
  
    [image: This Time Around]
  


  
    
      This Time Around

      Love in the Heartland, #1

    

    
      
        Stacey Lynn

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This Time Around

      

      

      
        
        Love in the Heartland, #1

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2018 Stacey Lynn

        Content Editing: Gray Ink Author Services

        Proofreading: Virginia Tesi Carey

        Cover Design: Shanoff Designs

      

      

      

      
        
        This Time Around is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are used fictitiously or are a product of the author’s imagination.

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. No part of this work may be reprinted, reproduced, or transmitted in any form without written permission of the author, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages for review passages only.

      

      

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          1. Rebecca

        

        
          2. Cooper

        

        
          3. Rebecca

        

        
          4. Cooper

        

        
          5. Rebecca

        

        
          6. Cooper

        

        
          7. Rebecca

        

        
          8. Cooper

        

        
          9. Rebecca

        

        
          10. Cooper

        

        
          11. Rebecca

        

        
          12. Cooper

        

        
          13. Rebecca

        

        
          14. Cooper

        

        
          15. Rebecca

        

        
          16. Cooper

        

        
          17. Cooper

        

        
          18. Rebecca

        

        
          19. Cooper

        

        
          20. Rebecca

        

        
          21. Cooper

        

        
          22. Rebecca

        

        
          23. Cooper

        

        
          24. Rebecca

        

        
          25. Cooper

        

        
          26. Rebecca

        

        
          27. Cooper

        

        
          28. Rebecca

        

        
          29. Cooper

        

        
          30. Rebecca

        

        
          31. Cooper

        

        
          32. Rebecca

        

        
          33. Cooper

        

        
          34. Rebecca

        

        
          35. Cooper

        

        
          36. Rebecca

        

        
          37. Cooper

        

        
          38. Rebecca

        

        
          39. Cooper

        

        
          40. Rebecca

        

        
          41. Cooper

        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

      
        
          Thank You

        

        
          About the Author

        

        
          Other Books by Stacey Lynn

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            One

          

          
            Rebecca

          

        

      

    

    
      “Come on Max, you can’t be serious about this.”

      “I think it’ll be good for him, Rebecca. And you could use the help.”

      Boy, could I. With my cell phone in one hand, my other curled around the kitchen countertop. Outside my small kitchen window, cows roamed in the pasture and goats ate their hay. I was behind on everything—the cattle, the other animals, the house, and the bills.

      Knowing a defeat when I sensed one through the silence coming through the phone line, I asked, “What’s his name again?”

      My uncle chuckled good-naturedly. “Cooper Hawke, and you’re probably the only female I know who doesn’t know who he is.”

      “Well, who has time to watch TV these days?”

      “Movies, Rebecca. He does movies.”

      Whatever. That was worse. I had less time for those. I blew out a breath, flipping wisps of my black hair out of my face where they’d escaped my falling apart ponytail. “When will he be here?”

      “I have to run it by him first, but I’m hoping by Saturday.”

      Great. I had four days to prepare for Hollywood’s heartthrob to step foot on my ranch. I didn’t like the idea of any of this, but Uncle Max was the only family I had left besides my brother Jordan. Even though he lived out in Los Angeles, we’d always been close. He wouldn’t be asking for my help if he didn’t desperately need it.

      And because I loved Max so much, I found myself finally putting a voice to the largest fear I had since he called. “There hasn’t been a man here, Max, not since….”

      “I know, darling. I know.” His voice went soft, that caring tone being almost enough to burst through the dam I barely held together on the best of days. Today was not one of them. “But Joseph is gone, and you need the help. Cooper needs this. He needs to get out of town, blow off the paparazzi following him. It’s been months and it’s driving him insane. I need him focused before he starts filming in a few months. Put him to work and distract him. He can use it right now, and I promise you he’s a good man.”

      I trusted Max implicitly. He wouldn’t set me loose around a jerk.

      Although, I also had Jordan to watch my back if I needed it. I rarely got messed with when people find out my brother was Jordan Marx, former MLB Pitcher for the Colorado Rockies. He lived here in town now and ran the Carlton Golf Resort and Spa. He designed and opened it after he walked away from his professional baseball career.

      I was excited to have my family back together, finally, after years of wanting nothing more than for us all to be together again, but just like everything else in life, a curveball came my way.

      First it was our parents.

      Then it was Joseph.

      And since then, I’d been treading water. If I didn’t get some serious help, it wouldn’t be long until I drowned completely.

      “I trust you, Max, and you know I’ll do anything I can for you, but—”

      “I know, sweetheart, and I appreciate this. It’ll be good. I promise. I’ll call you back once I meet with Cooper and we’ve finalized everything.”

      “Are you sure he’ll even want to come?” My thumb found its way between my teeth and I nibbled. It was possible this might not even happen.

      I despised the idea of another man working on my ranch. It was stubborn pride and lingering grief mixed with a barrel of anger, but I wanted to be enough to do everything like I’d always dreamed of.

      “He’ll come,” Max said. “He’ll do what I say because he knows the risk if he doesn’t.”

      My uncle was an agent. The best one in L.A. from what he said, and even though I rarely watched television, I didn’t doubt him. He wasn’t only charismatic, he was also intelligent and powerful. He started and ruined more careers than anyone else in Hollywood in the last twenty years. I figured Cooper Hawke knew this.

      If he wanted to stay popular in the business, he had to listen to Max.

      “Okay, I need to get to work. Call me when you know more.”

      “Will do, sweetheart. Make sure you get some rest.”

      “Right.”

      Right. Because working a ranch allowed for spa days and naps.

      We said our goodbyes, and by the time I was back in the horse barn feeding the horses, I’d compiled a mental list of everything to be done before Cooper arrived.

      We had a guesthouse, a small, two-bedroom house one hundred yards from the main house. It hadn’t been used since the last time we had company, during my parents’ funeral.

      I’d need to spend the nights when I was done with the farm work getting it ready, dusting and vacuuming and cleaning and changing sheets.

      “Yeah, definitely no spa days for me,” I muttered to Gray, one of my favorite Arabian horses. He was the horse I learned to ride on. Now that he was getting old, I couldn’t ride him much to do work, but he was my favorite.

      He neighed against my palm as I handed him an extra apple, gave him a good rubdown, and then I headed back outside.

      By the time night fell and I climbed into bed exhausted, barely managing to find the energy to pull on one of Joseph’s old college shirts from Iowa State University, I’d completely forgotten all about Max’s phone call or the impending visit from Cooper Hawke.

      

      I never should have Googled Cooper Hawke. After spending hours preparing the guesthouse for him, looking him up online had to be one of the largest mistakes I’d ever made in my life.

      He was everything masculine that single girls dreamed about at night when they didn’t have a man to help them take care of their needs. A few hours spent reading the gossip surrounding his recent estrangement from his wife—a Brazilian supermodel—and I could understand the attraction.

      Not that I’d dreamed of him taking care of my needs. That part of me died the day Joseph did—the same night we’d had a horrific fight, our worst ever, and he’d lost control of his truck on icy roads.

      The day Joseph died, my world darkened. He left me with a pile of anger and questions that would never be answered.

      But I was still a female, one who could understand why Cooper, a ridiculously famous actor, could drive women crazy with a wink from his light green and intoxicating eyes. As I spent my time searching through photos and articles of him, I could also see the friendly and teasing grin he used on red carpet appearances and when talking about his upcoming movies on late night talk shows had darkened over the last few months.

      His wife, Camilla Rinaldi, was claiming she came home and found Cooper in a compromising position with their housekeeper. More than once, he’d denied the accusations.

      Considering her expression hadn’t changed in the recent months and her voice was the loudest, I figured she was the guilty party. In my experience, the most deafening voice tried to blare out the truth with volume. A part of me admired Cooper for not going for her throat in what had become an evil and contestable pending divorce settlement.

      It wasn’t only the financial arguments that made me feel for Cooper. It was the lost look in his eyes. The haze of grief and sadness told me he was mourning the loss of something—someone—dear to him. I recognized that same haze in my own expression.

      I didn’t want anything to bind Cooper and I together. He was coming here to get some space from the gossip in Hollywood. He was coming to be put to work on a ranch.

      We’d work long hours together. I’d teach him everything I knew, and I hoped like hell he wasn’t too good, too arrogant or too preppy to be afraid of getting his hands and boots a bit dirty while he was here.

      I’d help him. Give him some peace and quiet.

      And then I’d send him back to California where he could return to his life.

      Then, I’d be left alone with mine.
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      Beneath the bright blue, newly bought University of Kansas hat, my blond wig itched my scalp like I’d been infested with lice. If I didn’t trust Max so damn much to not only purchase the ridiculous disguise—which worked surprisingly well based on the bland stare from my Uber driver—I would have told him to go to hell when he more than gently suggested I spend the summer in Kansas.

      I was going to be living in the middle of nowhere, helping his niece on her family’s ranch.

      Me. Cooper Hawke. Three-time Emmy Award Winner for Best Leading Male in a Drama was going to spend the next three months shoveling horse shit.

      It’d be hilarious if it wasn’t such a perfect metaphor for what my life had become in the last six weeks since Camilla found a new way to get under my skin in a way she wasn’t before.

      I fell in love with Camilla at a casting party for a movie I made five years ago. I should have known then, considering she was attending the party with some B-List washed-up actor, she was preparing to dig her claws into a moneymaker. Spend enough time in Los Angeles, around people only wanting one thing—to know what you could do for them—and you learned to read the signs pretty quick.

      Unfortunately, I was so instantly lost in Camilla’s honey-colored eyes and her flexibility in bed—both in her body and positions she was willing to try whenever I suggested something—she flew straight to my dick, bypassing my gold-digger radar. I had no idea she’d not only had multiple affairs, which wouldn’t be such a surprise in the Hollywood industry but that she truly didn’t love me.

      At least that’s what she said when I came home and caught her bent over our kitchen counter taking it doggy style, from ironically, a dog walker back in January.

      We didn’t even own a dog.

      He’d stumbled over his haphazardly shoved down jeans and scurried out of our house before I could slam my fist in his face.

      She had tucked her ample breasts back into her bra and smoothed down her dress while ignoring her white lace panties still tangled around one ankle. Then she’d crossed her arms over her chest.

      I’d stood there, completely speechless. I loved her. I loved her from the moment I saw her, and I thought, knew, we’d be the Hollywood Couple that would stand the test of time. We’d be together forever, have children together, fill a home with a family and pets and laughter and love.

      My suburban upbringing had rendered me completely naive to the fact that this woman, this woman who I loved with my entire soul and my entire being, could look at me so callously and say, “It was never about love, love. It’s always been about the next big thing, moving up, getting ahead. I only apologize I stayed with you long enough for you to believe all of this was real.”

      I groaned and scrubbed a hand down my face. I couldn’t scrub the memory out of my mind regardless of how many hours I tried. But just thinking of those words sent a vicious punch flying to my chest.

      Shit had just started calming down when six weeks ago, Camilla started making a new play—one to get me back. Since then, I’d been hounded day and night, not only by her but the paparazzo. I could hardly take a shit in my own home without seeing a photographer creeping along the fenced edge of my property.

      When Max approached me, practically demanding I get the hell out of town for a while, I didn’t exactly jump at the opportunity, but did I consider it?

      Obviously, since I was currently being driven down a two-lane road with nothing but fences and green grass as far as the eye could see along with the sprinkling of cows and horses roaming within their large fenced in acreages.

      But still? A freaking farm?

      Half of my brain must have imploded the day I caught Camilla. How else could I explain this? I might have grown up in a mid-size town outside Buffalo, but nothing in either my life or my acting career prepared me for what I was about to face.

      I was about as handy with a hammer and saw as I would be building the next rocket to space.

      A flash of panic hit me, my chest ignited, and heat spread. My hands grew clammy and I shoved one against my sternum to quell the rising pressure in my heart. I couldn’t stand the flash of panic.

      I rolled down the window in order to catch some fresh air.

      “You okay, sir?” the Uber driver asked.

      “Yeah.” I inhaled deeply, catching only the whiff of farm and manure and whatever else clung to the air here and quickly rolled the window back up. “Just a bit of motion sickness is all,” I said when he peered at me through the rearview mirror.

      He nodded, but his eyes were doubtful.

      I wasn’t going to throw up. That’s not what happened when I thought of Camilla and a panic attack followed. They built slow, slow enough I thought I could beat them, until the weight of a dozen elephants slammed onto my chest, suffocating me, turning my world black and causing me to break out in a cold sweat.

      It was debilitating, and all I really wanted was a bottle of Jack and a two-liter bottle of Coke so I could drown my sorrows and anger at my wife—ex-wife—and pass out until the feeling passed.

      “No worries,” the man said. “We’ll be there in a few minutes.”

      “Thanks.”

      Less than five minutes later, we pulled off the two-lane road and onto a gravel drive. Metal gates were opened, barely allowing enough room for the car to pass through. Our tires rumbled as we drove over thick, metal lines the same level as the ground. A curved sign hung over the narrow drive and gleamed brightly as if recently polished.

      Marx-Splendid Ranch

      From what Max told me, his sister Corinne married Robert Marx, practically a farming legend around these parts. Max’s sister fell in love with Robert when they were freshmen at the University of Kansas, and the rest was history. They died just over two years ago, together while driving down to Oklahoma for a horse show. The deepness of emotion when he shared what happened to his sister, his concern about his niece, his insistence she needed help and I could be that guy for her while getting my head on straight was the final straw in taking my agent’s advice.

      But who in the hell was Splendid?

      I barely finished the thought before the driver pulled up to a house that made my eyes bug out. Farmhouse.

      It was a freaking farmhouse, looking exactly like it hadn’t changed a single inch since the eighteen hundreds. I’d seen photos of homes like this. I’d seen them in magazines and in movies and on sets, and hell, it’s not like I hadn’t driven past farmhouses before in upstate New York, but there was something about this one.

      This freaking farmhouse made my blood rush.

      It was cinematically perfect in its upkeep from the bright white paint to the red front door and crisp black shutters. The front, wrap-around porch had a gleaming gray stain, and along the railing, as well as at the edges of every single step, were red and black flower pots, blooming with a wide array of flowers in whites and yellows. I couldn’t have imagined a more picture-perfect farmhouse.

      “We’re here,” the driver said, when I didn’t climb out of the car.

      I was too busy gawking at the house, the porch, the red and white barn to the left, a smaller house to the right, and a handful of other small buildings.

      “Got it.” I pulled out a twenty and handed it to him before sliding out of the car. He met me at the trunk, pulling out two of my suitcases while thanking me for the tip. I grabbed two more duffel bags.

      I packed as light as I could, but three months was a long time, and who knew what could happen. Plus, I grabbed every personal item I could find, because hell if I was going to give Camilla the belief she had a right to anything of mine anymore.

      As he slammed the trunk closed, I shook his hand and wished him well, and when he was back in his car, I spun on my heels, taking in the front porch on the storybook farmhouse.

      “Now what in the hell do I do?” I scrubbed my hand down my face again. The wig caught on my ear and I tore it off along with the hat.

      I used it for security at the airports and in public, but now there wasn’t a need.

      Bending down, I tucked both items into a pocket and as I stood back up, a wooden door slammed closed.

      A woman, much younger than I expected for some reason, walked across the front porch and paused at the top of a set of stairs.

      Her long dark hair billowed in the wind, blowing around her shoulders, creating her own personal shawl as we stared at each other.

      She didn’t look thrilled, but I was Cooper Hawke. I was used to women pretending to be immune to me, Camilla being the perfect case and point.

      There was something about this woman’s hesitance to welcome me that made me pause.

      “Hello,” I finally said when our silence stretched well past awkward. “I’m Cooper. Are you Miss Marx?”

      The name Max gave me of his niece escaped me.

      Her body jolted and she stepped forward. “Splendid. Marx was my maiden name.” She walked down the stairs. She moved with the grace of a woman comfortable in her own skin, a trim woman who clearly took care of herself, based on the slender thighs, and the slight curve of hips obvious in her skin-tight jeans that were tucked into worn, tan cowboy boots.

      I couldn’t hold back a grin. A storybook cowgirl perfectly fit the home.

      And something around me settled. Something released, like the breeze of the Midwest actually had the ability to blow away all my feelings of stress and anger and betrayal.

      I shook off the strange sensation. She was married, based on the diamond on her ring finger.

      I flipped through my conversations with Max but couldn’t recall him mentioning she was married. But who knows? I’d been so baffled at the idea of coming here I probably missed it.

      As she walked closer, it was her eyes that pulled me in. They lacked warmth. There was nothing.

      They weren’t cold or angry. The rich, black pools were void of absolutely anything.

      Much like my own had appeared to me in my mirror’s reflection since I walked out on Camilla.

      “Rebecca Splendid.” She held out her hand as she reached me. “Nice to meet you, Cooper.”

      “Thanks for having me.” I extended my hand, surprised by not only her warmth but the firmness in her handshake. It was so unlike all the women I spent time around who daintily held out their slim and faux-tanned fingers, expecting brushes of lips against them or a gentle wiggle. “I appreciate you letting me hide out here.”

      “Yes, well…” her eyes drifted off to the left before returning to me. “I’m pleased you can be here.”

      She said it sweetly. I didn’t believe her for a second.

      I dropped her hand and grabbed two handles of my luggage, my duffel bags already slung over my shoulders. “So, is there somewhere I can put these?”

      I moved to head toward the house in front of me, not even thinking before now that for next three months this woman and I were expected to live together, when she stepped in front of me, abruptly blocking my way.

      “There’s a guesthouse. It’s out back. I’ve prepared it for you.”

      “Oh.” My eyes jumped to the small little home and back to her. “Of course.”

      Because she was married. Obviously, I wasn’t going to be living in their home, and while a small burst of disappointment pinged in my chest at the thought of not living in the beautiful home, the guesthouse was a much better idea.

      Privacy. It was exactly what I needed and what I hadn’t had in months. “Great. Thank you.”
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      Cooper looked ridiculous with four suitcases, two of them flung over his shoulders and two in his hands trailing behind him on wheels.

      For a moment, I was impressed. This was a man, from what I’d recently read, who had personal assistants and housekeepers. He had an agent and a public relations team as well as a personal shopper on-call for all manner of clothing needs.

      I expected him to get out of his car, sneer at the modest home and wrinkle his nose at the scent of ranch life lingering in the air.

      I was expecting a diva.

      Assuming he wasn’t because he carried his own luggage was stupid. I’d see if he was a diva when I had him muck out the horse stalls. Or gather the eggs from the chicken coop. Or help a struggling heifer birth her first calf.

      Suddenly, all the tasks I had to do, all the upcoming, unending work, grew slightly less daunting with this man walking in front of me.

      Which meant I had to hurry to get around him to unlock the door.

      My boots clip-clopped on the rock path, something Joseph built the summer before he died, and I brushed away the grief that hit whenever I saw something he made.

      I moved quickly, my long legs having to hustle double-time to reach the door before Cooper, and I pulled out a key from my back pocket right as we reached the door at the same time.

      I unlocked the door, pushed it open and before either of us entered, handed him the key. “This is yours. In all honesty, we rarely lock our doors around here, but I thought you’d like the privacy.”

      His light green eyes hit mine as he slid the key out of my grasp. “Thank you. Did Max tell you much about why I’m here?”

      He hitched his shoulder, readjusting one of his duffel bags. His eyes seemed to be inspecting mine.

      There was no point in lying. I’d already done it once and I hated lying. I also wasn’t very good at it. “He told me you’re going through a divorce, it’s getting ugly, and you needed time to hide out.”

      “That it?” His head tilted to the side.

      The way he captured my gaze was unnerving and I blinked. I looked over his shoulder. “I don’t really know what Max told you about me,” I said. “But I can tell you that I don’t watch much television, and I have even less time for movies. I know who you are because my uncle told me, but I’ve never seen your movies. Ranch work is hard work and that’s all I care about.”

      His eyes moved from mine, finally, and I took the moment of silence to slide past him and into the guesthouse, explaining while I moved. “This isn’t much, but there are two bedrooms. Only one bath. The kitchen area is small, but it should have everything you need.”

      His suitcases clattered inside and the wheels moved along the wood floors before the duffel bags dropped to the floor.

      I headed in the direction of the kitchen, a small L-shape, with a mahogany dinner table for four to separate the kitchen space from the living space. The entire guesthouse was less than a thousand square feet, and most likely smaller than anything this man had ever spent the night in.

      I’d always loved this house. My grandpa and dad built it when I was barely old enough to hold a hammer. That still didn’t stop my dad from handing me the tool and teaching me how to use it.

      I opened the fridge and gestured to the food I’d stocked for him. “I didn’t know how you’d feel about going into town while you’re here, or what your plans were, so I stocked your cupboards with snacks and the fridge with some basics. If there’s something you need, you can let me know and I’ll get it when I go back into town next week.”

      Town was only ten minutes away, but I limited my trips. Joseph and I used to go all the time, especially on weekends, to the bar or out to eat, but Carlton was small, even if it’d grown in the last decade. People knew me, and the looks they gave me were unsettling.

      Brooke, one of my closest friends since high school, kept telling me it was because I’d become a stubborn recluse and if I came out more, people would stop looking at me like I needed a hug all the darn time.

      I didn’t believe her. She didn’t know everything and I was intent on keeping it that way. One run-in with the wrong person and all my hidden shame would come to light.

      “Is there something you need?” I asked. He hadn’t moved from just inside the front door and his focus on me was unnerving.

      “No, but thank you. And since Max tells me I’m supposed to help you while I’m here, perhaps I should be asking you that.”

      I hadn’t expected him to want to dive right into work. “I thought you’d want to take the day to relax.”

      “I don’t do well with relaxing these days. To be honest with you, being left alone with my thoughts isn’t the best for me.”

      He should have stayed in the city then. The quiet nights on the ranch were the worst. There was nothing around except stillness and the music of cows and crickets. I didn’t bother bursting his bubble.

      There was a section of fencing I noticed the other day that needed to be repaired out on the far edge of our two-hundred acres, but it wouldn’t take me more than a couple hours to get out there and fix it. I wanted to do it alone, though.

      I might have agreed to let him come, but that didn’t mean I wanted him here.

      “I have some things to do this afternoon. Why don’t you unpack and get settled and you can come find me in the horse barn when you’re done.”

      “The horse barn?”

      “Yeah. Big red building. Can’t really miss it.”

      His lips lifted, and I’d say it was a grin, but it didn’t reach his eyes or alter his expression in any way. Great. Was he terrified of horses?

      “Okay. I’ll meet you at the horse barn later.” His lips lifted again, and this time it was definitely a grin.

      I didn’t ask him what was so funny about a barn.

      I skedaddled past him and hurried back to the main house—not realizing until I reached the back door of my patio that my stomach started feeling funny when he smiled.

      I didn’t like it.

      Not one little bit.

      

      The strange sensation in my belly evaporated while I re-wrapped wire and hammered in a couple new posts. With the fencing fixed, I did a quick ride on Gray before heading back to the barn. I’d only been gone two hours, the fence not taking as much time as I’d anticipated, and wasn’t nearly as damaged as I saw the other day.

      This wasn’t exactly a surprise. Farmers were helpful people and our land edged up a creek, but across the creek was the Whitman place. They grew corn, not cows, but over the last year they’d taken to surprising me with help, whether or not I asked for it.

      Seeing the damaged fence line had already been repaired, replaced that warm feeling in my stomach with irritation as I followed the fence, found a different area that hadn’t been fixed and set in handling that one.

      It’d be polite to call Gloria Whitman and thank her and her husband, Peter, for helping, but I’d told them time and again I had it handled.

      To which she usually replied, “Sweet thing, you accept the help from folk and the Lord when it’s needed so you’ve got the energy and time to give when it’s needed of you. This is just us, you know that.”

      The problem was I did, because Gloria and Peter Whitman were close enough to my family to be family, considering her family had worked their land even longer than my family had worked ours. I understood both her words and her implication. Fifteen years ago their original house burned down in a fire from a lightning strike, and it was my family who’d helped them rebuild and harvest their crops that summer and fall. We’d had this conversation so often that now, whenever I found something they mended, I didn’t bother calling.

      I didn’t need her Sunday School lessons on graciousness. God had taught me enough on His own by ripping away everything valuable I had.

      It wasn’t only their lessons or their help that made my blood boil. It was mostly because it was usually given to me with a look a pity in their eyes as well as the whispered, “That poor little thang,” behind my back. As if no one around actually believed I could manage this place.

      Perhaps Brooke was right and I was stubborn, but I was a single woman, a widow, working a two-hundred acre cattle ranch.

      I could do it, I knew I could. I just needed more time to prove it.

      “Come on, Gray,” I whispered, tugging on his lead and guiding him back to the barn. “Let’s get you some food and a good rub down.”

      He snorted, and I ran my hand down his side. I guided him into the barn only to come to an abrupt stop when I saw Cooper.

      He was at Stormy’s door, running his hand down the side of her neck, and talking so softly to the girl I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but whatever it was, the girl liked it. She nuzzled Cooper’s hand just like she’d always done to Joseph.

      My irritation with the Whitmans dwindled.

      I had a new target for my anger.

      Freaking Max.
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      “That’s my husband’s horse.”

      Rebecca's voice startled me, not only in her surprise arrival but in the cold snappish tone. I dropped my hand from the horse I was trying to get acclimated with.

      “Is it a problem I’m here?”

      Something dark flashed in her already dark brown eyes as she stared at the horse, whose name I didn’t know. I’d been foolishly trying to coax it out of the horse like it would speak to me in a language I understood.

      “I thought you told me to meet you here,” I said lamely when Rebecca was still rooted in spot barely inside the barn. Next to her, another beautiful horse pressed against her temple, almost as if it was comforting her.

      “Stormy.”

      She tugged on the horse’s reins and I contemplated the strange word she spoke. I didn’t know if she was talking about the beautiful gray horse she was leading to a stall or the jet black one in front of me.

      Since it felt like a storm was brewing in the barn from whatever was going on in Rebecca's mind, she might have been thinking out loud.

      I stepped away from the stalls to give her room, but there was no need.

      She pulled open a sliding door and the horse with her walked right in. Rebecca followed the horse and slammed the door behind her. The walls came up so high only the top of her head was visible over them, but she made no effort to speak to me.

      What the hell? The last thing I expected when I stepped foot into the barn earlier was to get my head bitten off and then ignored by a five-foot-two pretty little cowgirl.

      I shook the unwelcome thought from my head. Yeah, she was pretty, but she was Max’s niece and I didn’t need to think about her that way. My head was still too screwed up with another woman.

      “Rebecca?” I asked. “Is there something I can do to help?”

      She pushed out of the stall with her horse’s saddle in her arms barely sparing me a glance. The quick flash of her narrowed eyes in my direction said enough. They swam with tears and the way she bit her lip, fighting back those tears stunned me.

      What the hell?

      Clearly, I was missing something, something important, but when she disappeared around a corner and slammed down the saddle, I figured I wasn’t going to be given a list of chores to do, and she would probably bite my hand off if I offered her comfort or company.

      I swung around and headed out of the barn, staring at my boots. I needed something more substantial for working on a ranch. Mine were too damn fancy for this life, but they were all I had and I didn’t want to waste time shopping before I snuck out of L.A.

      I headed back to the guesthouse and pulled up my internet browser on my laptop. Fortunately, the available Wi-Fi didn’t require a password.

      Then I pulled up my email and found the address of where I was.

      In less than an hour, I’d outfitted myself with boots I wouldn’t care got ruined and a few pairs of thick leather work gloves.

      

      I stayed in my room until the sun had set, and by then I’d run out of shows to waste time watching on Netflix, streaming them from my laptop because the television in the guesthouse only got four stations and none of them were showing anything except local weather and news. I was losing my mind with boredom, and me and bored did not mix.

      My mom always said I wasn’t happy unless I was moving, and it was true. I was a busy, active toddler, constantly jumping off furniture which escalated to a boy who played sports all year round and then transitioned to a high schooler who played sports all year round, sprinkled in with acting classes. Sports kept me busy growing up, kept me out of trouble surrounded with good friends, and taught me discipline and focus.

      But acting was always in my veins, a pulsing need, an itch beneath my skin I couldn’t quell unless I was on stage or in front of cameras. Being someone else was fun and challenging.

      Being alone with my thoughts was detrimental to my health. By the time night fell, that now familiar sensation of walls pressing in on me was making me claustrophobic, a needling headache digging in at my temples.

      “Screw this,” I muttered and slammed my computer closed. I tugged on my boots and grabbed a sweater from the closet. Then I took off out of the house.

      I needed air and space. If Max was wrong and his niece didn’t want help and refused to put me to work, I’d go insane. I needed movement and action. I needed the adrenaline rush of a challenge completed. I needed to work until my fingers ached and my back hurt and the only thought in my head was falling asleep in what looked like a surprisingly comfortable, king-sized bed so I wasn’t plagued with nightmares of Camilla, my marriage when I thought it was the best thing in my life, everything I’d lost since realizing it was all a sham, and most importantly, visions of her being bent over our damn kitchen counter.

      I groaned, scrubbing my hands down my face and throwing my head back, staring at the sky. It’d been years since I’d been in a place where the stars were so vivid. Millions and millions of bright flashing lights filled the sky.

      Continuing to glance at the sky as I walked, I surveyed the well-lit path with small solar lights pushed into the ground around the paved walkway that would take me either toward the front of Rebecca's house or the barn. I chose to head toward the barn, around the back of the house, but a strange noise grabbed my attention and my footsteps slowed.

      The scent of a campfire burning followed and I took in the small plume of smoke drifting into the air. There was a crackle of fire but above it all another sound.

      Crying.

      No, it wasn’t crying, it was the sound of a woman fighting back sobs. The constant sniffle, the choking-coughing sound echoed as I neared the house.

      For a moment, I debated heading back to the guesthouse and minding my own business. It had to be Rebecca since I hadn’t seen anyone else on the farm, and she’d made it clear that while I was welcome to stay there, I was not welcome.

      Something shattered, followed quickly by her shouting, “Shit!”

      I hurried to the back patio.

      I reached the edge of the raised area and stilled at the beauty of the sight in front of me. There was an enormous paved patio area, a brick retaining wall and landscaped area bobbing and weaving around it. It was lit up from a large fire, and had a variety of chairs and tables and two couches surrounding it.

      A pergola covered some of the area, draped with white Christmas lights that put out an elegant glow.

      Potted plants and flowers were sprinkled around the edges.

      And Rebecca. Crouched down, wearing nothing but an oversized sweatshirt and cut off tight shorts. No shoes or socks to cover her feet, and she was gently picking up what I assumed was the glass I’d heard breaking. She was still sniffling, pausing in her work of cleaning up to sniff and wipe beneath her nose.

      If she wasn’t careful, she would end up with shards of glass swiped across her face.

      I cleared my throat and hit the first cement step, talking as I moved closer. “I don’t mean to scare you, but I heard something break and I wanted to make sure you’re okay.”

      “Okay.” She shook her head and went back to her task. “I’m okay. I’m fine. Perfect.”

      She sniffed again. That dark chestnut hair almost sparkled from the light of the fire and, damn it.

      My hands curled into fists.

      Max’s niece. Married.

      Me, too fucked up to give a woman anything good right now. I did not need to feel any attraction to her, but I couldn’t help the fact I was a man in the presence of a beautiful woman.

      I fought that back and kept moving toward her, bending down when I got closer, but not too close.

      “Where’s your broom? Let me clean this before you cut yourself.”

      She held up her hand and a dark trail of what looked like blood dribbled down two of her fingers. “Too late.” Tears streamed down her cheeks in thick, wet lines as she finally looked at me, for perhaps the first time today.

      “Damn.” I reached for her hand, but she yanked hers back quicker, shoving it behind her back.

      “It’s fine. Just a small cut.”

      Screw this. She could barely see with her tears still falling and her entire body trembling.

      I kept my hand out, palm up. “Rebecca. Give me your hand.”

      She looked up at me. Dark brown eyes, long black lashes wet with tears, eyes red and swollen shot a flash of fire straight through my chest. Slowly, she gave me her hand.

      I pressed my fingers against it, using the sleeve of my sweater, and as soon as more blood appeared, I tugged her to her feet. “Let’s get you inside so I can see this in the light.”

      “It’s not—”

      I was done listening. I kept pressure on her cut and pulled her toward the door of the house, moving carefully around the glass still shattered at our feet.

      I pulled open the screen door, holding it with my free hand until she was inside. Guiding her toward the large country farm table in the eating area, I pulled out a chair, glaring at her until she took a seat in it.

      “First aid kit?”

      “Under the kitchen sink.”

      I turned and found what I needed, popped open the kit to ensure it was stocked and moved back to the table, pulling out a chair next to her. “Hand.”

      Her face was now clear of tears, but her eyes were still red and puffy.

      Reluctantly, she slid her hand toward me and I took it, gathering gauze, antibiotic cream, and bandages.

      “It’s not that bad,” Rebecca said.

      I glanced up at her. “You’re lucky you don’t need stitches.”

      “It’s not the worst cut I’ve had, and it certainly won’t be the last.”

      Her stubbornness made me want to grin, but I hid it, and focused on her cut while I tried to stop the bleeding. “Raise them tough in Kansas, huh?”

      “Tougher than folks from Hollywood.”

      Sassy woman. I liked it. It was better than the vacancy in her eyes and the tears. A crying woman was a man’s kryptonite. We had no idea how to handle it other than give them whatever they asked for to make it stop.

      I pressed the gauze to her finger so hard she flinched in my hand, and I couldn’t resist ribbing her. “Good thing I’m not from Hollywood then, huh?”

      A silent moment passed, and I almost wondered if she was going to ask where I was from. But, why would she? Like most people in America, she probably knew everything about me, and sometimes, that part of being well-known and adored by fans sucked. Was nothing private anymore? Based on the paparazzi stalking me the last several months, I ventured not.

      The sparkle of the modest diamond on her ring finger caught my attention as I moved to reach for a Band-Aid. My curiosity was definitely piqued.

      Perhaps he left her. Perhaps he drank the day away at a local bar.

      “Max didn’t tell me you’re married.”

      I said the words quietly, focusing on her cut while tearing open a Band-Aid but based on the way the room chilled, she heard me perfectly clear.

      She said nothing, and as soon as I wrapped the Band-Aids around her fingers, she ripped her hand out of my grip.

      “Uncle Max always used to only give the information he felt like giving and nothing more. Nice to know that hasn’t changed.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Her head was turned, giving me her profile, but the vacancy in her expression was still obvious, as was the way she bit her lip to stop her chin from trembling. The gentle curve of her nose, the small crinkle at the edges of her eye, the slope of her lips as she released it from her teeth, and then her tanned, slender neck and shoulders.

      Shit.

      I looked away before she caught me staring at her. I shouldn’t be staring at her. But there was that unease in her expression that felt so familiar I couldn’t seem to help myself.

      “Joseph died last fall. November. A week before Thanksgiving.”

      She shoved off the chair and moved to the kitchen. The chair wobbled on its legs before her words stopped rattling in my brain. The hell? Max hadn’t said a thing.

      She was a widow? Why wouldn’t Max prepare me for that? I might not have remembered everything he said to me, but I was damn sure I wouldn’t forget that.

      There was nothing I could say except ‘I’m sorry,’ but I was so tired of hearing those words directed at me, the pity and the pathetic look in people’s eyes, I refused to give that to her. She didn’t need it and with the way she was standing at the kitchen counter, arms quaking from emotion, head bowed, hair falling down almost to the countertop, those words would unravel the strength she was trying to maintain.

      I rose out of my own chair and cleaned up the bandages and trash before I closed everything up, tossed the garbage into the wastebasket at the end of the island and met her at the counter. I found her broom settled in a pantry closet. Giving her space to deal with whatever she was currently feeling, I headed out to the patio and cleaned up the broken glass. I tossed everything away in her kitchen when I returned to see her still at the counter, hands braced on the edge, head twisted and staring out the window over her sink.

      She reached for her bottle of wine on the counter, her hands trembling as she tried to remove the cork. I set the broom against the wall and moved quickly toward her. The last thing we needed was another glass on the floor, but at least now I understood her anger earlier about the horse.

      I had encroached on her space, her husband’s space.

      “Let me handle that.” I kept my gaze on her until she lifted her head.

      She blinked back tears and pointed over my shoulder. “Glasses are behind you, cupboard above the bread box.”

      I turned and found the glasses, grabbing one for myself. A drink was a good idea. Pouring both of us a hefty serving, I searched for something appropriate to say. I came up totally empty. “I didn’t know and if I had, I wouldn’t have brought it up.”

      “I suppose you know all about talking when you don’t want to.” She brought the glass to her lips. When she pulled it away, she shook her head. “I’m sorry. That was rude of me.”

      “And yet you obviously know why I’m here.”

      “Max told me.”

      “Then you know I don’t want to cause any trouble, don’t want to make it for you, but I have to be honest, I’m better when I’m busy. Even if I don’t have the first clue what in the hell goes on here. Give me something to do even if it’s just hauling horse shit. I won’t overstep like I obviously did today in the barn.”

      “You didn’t. It’s stupid why I got mad about it, it was just—”

      “The horse was your husband’s and you didn’t like seeing another man’s hand on it. I understand.”

      More than she probably knew. Nothing brought rage quicker than someone touching something that belonged to someone you loved…like your wife’s ass or hips or mouth.

      “Yeah. Something like that.”

      I took a drink. “I can go if you’d like. But if you want company, even silent company, I’d like to enjoy the fire for awhile.”
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      My fingers throbbed and my head hurt from the crying and the embarrassment and the pain—emotional and physical.

      Cooper didn’t tell me he was sorry like everyone else, he didn’t offer worthless platitudes. He just stood there, his green eyes darting back and forth between mine, waiting for my answer, and I knew, whichever one I gave him, he would respect without argument.

      God. I needed to get over having him around unless I kicked him out and told Max this wasn’t going to work. But, I did need the help and he looked able to handle anything I threw at him.

      Freaking Max for putting me in this position, for asking for my help in the first place, knowing how difficult it was for me to say no to him.

      “You can stay.” I twisted and headed for the door without looking back. My invitation wasn’t friendly or encouraging, but it was all I had left in me.

      Cooper joined me right after, the door slamming shut as I settled back in my chair. I threw a blanket over my lap despite it being May and the summer heat well on its way. But, once the sun went down, it could still get chilly. Plus, it could be ninety and I could still be cold.

      Something clunked on the cement stones and I looked down to see the wine bottle on the patio and Cooper lowering himself into the chair next to me.

      “Good thinking,” I muttered and turned back to the fire and the sky above. It was cloudless, and millions of stars sparkled in the sky, winking at me like they held a secret just for me.

      Jordan used to tease me all the time growing up about how I lived with my head in the clouds, thinking life could be nothing but roses and smiles, but it was the life I’d grown up with. Parents who loved each other and didn’t hesitate to show it, a mother who could be judgmental toward others in our small town and rarely tried to hide that as well, but despite her faults, she loved us fervently. Passionately. Almost as much as she loved her husband.

      And all of them were taken from me. Even though Jordan was back, he was so busy with his resort we rarely saw each other and when we did, a distance had built since Joseph died. Granted, it was a line I drew after he continued to show up to help.

      I didn’t want help. Or rather, I didn’t want to need it. I needed time to figure out how to run the ranch as efficiently as Joseph and I had together, as my parents had before us, and their parents and their parents before them. This ranch had been in our family for generations and hell if it was going to fall at my hands.

      So yeah, I was stubborn as my friend Brooke said, because damn it, I needed the help.

      Next to me, Cooper had gone silent, and it wasn’t that comfortable kind of silence where you could relax with another person without saying a word and still feel like you were communicating. There were items to discuss about the ranch, what he was comfortable doing, what I needed done, what a typical day was like and what he needed in order to keep his anonymity.

      I didn’t have a lot of help on the ranch, but we did receive deliveries, and obviously, there were things we needed from town.

      For the first night since I could remember, I had the sudden urge to run from my responsibilities and my unending to-do lists and simply be.

      I sighed heavily and took a sip of my wine, a red from a local Kansas winery, and shook my head.

      Next to me, I practically felt Cooper grin into his own wine at the hefty sound I made.

      “What time do you usually start working in the morning?” he asked.

      So much for having the night off.

      Put him to work, Max had said.

      I’m better when I’m busy, Cooper had said himself only a few minutes ago.

      “I’m up and moving at five-thirty,” I said, finally caving to the help offered. “Usually with the animals at six. Have you ever ridden a horse?”

      I didn’t look at him while we spoke, the lack of eye contact made it easier to put space between us.

      “No,” he said, with a quiet laugh. “In fact, first time I’ve ever touched a horse or been so close to one was earlier today.”

      Wonderful. I’d need to teach him to ride and settle a saddle and do all the basics with the horses.

      “I’ll teach you tomorrow. We can go out and see the land and I’ll explain what we do.”

      “Six o’clock?” He was moving off his chair, the scrape of metal on cement louder than our voices and the crackling flames.

      I had to gather eggs and check on the goats. We had a couple who were going to have babies soon. “Six thirty. I have some other things to do first.”

      “Without my help?” His tone was teasing, and yet it irked me. Those were chores I always did.

      I turned to him, twisting my neck so I could see where he was now standing behind his chair. His face was lit up from the fire, but all I noticed was the twist of his brow as he looked back at me. “I need to get eggs from the coop first and check on some pregnant goats. Not much to help with.”

      “Pregnant goats?”

      “Yeah.” I couldn’t stop my smile. Paisley and Gizmo had been presents. Joseph bought them for me for our second anniversary once we took over the ranch just because I’d always wanted goats. They were a silly expense since they’d been more like pets, but eventually, we added a buck, Gus, so we could breed them. Now we sold them to members of FFA or the 4-H Club. We had over thirty, but my first two were still my favorite.

      “Gizmo and Paisley are pregnant, but Paisley hasn’t been acting quite right. I just need to check on her.”

      “You name your goats? Do you name your cattle?”

      I pushed past the flash of pain of how Gizmo got her name. A ridiculously silly drunken night with Joseph, celebrating my present and our anniversary. We’d laid in bed talking about favorite movies and both of us had loved Gremlins, even though I’d had nightmares for weeks after Jordan had made me watch the movie with him and some of his buddies.

      They still teased me about eating after midnight.

      I didn’t answer his question about the goats. “We have two hundred cattle, can’t name them all, but the bulls we use for breeding are Frank, Ed, and Bill.”

      He pressed his lips together like he was choking down a laugh. I couldn’t blame him. “Strong names.”

      I all but rolled my eyes. “Honestly, there’s not much to help with while I do it, and I’m sure Paisley is fine. I just worry about her.”

      I was worried about a goat. I doubted it was something he heard often.

      His pressed lips softened along with his expression and I looked away. Compassion and understanding were hard to handle.

      “Then you’ll see me at six-thirty. Goodnight, Rebecca.”

      I tried to focus on the campfire as he walked away, rather than the sound of his boots on the patio, or the creak and slam of the door when he went to the kitchen and came back out. He walked behind my chair, his shadow falling over me as he passed by me without a word, and for some reason, he was at the stairs to the patio, one hand on the railing when I called his name.

      He looked back at me over his shoulder. “Yes?”

      I lifted my wineglass I was holding in the hand he’d bandaged. “Thank you for tonight and for your help.”

      My voice sounded like I’d swallowed some of the glass shards he’d already cleaned up.

      “It wasn’t a problem. Enjoy your night.”

      He turned and hustled down the steps. As he passed in front of the patio, he kept his gaze on the guesthouse but lifted a hand in a waving gesture without looking at me.

      I tried to ignore him. Tried not to watch him walk away and head back to his place for the summer, but every time I pulled my eyes away, I caught them drifting back to his retreating figure.

      I refilled my wineglass and closed my eyes to erase that visual.  Then, I did what I did best.

      I made a plan. I organized. And I determined, while I had the help offered to me, I’d take as much advantage of it as I possibly could, and when Cooper left, I’d be in a better position to know how to move on.
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