in here?”

				In a minute she stuffed it through the small slit and he shut the door. He dug around in the bag until he found his cotton pajama bottoms and a white tank top. He combed his curls back with his fingertips and brushed his teeth.

				He’d never had a friend like Jazzy before. They’d hit it off from the first day they’d met when he came into Chicken Fried Café after she’d bought it and ordered a burger. She was cute as a new baby kitten, tough as nails, and sweet as ice cream, and he’d flirted some those first few days. But they’d become friends and he didn’t want to ruin that. He could take any problem to Jazzy and she’d help him work through it. He’d eaten lots and lots of burgers in the middle of the afternoon in her kitchen while he talked about cows, bulls, hired help, and even women.

				He’d never thought for a minute about him and Jazzy getting hitched. He wouldn’t have asked her, not in a million years. But now they were and there was that crazy topsy-turvy moment when he kissed her at the chapel and another one when she sat down so close that their legs touched. Fire and ice shot through his body and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it. Jazzy was his friend, the only woman he’d ever trusted. And she’d only married him because of that friendship. So he’d had to shake that shit out of his mind about kissing her again to see if it felt as good the second time around.

				He was just coming out of the bathroom when someone knocked on the door and yelled, “Room service!”

				She started to stand up but noticed that he was closer to the door. Damn, he was one hot cowboy with water droplets still clinging to his hair and that thin tank top stretched across an acre of chest. She wondered if that soft blond hair peeking out the top would feel like velvet on her fingertips.

				Common sense told her to kick Ace right out in the hallway, lock the door, and tell him by cell phone to sleep in the hall or go book another room. It yelled loudly that she was playing with fire and she would get burned. Ace Riley was a player. Ace Riley had a barbed wire tattoo on his arm, a testimony that no woman would ever get near his heart.

				Desire sending out delicious little liquid spasms down low in her belly told her to hang a “Do Not Disturb” sign on the door and consummate the marriage in at least three different positions. It whispered softly that what she and Ace could do in that big bed would make red-hot flames.

				It wasn’t easy but she ignored both of them and concentrated on her hungry stomach. Dinner smelled heavenly when the waiter pushed it inside. The table was lined in virginal white, and silver domes covered their plates with napkins, crystal, and silverware all at the ready. A basket of bread sat in the middle. An ice bucket with crushed ice and six Coors longnecks was beside it. And a three-tiered silver server beside it held a whole array of miniature chocolate delights from bite-sized cheesecakes to chocolate-covered strawberries.

				Ace pulled a straight-back chair up to the table and motioned for her to sit. “I’m glad you’re willin’ to give up the good life and drink beer with me.”

				“The champagne we had in the limo was very good, but I really do like beer with steak. It’s the redneck in me,” Jasmine said.

				Besides that, two glasses of champagne had put wicked desires in her heart and body. Beer, steak, and at least half of those rich sinful delights afterward should take her mind plumb off sex for at least a week. By then she’d be back in her routine and Ace would be the fellow who came in for burgers and bantering.

				He brought another chair from the other side of the room and sat down across the table from her. “Ah, come on, you ain’t got a drop of redneck. You come from the high dollar side of life. I knew that the first time I met you. You never do talk about your upbringin’. Maybe I ought to get to know you better now that we’re married.”

				She cut a piece of rib-eye steak and chewed it slowly. “God, this is good. I’d marry you all over again just for the steak.”

				He laughed out loud. “And I thought I was a ladies’ man.”

				“Sorry to bust your bubble, but the steak is better than any man I’ve ever met, including you, my friend.” She checked the windows to make sure the stars were shining in the sky. In that flat desert, a storm could travel really fast, and she’d already tempted the Almighty God once that night when she vowed to love Ace and respect him through all eternity.

				But I do love him as a friend, and I do respect him as a rancher and a cowboy, she argued.

				Stop justifying. You also promised that death do us part shit, her inner voice whispered.

				I will respect him until the death of the marriage parts us. That’s called a divorce.

				“Now that my ego is in shambles, tell me about you in case Cole says this is just a marriage on paper and contests it,” Ace said.

				“Poor baby! His ego has been shattered,” she teased as if they were in the café kitchen instead of the honeymoon suite at the Bellagio.

				“Come on, Jazzy. I don’t know jack shit about you. A man should know the woman he’s married,” Ace said.

				“Okay, but only because you are pouting. I was born and raised in Sherman, Texas. My mother and Pearl’s momma were best friends so it just fell into place that we spent a lot of time together. I have a graduate degree in business management and accounting. Came right out of college and went to work for Texas Instruments and gradually worked on my master’s degree. I like what I do now much better than what I did. Cooking has always been my passion.”

				“Men?” Ace asked.

				“Five years with Eddie Jay. I’ve mentioned him before, remember? Three dating him and two living with him. That broke me from sucking eggs, I’m here to tell you. Evidently he’s been in love with Jadeen since high school and wouldn’t buck up against his folks to have her because she came from the wrong side of the tracks. She had his baby last year. Cute little boy that looks exactly like him. We broke up and he married her. End of story.”

				Ace frowned. “He had a baby with another woman while he was with you?”

				“Seems that way.”

				“Shit, Jazzy! You let him live?”

				She buttered a yeasty-smelling roll with a crusty top. “He wasn’t worth the bullet to put him down. We had this big fight but not like the one between Pearl and Marlin. I just pitched a bitch fit, which is about ten times bigger than a hissy. Pearl had to pay a fine for domestic abuse, and he got a restraining order against her. I told everyone that our relationship died in its sleep and neither of us really knew it was dead and didn’t care enough to mourn. But my heart was cut up in little pieces, and I’m never trusting another man. You are all—”

				Ace threw up a palm. “Whoa, there! I’m sitting right here.”

				“Darlin’, I’d trust you least of all. You are the biggest player and flirt in the whole big state of Texas, even if you are my best friend.”

				Ace slapped a hand over his heart. “I’m hurt.”

				“But you won’t be in pain a minute longer than it takes to pick up the next woman. Betcha dollars to buckets of cow shit that you are flirting with one by the time we get off the plane tomorrow afternoon.”

				Ace chuckled. “You know me too well, darlin’.”

				She nodded. “Yes, I do. Now tell me about you in case the lawyer grills us… kind of like that old movie Green Card.”

				“I saw that. Felt sorry for them in the end,” Ace said.

				“So you are from Ringgold?”

				“Born right on the ranch. When my folks got married, Gramps gave them a start with a section of land, a trailer house, and forty head of Angus. By the time they had three boys, they’d built a house and the herd was growing. Momma was still trying for a girl and got pregnant a fourth time. She went into labor but thought she had plenty of time to get to the hospital, so she didn’t get in a hurry to call Daddy out of the field. She got my three older brothers ready to take her over to Gramps’s place and by the time they got there, it was too late to go on to the hospital. Granny delivered me in her bedroom and the ambulance came and took me and Momma to the hospital. Doctor said Granny did a fine job, and Gramps said he got to name me since I was born on the Double Deuce. That’s why I’m named Ace and why I was his favorite. That and the fact I’m the odd child in the family. Three older brothers who stuck together, then three younger ones that came along after I was a big kid, and they hung together. I was truly the middle child in my family but the only child when I was over at Gramps’s place. Momma let me stay over there a lot after Granny died when I was twelve because Gramps was lonely. I have a tat on my arm which you’ve seen and a birthmark behind my left knee that looks like a lopsided set of bull horns. Other than that, I am what you see. I like steak and beer and hamburgers. I ride bulls in the rodeo, and you know who my friends are.”

				She reached for another bottle of beer at the same time he did. Their hands brushed and the air crackled. She jerked her hand back. It might be a long night, but she wasn’t giving in to the desire. He’d married her to keep his ranch, not because he was attracted to her. If he had been, he would’ve seriously asked her out months ago. He was constantly teasing her about going out with him but she knew it, he knew it, and so did everyone else.

				Everything was surreal to Ace. He’d been a player since he was old enough to chase women, and he loved them. He loved the way they smelled. He loved the way they felt. He loved the chase and the score. All of it, but that night something was happening that ran deeper. Ace Riley, experiencing something new at the age of thirty-two with a woman, and that woman was Jazzy; that put him in brand-new, unmarked territory.

				He tried analyzing the situation while he ate. He’d hugged Jazzy lots of times, thanking her for making him a burger after Chicken Fried was officially closed or comforting her when she looked worn down to a frazzlin’. How could a white dress, those white satin high-heeled shoes, and a Stetson hat have made such a difference in the way he felt?

				“Okay, I think we’ve got that all cleared up. We’re good enough friends that if the lawyer asks us those green card questions we can pass the test without studying. Nothing can go wrong.” He grinned.

				“I think I heard those four words earlier today,” she said.

				“What four words?” he asked.

				“Nothing can go wrong. I don’t believe in the magic of Vegas anymore, and you can take the rule book you said was in the drawer by the Gideon Bible out to the outhouse and use it to wipe your cute little ass.”

				“Come on, Jazzy. We’ll go home and the only one who will know is Cole, and he’ll keep his mouth shut, believe me, because he won’t want his dignity hanging out on the line like dirty underwear, and he’s already made his claims about what he’s going to do. He’ll slink off like a wounded coyote and lick his wounds. And the lawyer don’t give a damn who gets the ranch. He just wants to close the paperwork and go on.”

				“And why won’t Cole broadcast it to the world just to make you look bad?” Jasmine asked.

				“Because there’s a history with him and the ranch. He never wanted it, still doesn’t. I’m not sure what happened, but there was a big problem with Megan after she married Garrett. It wasn’t her fault, and it had something to do with Cole being drunk and trying to force her to have sex with him. He slapped her pretty hard and put some bruises on her arms. He said she asked for it. Garrett wanted to kill him. Daddy told him to get the hell out of Montague County and stay out or he’d press assault charges. Cole would love to get his hands on the ranch, but he would never tell anything. For one thing no one would believe him; for another, if Garrett ever finds him, he’ll still beat the shit out of him.”

				“Sounds complicated,” Jasmine said.

				“It is.”

				“Oh my God!” she said around the tasty little petit fours cake she’d popped into her mouth. “Ace, taste one of these. They’re wonderful.”

				She picked up the tiered tray and carried it to the coffee table. “Push the cart out in the hallway, but we’re keeping these in here. If we don’t eat them all, I’m taking them home with me tomorrow.”

				He wheeled the cart out and came back inside but was careful to sit on the other end of the sofa away from her and not right in the middle. He turned up the volume on the television when the ten o’clock news came on. The weather was going to be hot and sunny, but that was to be expected in Nevada as well as Texas the first week of June. Someone had won a half-million-dollar jackpot at the slots at one of the casinos. Jasmine listened with half an ear but didn’t pay much attention when the anchorperson didn’t mention the Bellagio.

				And then that cute little lady who’d been at the wedding chapel came on the television with her big smile said, “And for our human interest story today. A couple from a tiny little town in Texas called Ringgold that has only about a hundred people in it…”

				Ace and Jasmine both sat straight up and held their breath.

				“…got the ultimate honeymoon in Las Vegas tonight. We have live footage of the whole wedding ceremony and their surprise when they found out that they’d just won a honeymoon package, compliments of Cupid’s Wedding Chapel. For being the five thousandth couple to get married at the Cupid’s, the owner presented them with a surprise package including the honeymoon suite at the Bellagio, dinner, a limo, and champagne. Congratulations, Mr. and Mrs. Ace Riley from Ringgold, Texas. May you have a long and happy life and come back to Las Vegas on your fiftieth anniversary.”

				The whole time she was talking live footage of the wedding flashed across the screen. Jasmine’s first thought was that the damn camera didn’t add ten pounds but twenty. Her second was something that had to do with hell being holy! She pushed her chair back, stood up on weak knees, and paced the floor. Ace followed Jasmine’s example and kept in step with her back and forth across the floor.

				“Please tell me that is not national coverage, that it’s a local, preferably a Bellagio-only station,” she moaned.

				Both of their cell phones rang at the same time. His ringtone was “Momma Don’t Let your Babies Grow Up to be Cowboys.” Hers was “Baby Girl,” which meant her mother had her father’s cell phone in her hand and not her own.

				“Don’t guess it is,” Ace drawled.

				“You goin’ to answer yours?” she asked.

				“Not right now. We got to get our stories straight before we answer anything. That was Momma. Who was yours?”

				“Momma on Daddy’s phone. Hers is always in her purse and his is on the end table between the sofa and his recliner,” she said.

				Jasmine threw herself back on the sofa. “We are up shit creek without a paddle and I see the rapids ahead. Dammit to hell, Ace. I can’t do this! I can’t be married to you in real life. This was supposed to be a secret! I’ve got a café to run.”

				Ace followed her lead again, landing beside her so close that their entire sides were plastered against each other. “Guess we’re goin’ to have to pretend to be married for a year. I’m sorry I got you into this mess, Jazzy.”

				“I’m the one who proposed to you, if I remember right, so you don’t get to be sorry about that.” She jumped up like a windup toy and paced back and forth across the floor again, mumbling and cussing alternately.

				His phone played the first bars of Blake Shelton’s “Hillbilly Bone,” and he picked it up.

				“Hello.”

				She stared right at him and he grinned.

				“Yep, that was me, all right. I guess she did get past the barbed wire tat. Nope, honey, I guess I won’t be seeing you again. I’m sorry that you are disappointed, got a call coming, ’bye now.” His voice was low and sexy.

				She glared.

				He poked a button and said, “Yes, ma’am. That was me and yes, ma’am, I’m married. No, it’s not a joke. Yes, I guess we are canceling our date for the rodeo. Sorry that you think I’m a sorry bastard. Got another call.”

				Jasmine glared harder.

				“Hello. Don’t think so, darlin’. I hear that rotting in hell involves sitting in flames and I really don’t like that.”

				He laid the phone down after that one and said, “She hung up on me after she told me to rot in hell.”

				“Shit storm, Ace. We’ve stirred up a big old shit tornado! What in the hell are we goin’ to do? I don’t have an extra bedroom.”

				When Ace shrugged she went on, “Damn! Damn! We might as well have gotten married at the Montague County Courthouse and put it on the front page of the Bowie newspaper. Momma is going to pass little green apples.”

				Ace chuckled.

				She pointed her finger at him and narrowed her eyes. “It’s not funny. It’s not a secret after all and what happens in this town isn’t supposed to be broadcast on national television. We are married and you, darlin’, are going to have to be celibate for a whole year!”

				Ace groaned. “Oh my God! Jazzy, what are we going to do?”

				“I don’t know. But I do know if you cheat on me, Pearl and Gemma will kill you.” She threw herself back on the sofa for the second time, keeping a foot of space between them. “Why in the hell did you pick that chapel?”

				Ace threw up his palms defensively. “Hey, it looked like the least known one in the whole town. How was I supposed to know it was having a contest? You can live at the ranch. I’ve got four bedrooms. Three are empty right now. You can take your choice.”

				“I don’t want to live at the ranch! I like my apartment and it’s convenient above the café. And you said nothing else could go wrong. Guess what, cowboy?”

				His phone rang again. “I will never utter those words again, Jazzy. I promise. That’s my mother.”

				She pinched the top of her nose. The headache was coming on strong. “There’s no getting around it now that it’s been on television. You’re going to sleep on my sofa for a year, boy!”

				Ace sat up straight and shot her a dirty look. “I’m not sleeping on a damn sofa when I’ve got a king-sized bed. And don’t call me boy! I’m a full grown man, and if you doubt that I can prove it right now.”

				“No thank you,” she said.

				“You can live at the ranch. You don’t have to do jack shit in the way of cooking or cleaning. You can go to your café every morning and come back at night when you get finished. Sleep in one of my guest bedrooms and pretend to be my wife. It’s no big deal!”

				“No big deal!” she squealed. “That’s what you think, buster!”

				He shook a finger at her. “Stop being dramatic, Jazzy.”

				She dropped her hand and glared at him. “Me, dramatic? I’m barely scratching the surface of drama.”

				“Oh, really?” he said coldly.

				“You don’t have any idea what you are about to walk into. My mother will plan a big party and may even make us repeat our vows in front of a Texas preacher so it will be legal in her eyes. And dear Lord, what about Gemma and Austin and Pearl! God Almighty, shit tornado doesn’t begin to cover what’s going to hit you!”

				He ran a hand down his face, but it didn’t erase the worry. “If we tell them it’s a farce, then Cole will figure out some damn loophole way to take the ranch and all this will be for nothing.”

				Both phones continued to try to outdo each other. The room sounded like two country western concerts in one bar at the exact same time.

				Jasmine took a deep breath. “Okay.” She sighed.

				“Okay what?” Ace asked.

				“That sumbitch ain’t takin’ the ranch. We’ll just have to suck it up and endure each other. I’ll stay at the ranch but only from bedtime to dawn. Story is that we’ve been seeing each other for a couple of months on the sly and decided on Thursday that we’d fought our love long enough and we decided to get married. Simple but almost true,” she said.

				“A whole year!” he groaned.

				“Ace Riley, you will be celibate for a year. And before you roll your pretty blue eyes, yes, I have mommy issues and no, they are not resolved, and you will understand when you meet Kelly King that she gets her way, so you might as well let her have it to begin with.”

				He moaned loudly and rolled his pretty blue eyes anyway.

				Blessed silence filled the room for all of five seconds, then her ringtone told her that her mother had fished her phone from her purse. If a ringtone could sound angry, it did.

				She answered cautiously. “Hello, Momma. It’s awful late for you to be callin’. Everything all right?”

				“Jasmine Marie King, don’t you play dumb with me. I’ve been callin’ you every two minutes for half an hour. Have you seen the news? That is you, isn’t it? Marryin’ that blond-haired cowboy?”

				“Yes, ma’am, it is. I married Ace Riley at Cupid’s Chapel tonight. You want to meet him?”

				“I’m damn cussin’ mad right now, girl. Are you pregnant?”

				“I am not!” Jasmine choked out the words.

				“Well, why’d you go off and do a damn dumb stunt like that? We’ve been saving for thirty years for your wedding.”

				“Take the money and go on a cruise.”

				“I hate boats and your dad refuses to sleep anywhere but in his own bed. I knew when you went off on that fool notion to buy a café that nothing good would come of it. We will have a wedding and a reception in Sherman. One of those fly-by-night things in Las Vegas can’t be legal and binding. Besides, I don’t give a damn if it is. It’s not legal and binding in my eyes until the marriage license says Texas across the top, so you will redo it, Jasmine. There’s no room for argument, so either you pick out a dress or I will. That’s all you get to choose since you and your groom decided to elope off to Las Vegas. What in the hell were you thinking? I’m planning it for one month from today. We’d do it sooner, but it’ll take at least that long to line up a caterer and get things arranged. It’ll be a true Texas wedding with all the trimmings and I’m spending every dime we’ve saved for it. The guest list is going to be huge and I’ve already called Marcella.”

				“Four weeks from today is Saturday and I’m not closing Chicken Fried.” Jasmine’s headache approached a full-blown migraine.

				“You know that I’ve been planning your wedding since you were born, and by damn, if I decide to have my reception on Tuesday morning at ten o’clock you’ll close that damned restaurant and come to it, young lady. And you’d better have a decent dress for the wedding. Not some hooker dress like you had on in that wedding tonight.”

				Jasmine shut her eyes. She had a month to come up with a decent dress to wear to another farce or her mother would pick out a ridiculously fancy dress with a train that stretched from Amarillo to Beaumont.

				Ace chuckled and she snapped her eyes open long enough to give him a go-to-hell look that meant to leave nothing but a silver belt buckle and pearl snaps on the fancy velvet sofa.

				“Did you hear me?” Kelly King said.

				“Yes, ma’am,” Jasmine barked, then softened her voice and said with sugary sweet sarcasm, “Momma, could we have the wedding on the first Sunday afternoon in July? You choose the place and the hours. We’ll come home to Sherman Saturday as soon as I close Chicken Fried and stay ’til the last dog’s dead at the reception. I’ll bring the dress.”

				“I’m looking at a calendar and Sunday, July 1, is out of the question. Your father is scheduled for a conference in Boston. We’ll have it on July 8,” Kelly huffed. “What’s done can’t be undone. Tell my new son that I’m lookin’ forward to meeting him. And I will have a backup dress on hand in case you show up with something too plain.”

				Jasmine rolled her eyes and said very slowly with gritted teeth, “I will tell Ace, Momma.”

				Ace threw an arm around her shoulder. “That sounded horrible.”

				“It was. In one month we are having a wedding reception that will straighten every blond curl on your head, and we will be getting married again in the great state of Texas because if the marriage license doesn’t have Texas across the top then it’s not good for anything but to put in the outhouse to use when you run out of toilet paper.”

				He groaned. “Dammit! Jazzy, I’m sorry. Just tell her no, that we’re already married and it is legal.”

				“It’s complicated and she is right. I do know how long she’s waited for this and how important this wedding is to her. I’m her only child and she didn’t have a big wedding, so she’s always said mine would make up for hers. I told you it would be hell to pay! Momma will invite everyone in the state of Texas including the governor if she can get Daddy to make the call. And if you think this is a mess, wait until we file for divorce.”

				“Your Momma goin’ to put out a hit on me?” Ace groaned.

				She pointed. “Probably. She might even hire Cole to do the killin’. And you can bet your sexy little ass that she will start in on me the week after the Texas wedding about my biological clock ticking and wanting a grandchild. She’ll say I owe her one because Pearl got married the right way in Texas and she’s already giving Tess twin boys so we’ll have to deal with that too.”

				He wiggled an eyebrow and glanced at the king-sized bed. “Does that mean?”

				“It means you can sleep on your side and I’ll stay on mine. It means nothing has changed,” she said. “I don’t do booty calls for friends.”

				“Well, at least you are still calling me a friend and you said my ass was sexy.” He laughed.

				His phone rang and he rolled his eyes.

				“Your turn,” she said.

				“Hello, Momma,” he said.

				“Ace Thomas Riley!”

				“That’s me, Momma, all three names and in the flesh. Right here in the fanciest hotel in Vegas in the honeymoon suite with Jasmine King Riley, my new bride. I’ll bring her by tomorrow evening when we get back to Ringgold so you can meet her as my bride. I’m sure you’ve run into her at the café, but I’d like to introduce you formally.”

				“I would have liked to have talked to her and met her formally before you married her. I didn’t recognize that name. You say she works in a café?” Dolly Riley’s voice was two octaves higher than normal.

				“She owns Chicken Fried and she’s the cook.”

				“Dear God, Ace! Did you draw up a prenup?”

				“Never crossed my mind.”

				“I’ll talk to you when you get home. Any other surprises in store?”

				He chuckled. “Momma, are you askin’ me if we’re going to make you a grandmother real soon?” Ace went on. “The answer is no. We did not get married because Jazzy is pregnant. Sorry to disappoint you.”

				“Disappoint! Praise the lord for that small favor!” She snapped her phone shut.

				Jasmine laid her head on his shoulder and it felt right, proving that friends were a helluva lot better than lovers. “We’ve eaten our horny toads. The rest of the calls can’t be that bad.”

				“Horny toads?” he asked.

				“Granny Dale, that would be Momma’s mother who lives in west Texas, says that if you get up every morning and eat a live horny toad, nothing the world can throw at you the rest of the day is so bad.”

				He laughed, letting out the pent-up tension. “I am imaginin’ both our mothers with horns on their heads.”

				“Well, the cat’s definitely out of the bag and we can’t put it back inside,” she said.

				“Not without getting clawed all to hell,” he answered. “Let’s turn our phones off, unplug the room phone, and let them all think we’re usin’ that bed for something other than sleepin’.” He patted her arm.

				She promptly pushed the button on her cell phone. “I wish I’d have thought of that before the news.”

			

		

	


End of sample
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“Brown is a superstar... Full-throttle fun.”
—Wendy’s Minding Spor

A MARRIAGE MADE IN VEGAS...
Hunky cowboy Ace Riley wasn't planning on
settling down, but his family had other plans
for him... The only way o save his hide,
and his playboy lifestyle, is to discreetly
marry his best friend, Jasmine King.

CAN'T POSSIBLY LAST...
Feisty city-girl Jasmine was just helping out
her friend—that is, until their first kiss stirs

up a whole mess of trouble, and suddenly
discretion is thrown to the wind.

One hot cowboy, one riled up woman...
And they'll be martied for a year, like it or not!

Praise for Carolyn Brown's Spikes & Spurs series:

An old-fashioned love story told well...A delight.”
—RT Book Reviews, X X %%

“Tender and passionate ove scenes...endearing and.
quirky characters...an absolutely adorable story.”
—The Romance Studio

“Plenty of wiss, turns, and hot cowboys, and a
story line thats go 10 be contined.”
—Long and Short Reviews






OEBPS/images/NonHistMM-orn_opt5.jpeg





OEBPS/images/NonHistMM-orn_opt10.jpeg





OEBPS/images/NonHistMM-orn_opt9.jpeg





OEBPS/images/frontcover_opt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/titlepage_opt.jpeg
ONeHor
Cowsoy WEDDING

BROWN





OEBPS/images/NonHistMM-orn_opt6.jpeg





OEBPS/images/NonHistMM-orn_opt3.jpeg





OEBPS/images/NonHistMM-orn_opt8.jpeg





OEBPS/images/HistoricalMM-orn_opt1.jpeg





OEBPS/images/HistoricalMM-orn_opt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/NonHistMM-orn_opt4.jpeg





OEBPS/images/NonHistMM-orn_opt7.jpeg





