
  
    [image: Ethan: Black Sheep Cowboy]
  


  
    
      ETHAN: BLACK SHEEP COWBOY

    

    
      
        MADDIE JAMES

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Sand Dune Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2021, Maddie James

        Ethan: Black Sheep Cowboy

      

      

      

      
        
        ISBN: 978-1-62237-508-0

        Cover Design by Jacobs Ink, LLC

      

      

      

      All rights reserved. The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work, in whole or part, by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, is illegal and forbidden.

      

      This is a work of fiction. Characters, settings, names, and occurrences are a product of the author’s imagination and bear no resemblance to any actual person, living or dead, places or settings, and/or occurrences. Any incidences of resemblance are purely coincidental.

      

      This edition is published by Maddie James, Sand Dune Books, Turquoise Morning, LLC, dba Jacobs, Ink, LLC. PO Box 20, New Holland, OH 43145.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ETHAN: BLACK SHEEP COWBOY

          

        

      

    

    
      Navy SEAL Ethan MacKay returns to Sweet Grass Ranch to recuperate from an injury suffered on a mission, and eventually help manage the South Dakota family ranch with his identical twin brother, Evan. But he’s been gone too long, and he’s not the man who left the ranch over a dozen years ago. Not by a long shot. His body broken, and hopefully not his mind, he prays what they say is true—that cowboy runs deep in your blood—because this black sheep cowboy could sure use something familiar to hang his hat on.

      But being back home at Sweet Grass is almost more of a challenge than heading up a special ops mission in Libya, especially when something familiar turns out to be the major challenge—his ex-wife, Brandley Mendoza.

      Brandley and Ethan’s marriage quickly unraveled when he headed into SEAL training, and by the time of his first deployment, their relationship was fatally severed. Still, she keeps in close contact with the MacKays and considers them family. Hired by Ethan’s brother to review the ranch’s accounting books after their father’s death, Brandley soon discovers Evan has an ulterior motive. Why he thinks she is the person to help Ethan get his head back on straight, she doesn’t know, especially when she’s dealing with problems of her own—namely, her ex-husband, who is seeking full custody of their daughter.

      But she risks coming down from her Black Hills safe haven to find out—only to realize that her heart is still vulnerable, and that Ethan isn’t the cowboy she fell in love with when they were kids.

      Can Brandley tease out the cowboy in Ethan’s black sheep heart and rediscover the love they once shared? Can she resolve the issues of her own shaky past, to let herself trust again? Or are they both too far gone to even try?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      “I hired someone to go over the books.”

      Ethan MacKay lifted his gaze from the cup of black coffee he’d been staring into and glared at his twin brother, Evan. “Why’d you do that? I thought we were going to tackle that together.”

      “To be perfectly honest, you’re not tackling much of anything these days, and I have enough to keep me busy with the day-to-day around here.”

      Ethan frowned. “And I’m here to help with that too.”

      “Are you?”

      Slowly, Ethan brought the now cold coffee up to his mouth and took a sip. He held the cup with both hands to steady it because of the lingering tremor in his left one. His doc said that should lessen in time—it won’t ever been perfect again, he’d added—but it was taking too damn long. “I’m getting there.” Give me a fucking break, man.

      “I don’t want to rush you, so I’m taking one thing off both our plates right now.”

      “And I appreciate that.”

      “But there are things that need to be done, so—”

      “So, you hired someone.” Ethan stood, ambled to the kitchen sink, and tossed the cold coffee into it. “I get it.” And I thought we were going to make these kinds of decisions together. He stood for a moment, bracing himself against the counter to ease the pain in his lower back and take the pressure off his left leg. Staring for a long minute out the window, he perused the South Dakota ranch he’d grown up on, and had to wonder why even after all this time it looked foreign. Then he mentally shook himself—it had been years. Too many. Ten, he thought. Maybe more.

      The years were a blur.

      He hadn’t been there. His brother was used to making all the decisions. Why should today be different? Besides, I’m basically AWOL.

      “We needed someone. Since I gave Grant Farmer the boot, the accounting books have sat untouched. Dad relied on Grant for everything, but we couldn’t afford to keep him on as the ranch accountant.”

      “I can’t believe you fired him. He was one of dad’s best friends.”

      “Yeah, well. It was business.”

      “So, you hired someone else. Doesn’t make sense.”

      “Yes. She’s temporary and not nearly as expensive. And she’ll be here about noon. Will you be around?”

      She? Ethan turned back. “Of course. You know that, asshole.”

      Evan flipped him the bird. “And you need to fix that attitude. Get out of the house occasionally, man. Talk to people. Walk out to the barn and smell some shit or something. Better yet, go see Mom. You’re spending way too much time alone playing those internet games.”

      Ethan smirked. He hadn’t seen his mother since he’d been home, and he hadn’t planned to do so until he was in better shape. No use having her worry over him any more than she already had. “Go play with your cows. I’ll be here. And I’ll see Mom in my own damned good time.”

      “You said that last week.”

      “And you’re not cutting me much slack here, brother.”

      “Did I ever?”

      “Hell no. We never cut each other slack. And you know this isn’t me. I just need to get my head wired back straight, let my body heal a little more. Just another couple of weeks.”

      Evan stood, hands on hips, and looked him over.

      “What? Don’t fucking look at me like that, man. Like I’m some weak, pansy-assed, pussy or something.”

      Evan laughed. “No one ever would say that about you, Ethan. Hell.” His brother’s smile faded, and his expression grew serious. “But I wonder if you need to check in with the VA in Ft. Meade,” he continued. “You’ve been home a month, Ethan, and haven’t left the house. You watch your coffee every morning until it turns cold, then you stare out that damn kitchen window for another hour. I wish I knew what’s going on in that head of yours. Wish I had my brother back. We need you right now.”

      And I need you. More than I want to admit.

      Ethan turned back to the window. Evan was right. His brother probably needed him. Their family was scattered right now, and that didn’t help the situation. With their father dead, their mother a mess, and their three brothers and sister all off doing their things, who could blame Evan for wanting him to pick up the slack on the ranch? After all, it was one of the reasons he came home. At least that’s what he’d told himself.

      But Ethan had problems of his own, and Evan knew that. That’s why he found comfort, somehow, in staring out over the brown and green rolling hills of Sweet Grass Ranch. It was something familiar in the world of chaos that his brain had become. What Evan didn’t realize, though, was that Ethan wasn’t looking at South Dakota grasslands and cattle, but at the brown dirt of Libya, the desert of Afghanistan, and the war-torn remnants of Baghdad.

      He was still sorting through a lot of shit.

      “I’ll be back,” he said. “Just give me some goddamned time.”

      He heard Evan’s footfall head toward the door behind him. “All right. Hey, when she gets here, just show her Dad’s office. Crank up the computer there, will you? I think I have all the hard copy files laid out, but make sure she knows that there are receipts and shit in the filing cabinet, too. Dad left things in a helluva mess. I’d ask Mom to come over but—”

      Ethan briskly turned back to face his brother. “Let Mom be. I’ll handle it. She’s got enough on her mind.”

      Evan agreed. “Yes, she does. I better get a move on.”

      Ethan closed his eyes, not ready to face seeing anyone yet, but he guessed he had no choice. “Hope she’s not some nit-picky, pain-in-the-ass old broad,” he muttered, and headed for another cup of coffee. Maybe this time he’d even drink it before it got cold.

      To ensure that, he pulled a bottle of bourbon down from the cabinet and poured a half shot into the coffee.

      His brother slammed the door as he left. Ethan winced.
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        * * *

      

      Brandley Mendoza swallowed hard and glanced into her rearview mirror at the dust billowing up behind her. It had been several weeks since she’d driven up this dirt road toward the main house at Sweet Grass Ranch, and truth be told, she hadn’t thought she’d be driving up it today. At least not to work. If it hadn’t been for Evan MacKay’s call a week ago asking for her help, she wouldn’t have caved. But Evan had always been nice to her, and his sweet-talking didn’t hurt much either.

      If she hadn’t known better, she would have thought he was flirting with her. Which would have been weird, since she was once married to his twin brother.

      And that fact made her say yes. Eventually. She’d had to think on it for a while. But Evan and his family were like her own. Had been for many years and even though she and Ethan parted ways years ago, she kept in touch with the MacKay’s and felt she owed it to them.

      Especially now with Hap MacKay gone.

      “I’m forever grateful for your help,” Evan told her. “Just a lot on my shoulders right now.”

      “I’m sure of that, Evan, since you are the oldest. I know your younger brothers help, but I also know they are busy with their own lives and careers. It’s too bad Ethan can’t dig himself out of a desert hidey-hole somewhere to come home and help.”

      Evan’s voice took on a serious tone. “Ethan left to protect our country and I’m damned proud of that fact, Brandley. You should have been too.”

      She’d immediately felt remorse at her words and purposely avoided his last comment. “I know you’re proud of him, Evan,” she said quietly, “and I meant no disrespect. Whatever bumps in the road Ethan and I had, he was always loyal to his country and his men. They came first, no matter what. Always.” And as a young teenage bride, I had a hard time understanding that.

      But all that was water under the bridge now, and there was no reason why she couldn’t help the MacKay’s in their time of need. That’s what people did around there.

      As she pulled up to the house and parked, Brandley doubted her reasoning—and her sanity. Through the years, approaching the main ranch house always felt like coming home. A huge void in the pit of her stomach ached with the nostalgia of it all.

      That void was Ethan, and the life they could have had together. And today, for some reason, she had difficulty shaking it.

      But this was business. Hell, she could use the cash. She had a job to do, and she would just have to push any thoughts of the happy, earlier times with Ethan MacKay, and his family, out of her head.

      She was a grown woman, now. Not a silly, love-struck teenage bride, in love with the idea of being in love. And in love with the idea of being Ethan’s wife. The young girl who would have been perfectly happy, barefoot and pregnant, and running the ranch from her perspective—from home and hearth. The kitchen. And the bedroom.

      She’d wanted that like nothing else. And thought that was the life she and Ethan would share—until he joined the Navy.

      She shook her head to rid herself of those thoughts as she exited her SUV and headed up the porch steps. She had work to do.

      And seeing that she was not the kind of person to back out on a promise, putting Ethan out of her head was what she had to do. Ethan MacKay, the black sheep of the family, was long gone from her life, and she doubted she would ever see him again.

      Brandley raised her hand to knock on the door, but before her knuckles hit wood, it swung open. Evan stood in the doorway.

      “Hi, Evan.” She took a step. He stood solidly in her way, blocking the entrance. Brandley glanced up. “Evan?”

      No, wait. Shit.

      Her heartbeat slammed against her breastbone. Her head swam. The hair—an overgrown military cut. His chest—too broad. His eyes? Full of determination and…pain? The tattoo on his forearm.

      She leaned against the doorframe to steady herself. “Ethan?”

      “Brandley.”

      She took a breath. “Oh, my God. Ethan.”

      “What the fuck,” he said, and turned and left her standing in the doorway. She watched him limp away.
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        * * *

      

      He was trained to expect the unexpected, but Ethan had to admit that seeing the woman standing on the porch only proved he was off his game. Petite and shapely, with long black hair trailing down her back, eyes dark blue as a Dakota night sky—eyes that widened when she’d realized it was him standing in the doorway—her presence knocked him a bit off kilter. And of course, he hadn’t expected to see her again, his ex-wife, standing on the other side of his front door.

      Yet, in the back of this mind, he always knew that coming home meant the probability of their paths crossing. Eventually.

      He inhaled and held the breath, then let it out slowly. “Yes. It’s me, Brandley,” he called over his shoulder, stopping and turning slightly. “Come on in and shut the door behind you.”

      She pushed off the doorframe, the interior door closed behind her. “My God. I had forgotten how much you and Evan look alike.”

      “Well, that’s sort of a given for identical twins, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, but I could always tell you apart by…”

      Ethan faced her and exhaled. “Look, Brandley. I imagine you are here about the books and want to know where everything is. Come on in. We appreciate your help.”

      She stared at him and didn’t budge. “I…”

      He took a measured step closer and reached for her elbow. Hell. She looked good. “I’m not going to bite.”

      “Don’t go there,” she said, and finally stepped inside, passing him in the doorway.

      Ethan chuckled to himself. Her brain always went to sex. And right now, sex was the last thing on his mind. He drifted to his left, toward his dad’s office. “Everything’s right in here.”

      He supposed she would follow. He didn’t look back to check. Right now, his mission was two things. Get that damned computer turned on and point her to the books. Then leave. A good long session of staring out that kitchen window was in order.

      Brandley. Hell.

      “When did you get back?”

      Evidently, she had followed. He pushed open the office door and moved inside. Not prepared for small talk, he was for damned sure unwilling to get into a lengthy discussion about being home. And why.

      “You’re limping.”

      He ignored that too and rounded the desk to push the ‘on’ button of the old computer tower. Then he shifted to unlock the top drawer of the oak filing cabinet behind the desk. That accomplished, he pulled out the drawer, leaving the key in the lock.

      Ethan turned back to face her.

      The years had been kind to her. Her hair was darker, longer. And she was still in good shape, although maybe a little heavier. She’d been thin but chesty back then, and he’d loved the swell of her breasts over her thin waist. Her hips had always been full and womanly, and he had loved that. She wore a lot less makeup today than he remembered when she was eighteen, too. Still pretty, cute, with those dark blue, moody eyes. Fine crow’s feet crinkled at the far corners. And she looked tired, especially around those eyes.

      He wondered why.

      Not my business. “Evan tells me there are files in the computer, and hard copy bills and receipts here on the desk.” He pointed to the stack. “I suppose that’s them. And more in the cabinet behind me.” He ticked his head to the rear. “I’d say start wherever it makes sense, then let me know if there is something you can’t find. I can’t promise I’ll have the answer, but I’ll find out for you. Now, I’m off to get some coffee. Want any?”

      Knowing he was abrupt, borderlining on asshole, he turned away. Ambling around the desk, Ethan steadied himself, his fingertips grazing the edges. Suddenly, his back was tired and so was his damned knee.

      Brandley let out a long sigh behind him. “No coffee. I’m fine. I’ll get to work. Thanks for the quick tour.”

      He nodded and kept on heading toward the door. “No problem.” Slowly, but surely.

      “You are limping,” she said again.

      “Yep.”

      “You okay?”

      “I am.”

      “Are you home for good, Ethan?”

      He halted. “I’m home for now.” Hell, in his world, nothing was for good. Ever.
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      Brandley watched her husband of two short years walk away from her. Again. The last time he’d walked away, she’d stared after him until she could no longer see him, not believing their relationship—their marriage—was over. With each step he took in the opposite direction, another piece of her heart chipped away.

      Ex-husband. Funny how she sometimes still thought of Ethan as her husband, even after all these years. Even after the mess she’d made of her life with Reid Peterson.

      Ethan had been her life, her heart, for such a long time. Their families close, they had known each other since they were kids, and the two had been a couple since they were fourteen—when Ethan asked her to the freshman dance. They’d grown up together during their teenage years, much of the time here on this ranch, and she’d fallen in love with him, as well as his family. Losing him—their divorce—had taken its toll on her. On everyone.

      Seeing him walk away today evoked so many of those feelings from back then. Of loss. Emptiness. Longing. That ugly pit in her stomach ached like it hadn’t for years. What was it now? A decade or so since they’d last said goodbye? Since she’d seen him?

      She sat in his father’s chair, more out of mental fatigue than physical, and glanced about the room. She found it difficult to believe that Ethan’s father was gone. This room still held his aura. Bold and manly. Hearty and solid. The wood-paneled walls dignified his strength. A drunk driver put an end to it all several months ago.

      Things sure had changed. Hap MacKay was gone. Ethan was back.

      She remembered Hap’s smile when he welcomed her into the family after the wedding. Broad and all-encompassing, friendly, and accepting. She and Ethan had married at eighteen, fresh out of high school. She was barely twenty when they split. Where had the years gone since?

      She knew where.

      She’d gone to college. Earned her degree. Got married again and divorced. And had a baby. All those things collectively ate through the years like they were nothing.

      She’d lived life. Suffered through some ungodly terrible times. Lost both her parents. Struggled through and found her way. She still struggled at times, but was mostly happy. She’d had a hard row for a while, and she wasn’t totally out of the woods yet—a full-time job would make her feel more secure—but she was a lot better off today than a couple of years ago.

      And Ethan? He’d gone off to serve and protect. He made his choice and left her to be a hero. She could hardly blame him for that, could she? He was honor bound and proud to serve.

      Yet, when he’d left that day, he’d seemed vacant. Empty. Lonely.

      Was he lonely?

      She supposed doing what he did held an element of loneliness. How could you not fight wars and accomplish missions, fending off danger, day after day, without feeling some inkling of homesickness? Of wondering about what you left behind?

      “I’m fighting for you and everyone else,” he would tell her. She understood that. And she wanted desperately to be that one woman left behind he was fighting for. To be the one human being he thought about when he was on a mission and wanted to see so badly again that he would do anything to stay alive. She wanted to be the woman he was fighting to protect.

      Except that wasn’t what he wanted. He broke all ties and went out into the world on his own. That kind of life had to be lonely.

      Lonely? No. Ethan MacKay never let himself be lonely. He got good at turning off emotion like flipping a switch. That was probably a defense mechanism. For his protection.

      She could only imagine. Her struggles seemed minor compared to what he’d likely been through the past years.

      And he was limping.

      Obviously, that was not something he wanted to discuss. And it was something she couldn’t worry about. She’d given up worrying about Ethan MacKay years ago. Finally. She didn’t need to start worrying about him all over again.

      Trying to dismiss all that and get to work, she fiddled with the mouse on the computer to wake up the monitor. A desktop full of file folders stared back at her.

      “These books aren’t going to fix themselves,” she muttered. “Best get to it and get this done.”

      Yes. That was the best plan. Get the job done and get the hell away from Sweet Grass Ranch, and back to the Black Hills cabin she’d finally been able to buy with the small proceeds from the sale of the family ranch. The place was her safe haven. Where she belonged. Where she had carved out a quiet, happy, and safe little existence for herself and her daughter, Sadie.

      Quiet and safe. Those were the two important things.
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        * * *

      

      In the kitchen, Ethan carefully poured another cup of coffee and took it to the window. He held the cup close to his chest with two hands, and smelled the aroma drifting up. His gaze fixed out the window toward the barn, he noticed Evan’s truck still parked to the side.

      “Dammit.”

      He strolled toward the back door, carefully setting the coffee cup on the table on his way there. He ambled into the mudroom, stopped briefly at the coat closet, and found his old Justin hat on the top shelf. He pulled it down, brushed it off, and put it on his head. The fit was not as snug as it used to be, when he was younger and had a lot of hair. He grimaced at that, pulled the hat off, and ran his hand over hair, and then set the hat back on his head.

      He’d get used to it.

      Inhaling deep, he glanced to his grandfather’s cane. He remembered his Grandpa leaning on it to steady himself when he stood, and as he walked. The thing had stood in that corner for as long as he could remember—back when his parents still lived in this house—probably since Grandpa had passed. For a long moment, his gaze lingered over the old, but sturdy piece of wood. “No fucking way,” he muttered, then opened the back door and stepped out onto the porch. He held his breath for four paces until he reached the steps, then stood there staring toward the barn. Finally, he exhaled, pushing every bit of pent-up air he’d held inside out, and along with it, some of the tension from his chest.

      Some of it.

      He carefully maneuvered the three steps down, one at a time. He remembered tripping down them as a kid like they were nothing and frowned. Then he ambled determinedly toward the barn. Damned bum knee. Damned fucking IED.

      Evan met him at the open barn doors.

      “Well, well. Come to smell some shit?”

      He shook his head. “No, to stir some up, more than likely.”

      Evan cocked a brow. “Oh?”

      “What in the hell are you doing, Evan? Brandley? What the fucking hell.” His voice raised a lot louder than he had intended.

      Evan backed up. “Hey man, it’s her job. It’s what she does. And she’s unemployed right now, so I thought it would help her out too. You know neither one of us have time or the brains to figure that shit out.”

      “But Brandley?”

      “I thought you were a big boy and could handle it.”

      “And I thought you had more of a brain. I told you I wasn’t up to seeing anyone outside of family.”

      “Brandley’s family.”

      “Was. Not anymore. Besides, she’s going to leave here and tell the whole fucking town I’m back home.”

      “Oh, come on, Ethan. She won’t. She’ll keep things quiet. And just because you abandoned her doesn’t mean the rest of us did.”

      If Ethan could have tackled his brother, he would have. “I didn’t abandon her, and what the hell difference does it make anyway. She was my wife, and I let her go.”

      “Well, the rest of us didn’t.”

      “You’ve kept up with her?”

      Evan stared at him. “Of course, we did. She lives up in the hills—not that far away. Her parents were always close with Mom and Dad. Brandley does Mom’s accounting for her floral shop, and that’s why I trust her with the ranch financials, too. Besides, Mom trusts her. We’ve helped her out when she needed some support—life hasn’t been entirely easy for her. Now, she’s here to help us. Besides, she has a degree in accounting, you know? Numbers are her thing. It’s definitely not mine.”

      “But shit, man.”

      “Just get over it.” Evan turned and ducked into the dark depths of the barn. “I’ve got work to do.”

      Ethan stared after him. “Shit,” he muttered again. Brandy went to college? He turned and glanced toward the house, wondering what else he didn’t know about his ex-wife. Of course, he supposed she’d gone on to have a life. He had, hadn’t he? He’d done exactly what he wanted to do—serve his country and fight for the homeland. And she? What had Brandley wanted to do with her life?

      He grimaced and stared at the window of his father’s study. She’d just wanted to be his wife. Be the mother to his children. Back then, he’d thought that boring…not exciting.

      “Get some gumption to you, Brandley,” he remembered telling her. “Have some goals in life. Something beyond just taking care of me and whatever children you think we might have. Do something that makes you happy.”

      “Taking care of you and our children would make me happy,” she said.

      “You need more than that.”

      “I really don’t, Ethan. All I need is you, our family.”

      “Then you are kidding yourself. You’ll need more.” You’ll never really have all of me.

      That scene flashed into his head and suddenly, Ethan wondered if he owed Brandley an apology. That last part—You’ll never really have all of me—he couldn’t remember if he said it aloud, or if the words had just bounced around inside his head.

      He shouldn’t have said it, if he did say it aloud. It was a crazy time back then, when his head was full of SEAL mentality and he’d been conflicted about his duties and commitments to what had been in the past, and what was likely coming up in his future.

      Truth was, he knew she’d have been content with that lifestyle—him, family, and kids. What worried him then was the commitment he would have to make to give her that. He’d not been sure he could do it.

      That’s why he’d felt it best to end the relationship.

      He did owe her an apology—but she would likely never get it. What they had was long gone and too far back in time. They weren’t the same people anymore. Hell, he wasn’t. Even though she might deserve it, he wouldn’t say the words—because if he opened himself up to that, he might have to own up to other things. Whether he wanted to admit it or not, Brandley Mendoza MacKay might not have had him physically all these years, but one thing for damned certain, she still had a tight hold on his heart.

      And likely always would.
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        * * *

      

      When she looked up from the pile of papers on the desk and glanced past the computer monitor out the window, Brandley’s gaze fell on the slow-moving form of one broken cowboy. If she hadn’t seen it in his eyes earlier, she could see it now in his gait. She watched as Ethan slowly made his way back to the porch, lifted one leg then another to the steps, and drifted out of sight.

      With a sigh, her gaze fell back to the desk. He’s hurt and he’s stubborn. And both of those together were not a good combination for Ethan MacKay.

      She stared at the numbers on the pages in front of her, but all she saw was Ethan. Without putting much thought into it, she pushed herself away from the desk, rose and walked out of the study. The way to the kitchen was easy enough—she’d walked it a thousand times—but all those years of experiencing that happy kitchen filled with food and family hadn’t prepared her for what she would see next.

      Ethan sat with his back to her at the table. Hunched over, shaking. He held a bottle of pills in one hand and a glass of water in the other. The glass shook as he lifted it to his mouth, sloshing water over the side. He cocked his head back swallowing the pills and let his hand and the glass fall to the table. Hard. The glass spun off the table and skittered across the floor, close to Brandley’s feet.

      “Goddamned motherfucker.”

      He shifted in his seat and leaned down toward it, but Brandley intercepted. She scooped up the glass and put it on the counter. “I’ve got it, Ethan. You okay?”

      She watched as he pushed up and settled back into the hardback chair. The effort appeared painful and he let out a quick breath. “I would have gotten it.”

      “I was already standing there,” she told him. “No worries.”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “Never said you couldn’t.”

      “You can leave now.”

      Brandley stood firm, glaring at him. His gazed focused on something to her right. Didn’t matter what, she suspected, just not on her. “Ethan, look at me.”

      It took him all of three heartbeats to blink his eyes once, then refocus. Brandley felt the heat of his gape, and knew he was angry. Why? She had no clue.

      “I’m not the one you are angry with,” she said.

      He blew out a breath. Phpht. “You have no clue who or what I’m angry with, or about.”

      “Oh, I can guess.”

      He lifted his chin a bit and peered deeper into her eyes. “You don’t know anything, Brandley.”

      “I know you’re hurt and stubborn.”

      “You think you know me. You don’t.”

      “Probably not. Anymore.” She swiftly turned and headed for the door. No use her standing there and taking this abuse. But abruptly, she halted and turned. “Maybe I don’t know you now, Ethan MacKay, but I knew you pretty darned well for a lot of years. And some things don’t change. You’re a bullheaded pig of a man who thinks he’s invincible. Guess what? You’re not. So, you got hurt. We all get hurt. There are all kinds of hurt, you know? Not just physical. We recover in different ways. You are the only one who can decide how you are going to do it. Gracefully or with a lot of shit and nastiness.”

      He cocked his head to the side and glared. “Go to hell.”

      “Oh, and join you there? No thank you.”

      “Brandley. You don’t want to get involved in this. You know nothing about it. Or me. Go home.”

      She nodded. “Sure. Of course, Ethan. I know nothing. I never knew anything when it came to you. You always knew best—for you, for me. I don’t need to know anything, or really want to know anything, about you, or about what happened to you. Because frankly, I’m only here to do a job. But I thought when I saw my ex-husband hurting, limping across the way from the barn, and wincing as he sat in this chair here trying to take some…” she reached for the pill bottle and read the label, “pretty damn strong painkillers—I thought perhaps I’d show some compassion for the man I used to be in love with. Show some empathy for the kid I grew up with who took me to the prom, and the guy who used to buy me ice cream at the Dairy Freeze and rub my nose in it. Hell, Ethan, I was just trying to be nice. But I guess nice isn’t part of your vocabulary anymore, is it? Big, bad tough guy—Navy frickin’, goddamned SEAL.”

      A powerful exhale provided the exclamation point to her little speech.

      Ethan held the connection between them. “And damned proud of it.”

      Brandley shook herself. “And so am I, Ethan. So am I.” And she was.

      Finally, he sighed. “Brandley, look…”

      She smashed the pill bottle down on the table. “Oh, don’t Brandley me, Ethan. Just quit being a fucking asshole. So, you’re home. You’re hurt. You have an attitude. I get it. And I’m here. Your bad day just got worse. Well, no worries, because I’m done. I’ll let Evan know on my way out.”

      A deep voice came from behind. “No need, you already did.”

      She whirled to see Evan strolling in from the front hallway. “I thought you were in the barn,” she said.

      He rounded the table. Ethan screeched his chair back and pushed to stand, holding on to the edge of the table. “And I’m leaving.”

      Evan planted himself at his brother’s side. “Don’t leave on my account, brother.”

      Struggling to his feet, Ethan spit out, “I’m leaving because I fucking want to leave. Got it?” He glanced to Brandley. “And don’t mind me. Do your work. I’ll stay out of your way.”

      He turned and ambled toward the hallway.

      “Stubborn pigheaded sonofabitch,” Brandley hissed.

      Ethan stopped, and Brandley watched his head tick to the side, as if he were contemplating saying something else, then thought better of it and headed to the hallway. When he disappeared around the corner, she turned to Evan.

      “This will not work.”

      “I’ll keep him out of your way.”

      “He needs help, Evan.”

      He nodded. “Yes. I know that.”

      “So?”

      Evan looked to his boots and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Well, I thought that’s where you might come in.”

      She stepped back. “Me? I’m no doctor, and I’m not a nursemaid. I didn’t even make a very good wife, obviously. I’m not qualified to work on Ethan MacKay’s mental or physical stability.”

      “Actually, I think you are the only one who can kick his ass back into shape—mentally and physically. But honestly, his bones are going to heal a lot faster than his head. I think he has a lot of things from the past he needs to fix. And I don’t mean just with the war. I mean with you. And you are the only one who can do that.”

      “No. Ethan is the only one who can do that.”

      “But not without your help.”

      “Not sure about that, Evan. And I’m not sure I even can.” Or want to.

      He studied her, and Brandley suddenly felt uncomfortable. Crossing her arms over her chest, she glanced off.

      “Just be you, Brandley. Help him remember who he was. What this ranch stands for. Who he is inside. Help him to see that he is not only a SEAL but a son and brother and yes, an ex-husband. Maybe you can help him remember that he’s a cowboy too.”

      “I don’t know, Ethan…”

      “You’re the only one he’ll listen to. You always were, ever since we were kids.”

      She wasn’t too sure about that now. “He didn’t seem to listen to me a few minutes ago.”

      Evan squared himself in front of her and grasped both her arms. “Stay here at the ranch,” he blurted out. “It will be easier. That way and I can make a case for it with the financials being in such terrible shape.”

      She backed away and waved her hands. “Oh, no. I can’t do that.”

      “I need you to stay. Ethan needs you.”

      “You know I can’t. I have Sadie….”

      “We have plenty of room.”

      “She has preschool.”

      “We’ll get her there.”

      “It’s twenty-five miles one way, Evan.”

      “It’s Ethan, Brandley. He needs you.”

      Hmptht. “Evan… Even when he thought he needed me, he didn’t. Ethan MacKay doesn’t need anyone but himself and his guys.”

      He studied her. “Okay, let me put it this way then. I need you. I can’t run this ranch and help Ethan get his life back too. He’s my brother and I love him, and I know deep down he needs more than I can give him. I need your help, Brandley.”

      Those words gave her pause. Evan wasn’t the kind to ask for help, so his reaching out wasn’t necessarily easy. Still… “Maybe just give him some time, Evan, and he’ll work his way back to normal soon enough. And then he’ll be gone again, deployed to some other political hotspot or sandy hellhole.”

      Evan shook his head. “No. Not this time. He’s home for good. He’s no longer active duty. Our black sheep cowboy has come home.”

      Brandley stared at him. “For good?”

      He slowly dipped his head. “Yes. For good.”

      She turned and paced a couple of steps closer to the window. Ethan was home for good? She’d assumed he was on medical leave. Knowing that somehow played tricks with her brain. Made things feel less permanent. Ethan was home.

      And that made all the difference.

      “Stay, Brandley? I’ll pay you. For the work you’re doing, I mean. Consider it?”

      Brandley fixed her gaze on the barn and thought of Ethan, too many years ago, coming out of it. Bright, bigger-than-life, alive. Suddenly, with all her heart, she wanted to see him that way again.

      But this was not her rodeo. Not her cowboy. And Ethan MacKay would not allow her to “fix” him.

      She turned around. “I wouldn’t have a clue where to start, Evan.”

      He sighed. “You will figure it out.”

      “I doubt that. Once Ethan headed off to BUD/s training, he changed. I didn’t know how to reach him them, I’m sure I wouldn’t be able to now. Besides, this household of brothers isn’t ready to take on a woman and a four-year-old little girl. Seriously.”

      Evan snickered. “It would probably do us all some good. Since Sarah is off touring now, her room is available. We have plenty of room. And Sadie melts all our hearts, anyway. We could probably use a woman’s common sense around here.”

      She smiled. Maybe it could work. The brother’s little sister, Sarah, had landed the runner-up spot in the American Star music competition. Her singing career had taken off so she was rarely home. The entire area couldn’t be prouder of her.

      And Sadie loved the guys, that was for certain. Brandley smiled at that. Sadie had Ethan’s four brothers wrapped around her pinky finger. But….

      She shook her head. “No, Evan. I can’t. Besides, he would see right through me.”

      Evan shrugged and stared at the floor. Brandley hoped he was resolving the inevitable in his head. “I suppose you’re right,” he said.

      “I am.” She stepped forward and placed a quick kiss on his cheek. “I’ll be back in the morning. I have to pick up Sadie.”
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