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When Loretta Simmons returns to Hope, Oklahoma, after a disastrous marriage, she’s determined to remain independent for the sake of her daughter. The only thing standing in her way is Deacon Fox – the man she loved and walked away from years ago.

As Loretta owns the bookstore right next to his current renovation project, Deacon can’t escape the woman who broke his heart. Throw in her adorable little girl and one ridiculously oversized dog, and they’re almost a family. Only he can’t be that guy – what they had was once in a lifetime.

But love has a funny way of re-opening a door you thought was firmly closed . . .

For more romance to warm your heart, check out the rest of the Hope series which began with Hope Smoulders, or look for Jaci’s sexy sports romance series, Play-By-Play, beginning with The Perfect Play.
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Chapter 1
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LORETTA SIMMONS JUMPED at the sound of a loud crash next door.

What was that? It was only six thirty. She’d come in to The Open Mind bookstore extra early this morning to unload inventory before her store opened, expecting quiet.

This was not quiet.

Maybe it was nothing. A rodent or something, since the building had been closed for years.

Another loud banging sound made her pause.

Okay, something was up. She hoped no one was breaking in next door. Maybe she should peek out the front window.

She left the storeroom and glanced quickly at her daughter, Hazel, who was sitting on one of the sofas in the reading section. Hazel obviously hadn’t heard a thing, since she had her headphones on and was watching a movie.

Loretta made her way to the front, cautiously pulling at the blinds. There was a truck parked out front, but since it was still dark outside she couldn’t make out the lettering on it. It appeared to be a work vehicle—and what burglar would park in plain sight?

Deciding to step outside, she opened the front door and walked across the porch so she could get a better look.

At the same time, a tall, imposing figure walked out the front door of the building.

Oh, crap.

Deacon Fox. She instantly made the connection to the truck parked out front.

It was a Fox/McCormack Construction truck, which could only mean one thing. The building next door must be undergoing renovation, and Deacon Fox was in charge of that renovation.

A cloud of dust followed him. He had on worn jeans, with a tool belt strapped to his hip. He was sweaty and had dirt smudges on his face and a handful of debris slung over his shoulder. She’d never seen a man look hotter.

Though why she’d notice his hotness was beyond her. She shouldn’t notice that. About Deacon. Or any man, for that matter. Male hotness was not at the top of her radar right now.

He’d spotted her, so after he slung the pile of wood into the oversized trash bin that was parked in the street, he walked over to her.

“Loretta.”

“Deacon. I see you’re working on the Harden building.”

“Yeah.”

“Who bought it?”

He shrugged. “Some investor. I guess they’re leasing out all three floors. My job is to gut it and renovate it for office space.”

Office space would be good. Potential customers for her bookstore. “I see. Kind of noisy over there this morning.”

“Yeah.”

He obviously wasn’t in the mood for conversation. But she was curious.

“So, is that noise thing going to take long?”

He nodded. “A while. It’ll get worse before it gets better.”

She heaved a sigh. “That’s not good for my customers.”

“Sorry. I have the permits to do the job, so your customers will have to get used to a little dust and noise.”

She had been afraid he was going to say that. The last thing she needed for her fledgling business was inconvenient parking and the upheaval of reconstruction going on next door. “Fine. I’ll put up apology signs.”

“Yeah, you do that.”

The tension between them was palpable, and had been ever since she’d moved back to Hope last year. Which was entirely her fault, of course, since she’d dumped Deacon in high school and had married someone else. Still, that had been years ago. Surely he was over it—over her—by now, right? So maybe she could do something to start easing the tension between them.

“How about coffee? I have some freshly made in the shop.”

“I’ve already had coffee. I gotta get back to work.”

His tone with her was short. Clipped. No warmth in his voice. They used to be so close. She remembered his smile. He had a devastating smile, and she’d seen him use it on her friends since she’d returned to Hope. But not with her. Never with her.

“Okay. I guess I’ll . . . see you later?”

“Yeah. See ya, Loretta.”

He walked back inside, and she felt a twinge in her middle. She knew guilt and maybe a hard stab of remorse caused that twinge. She and Deacon had made so many plans for the future together. And she’d blown up all those plans the day she’d told him she didn’t love him anymore.

That had been a lie. She had always loved him. Part of her always would. But she’d chosen a different life, and that life hadn’t included Deacon in it.

Okay, maybe she hadn’t exactly been the one to choose that life. She’d been pushed, cajoled, and needled by her parents until she’d been convinced that Deacon wasn’t the right choice. Going to college in Texas had been the right choice. Following Tom Simmons to Texas had been the right choice. Marrying Tom had been the right choice.

Or so she’d thought.

In the end, she’d made all the wrong choices.

“Hey, Mom?”

She turned at the sound of her daughter’s voice, the one amazing thing she’d done in the past twelve years. At nine years old, Hazel was the bright spot in her life. She smiled at her daughter.

“What’s up?”

Hazel peered around her at the structure next door. “What’s going on over there?”

“Someone bought the old building, so now they’re gutting it—taking out everything inside and putting all new stuff in.”

Hazel nodded. “Ooh. Can I watch?”

Her daughter was always curious, and anything that had to do with dirt or a mess was her jam. After Hazel had been cooped up in a super-sterile condo in Dallas for so long, Loretta was inclined to let her experience all the dirt she wanted to.

“It’s dusty and noisy, so don’t get too close. It could be dangerous.”

“I know. But I wanna hang out here and watch. Is that okay?”

“Yes, but don’t go inside that building, and stay on this part of the porch.”

“I will.”

Loretta remained with Hazel for a few minutes, watching as her daughter found a spot on the top step and sat. Other than the netbook she used for watching movies and playing video games, Hazel had no toys with her. Today she wore capri jeans, a short-sleeved T-shirt, and her favorite baseball cap. Her entire wardrobe had changed since they’d moved from Dallas. Tom had always expected his daughter to dress appropriately. And by appropriately he had meant pinks and purples and dresses and sweaters.

Hazel had hated that she’d never been given the freedom to choose her own clothes.

After the divorce, Loretta had told Hazel she could wear whatever she wanted to. She’d rebelled against her father’s rules and chosen jeans, T-shirts, and baseball caps, her long blond hair pulled up into a ponytail and wound through the hole in the back of the cap. And she always wore her favorite pair of black Chucks tennis shoes. With no socks.

Whatever. As long as her daughter was happy, then Loretta was happy. Loretta’s parents disapproved, of course, which also made Loretta smile. So maybe Loretta was experiencing her own bit of rebellion, even if it was a bit passive-aggressive.

She might have eked out a bit of independence with the divorce, but she hadn’t yet gotten to the part where she would tell her parents to go to hell. They might have pushed her into making life changes as a teenager, but she’d been the one who’d ultimately made the choices, and she had no one to blame but herself.

After taking one last look at Hazel, who seemed content to watch the goings-on at the building next door, she sighed and headed back inside the bookstore to start her day. And to start making those apology posters for her customers.

Maybe she should consider making one of those apology posters for Deacon. Though she doubted that would be enough to make up for what she’d done to him.

She could never make enough apologies to Deacon for what she’d done.

DEACON FOX WORKED with his crew ripping out the cabinets that lined the wall of the first floor of the building they were going to renovate. It wasn’t even eight in the morning yet and he was already drenched in sweat. This old building had seen better days, the place was piled high with years’ worth of junk, and this project was going to be a nightmare.

He looked around and grinned as dust motes filled the air, a rain of gray obliterating the summer sun trying to come in through the open front door.

Yeah, it was a mess. Just the way he liked it.

He hauled a piece of demolished cabinet out to the Dumpster. On his way back, he spotted a little girl sitting on the front step of Loretta’s bookstore. She looked up at him but didn’t say anything, so he didn’t say anything back. He noticed on his next several trips out to haul discarded debris that she was still there . . . watching.

He knew that was Loretta’s daughter. She was cute, with her ponytail sticking out of her baseball cap. And she seemed to be interested in what he was doing. He wanted to go talk to her, but he wasn’t about to. It was best he keep his distance from Loretta and her kid.

When he dropped another load in the Dumpster, the little girl smiled at him.

What could he do? Whatever he felt about Loretta, he wasn’t going to take it out on her kid. So he smiled back, then went back inside and picked up more crap to drag outside.

He and his partner, Reid McCormack, had discussed whether or not to bid on this job. Deacon had known it was next door to Loretta’s bookstore. Reid had told him he’d understand if Deacon wanted to pass on this one.

But it was going to be a decent-sized job. The building had three floors and was similar to the renovation Reid had done on the building Loretta now occupied. It wasn’t an historical building like that one, but it was a large project, and Deacon wasn’t going to let his past with Loretta make them pass up an opportunity for a moneymaking job.

Reid said he’d take it, but by the time they’d bid on and gotten the job, Reid was working on designing a new building for one of the town’s large medical practices. That project would tie him up for a while, which meant Deacon was going to have to take the reins on this one.

He was fine with it. What he and Loretta had was in the past, and he sure as hell could handle working next door to her for the next few months.

They lived in the same town now, and they shared many of the same friends. It stood to reason they were going to occupy the same orbit every now and then. He might as well get used to seeing her.

Except seeing her dragged in all the old memories, opening that door to the past.

The past had been golden. They’d been young and in love, and they’d made plans together. And unlike some things in his past, his life with Loretta wasn’t clouded. It was vivid. Every moment they shared together was like it had been yesterday.

The way her hair used to curl at the ends. The way her lips used to tilt when she smiled.

Her laugh.

Her perfectly painted pink toenails.

The sound of her breathing when they . . .

Shit.

He forced the past away and stared out at the sunlight, at those dust motes slowly falling to the ground, every one of them holding memories. He shoved them aside.

Yeah, every time he saw Loretta now it hurt just a little damn bit.

His only option was to keep that door firmly closed, because he’d hurt enough over her already.

As for the job and the close proximity? He’d just suck it up and deal with it.

He could handle it.


Chapter 2
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LORETTA LAID THE grocery bags down on the old, scarred wooden table in the kitchen at their house. Hazel trailed in behind her and put another sack down.

“What’s for dinner, Mama?”

“Fried chicken, macaroni and cheese, and Brussels sprouts.”

Hazel scrunched her nose. “Bleh. I hate Brussels sprouts. Can we have broccoli instead?”

It was hard to argue with a kid who liked broccoli. “Broccoli it is. Go wash your hands and you can help me.”

“Okay.”

Hazel wandered off, so Loretta unpacked the groceries and put them away, then sifted through the day’s mail. Bills and junk. She checked her e-mail and discovered one from her lawyer.

Nothing unexpected. Her ex requested Hazel’s appearance at a fund-raiser for his political campaign during the third week in June. Which didn’t fall at all on his normal visitation schedule. In fact, Tom hadn’t seen Hazel in the past two months. Because it wasn’t about him wanting to see his daughter—it was about making Hazel available at a time and venue that suited Tom.

Loretta would never keep Hazel from her father. And even though she knew he’d only spend the briefest amount of time with her during that visit, she e-mailed her attorney and told him she’d make sure Hazel was there. Since school was out for the summer, it was an ideal time for Hazel to make the trip. Even if she wouldn’t spend as much time with her father while she was there that Loretta would like her to.

Tom was a cold man. It hadn’t started out that way, but it sure had been that way for the last five years of their marriage. Tom was all about building his political career. One would think he’d want to show himself as a family man, at least outwardly. Instead, he liked to pretend his daughter didn’t exist.

Probably because the new family he was setting up for himself was so much better suited for his future in politics. Better political connections. More money. And with his new wife, Melissa, already pregnant, the visibility factor of a smiling, socially appropriate pregnant woman would be well accepted by the voters in his congressional race.

Loretta ignored the pang in the vicinity of her heart. The way Tom treated Hazel, as if she was a political pawn to be dressed up and paraded around only at certain times that benefited him . . .

No. She wasn’t going to go there. Instead, she called Hazel into the kitchen, and the two of them set about making dinner.

At nine, there were some things Hazel couldn’t do in the kitchen yet. Not that you could tell her that. Her daughter had an independent streak the size of Oklahoma, and Loretta didn’t want to discourage her, so she very cautiously watched while her daughter learned the fine art of frying chicken. Something every Southern girl—and boy—should know how to do.

They even cut up the broccoli together, and if there was one thing Hazel liked to do, it was wield a knife. She knew how to be careful, because Loretta had told her that if she treated handling a knife with anything but seriousness, her days cooking with her mama were over.

Hazel had taken that instruction to heart, and she was always focused and methodical as she sliced.

Before long, dinner was ready, which was good, because frying chicken made Loretta hungry.

They ate at the dining room table, a ritual from their former life—the one rule of Tom’s that Loretta had wholeheartedly agreed with. No cell phones and no television. This way, they could talk to Hazel and find out about her day. It had been the one time her daughter had had her father’s undivided attention. Loretta had enjoyed those times, and she intended to continue them with Hazel.

“I heard from your dad today. He wants you to come to Texas this month.”

“Really?”

Seeing Hazel’s eyes light up caused a mixture of joy and pain in Loretta’s heart.

“Yes.”

“I wonder if we’ll go camping.”

And there went the tight squeeze in her stomach. “Actually, he’s doing some fun things for his political campaign.”

“Oh. That doesn’t sound fun.”

“But you’ll still get to see him. Won’t that be nice?”

She poked the broccoli around on the plate. “Sure. I guess so.”

“I’ll talk to him and see if he can squeeze in some fun things for you two to do together.”

Hazel shrugged. “He’ll just say he’s busy with his politics stuff, like always.”

One thing she gave her daughter credit for was that she knew her father, and knew him well. She never gave up hope that maybe one day he might want to see her just to spend time with her and have some fun, but she knew it was typically to drag her around for campaign stops.

Smart girl. Loretta didn’t want to give her false hope.

But she’d still call Tom tonight, as much as she did not want to speak to her ex.

So after dinner, when Hazel was outside kicking around the soccer ball, Loretta took out her cell phone and tapped Tom’s number.

He answered on the third ring.

“Hello, Loretta.”

“Tom. I heard from my attorney today that you want Hazel for a week this month.”

“Yes. I have important campaign stops in Houston and Austin.”

“It might be nice if you visited your daughter according to the terms of our divorce decree.”

He paused before answering. “I’m very busy.”

She rolled her eyes and swallowed the retort that hovered on her tongue. “I know you are. But she misses you and wants to do something fun with you. Maybe you could carve out some time that week for something that doesn’t have to do with your political career? Even if it’s just to take her out for ice cream?”

“I’ll have my assistant check my schedule. Otherwise, I’ll e-mail you the specifics of when we’ll be there to pick her up.”

Uh-huh. “We” being either his personal assistant or a hired nanny. Tom would never take time out of his “busy schedule” to come fetch his daughter himself.

“Great. You do that.”

She hung up, then threw her phone across the table.

Waste of time. She knew the entire week would be filled with political appearances and Hazel would come home Sunday night grouchy and once again disappointed in her father.

Loretta made a note in her calendar to do something fun with Hazel after she got back from that week with her dad.

Tom might be a shitty parent, but Loretta wasn’t. And she’d do everything in her power to make sure her daughter was happy.
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