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      Some stories fly from brain to fingers to computer screen. Others take their good ol’ time in coming. This book falls into the latter category.

      The storyline for Safe Haven came to me while living in central Kentucky horse country, back in the 1990s. Nearby, was a small country farm named Wind Ridge. There was another horse farm, complete with Federal style mansion, down the road in the opposite direction. Supposedly, the new owner was a foxhunter, and stories were, that he ran his horses and hounds over neighboring fields and land, much to the irritation of the locals.

      The juxtaposition of those two things—the small country tobacco farm and the stately southern horse farm—wove their way into my head and a story took wings. Over 100,000 words later, the story was finished, but sad to say, it lay fallow in my computer for many years. Other stories had their day, blessed by the publishing world, but Safe Haven stayed hidden from public consumption.

      I always loved the story; however, it was written at a time when I was still learning how to write. I knew it needed a lot of TLC but I also needed to tackle the story again, embrace it, rip it up, and let my editor have her way with it. So, I did. We did. Now, I am so pleased that Bekah and Collin’s story is finally ready to share with you.

      Please know that this could be considered a period story. It starts out in the 1980s and picks up again in the 1990s. It was a different world then, in Kentucky, and elsewhere. Tobacco farming has changed quite a bit, and of course, access to cell phones was limited. You’ll probably notice other differences that date the story. Overall, I think you will find this a suspenseful, and satisfying, happily-ever-after!

      Just one more thing—many thanks to my fantastic, super-editor, Deelylah Mullin. This was a challenging project for both of us, at best, but this book, this love story, is so much better because of her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Safe Haven

          

        

      

    

    
      Rebekah McCauley is back home after ten long years of living and working in New York City. She left the Big Apple under circumstances she’d rather not share with her family—not yet, anyway—and wants is time to heal and recover from the mess she’d made of her life. Luckily, her grandparents’ Kentucky bluegrass farm, Wind Ridge, provides the safe haven she craves and the solitude she needs to heal.

      Collin Kramer, the foxhunter next door, seems determined to infiltrate her peace and invade her quiet sanctuary—not only with his noisy hounds running amok over her land, but with his Alpha male, take-charge attitude running roughshod over her wounded heart.

      But as Bekah softens to Collin’s conquest, Collin realizes his own toughened heart needs mending. And just when he thinks he has that conquered, as well, all hell breaks loose. Poisoned horses, a gutted hound, and a barn fire are only the beginning. When Bekah’s farmhouse burns to the ground too, they know someone is serious about destroying their lives.

      But who?

      Whose past has come back to haunt them?
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      Summer, 1982

      Woodford County, Kentucky

      

      “I’m going, Mama.”

      Rebekah McCauley stood hands on hips in the center of her family’s kitchen, watching her mother peel potatoes for supper.

      “I’ve worked hard for it. I’m going.”

      Her arms dropped to her sides as she moved across the kitchen. She stood next to her mother and observed the rhythmic movements of the knife skimming off potato skins. At once, the tempo stopped, and her mother’s hands lowered to the sink. Bekah looked to the older woman’s thin face and saw her staring at the curled peelings.

      “You’ll never come back.”

      Bekah’s gaze fell to the sink. The skin sagged from her mother’s bony hands. They were wrinkled, rough, and callused, sprinkled with brown age spots, nails chipped and broken—dry and hard. Old.

      Bekah had seen those hands peel at least a million potatoes. She’d seen them gently pull tender tobacco plants out of their beds, then swiftly separate the plants to be set with one hand, while she pushed another plant into a setter cup with the other faster than anybody around. She’d watched them make garden and chop weeds and bust open a feed sack with ease. She’d seen them gently pat her father’s shoulders after a long day in the fields, and then wipe away tired tears when she thought nobody was looking.

      But Bekah was always looking.

      Yes, I’m leaving.

      “I need you here, Rebekah.”

      I guess you do. You need me to cook and clean and feed the chickens and tend garden and any of a dozen other chores that a woman does on a farm. You need me to talk to you, to share things with you—to be your daughter.

      She looked into her mother’s eyes. A small tear balanced on one lid, daring to spill down her mother’s cheek. Bekah placed an arm about her shoulders and felt them sag. Those shoulders, along with her father’s, had withstood the worst of their existence since before she was born.

      Again, her gaze fell to the fingers still gripping the potato and paring knife. Bekah folded her own hands around her mother’s, the potato and knife rattled into the sink. The soft, supple young fingers smoothed over the older ones Bekah’s were graceful, artistic—hands made to curl around a paintbrush or a pen, not pull plants or toss hay bales. Her nails were well groomed, and although they had seen their share of dirt and paint underneath them, they weren’t abused as her mother’s.

      In twenty years, mine will look like that.

      “The scholarship will pay for everything, Mama. Money won’t be a problem for you or Daddy. It’ll pay for tuition and books and meals and housing—anything else I need, I’ll work for it. You know I’m a hard worker. And I will be back.”

      When her eyes lifted to her mother’s face, Bekah saw what she suspected was fear. Her mother’s gaze dropped to their hands—Bekah’s smooth, youthful ones, and her mother’s dried up prunes. Bekah watched a lone tear start a silver trail down her cheek. Maybe it was a memory or a daydream that occupied her mother’s thoughts, Bekah wasn’t certain, but it held tight for a long moment.

      “You’re only seventeen,” she said. “And it’s so far away.”

      “I’ll come back, Mama.”

      A longer silence followed. Her mother was struggling. She turned and looked deep into Bekah’s eyes, perhaps seeing herself, or someone she once was or wanted to be. Slowly she turned back to the sink, picked up the paring knife and the potato, and began peeling again.

      “Then go.”

      “You’re sure?”

      Eyes closed, she gave a quick nod, and flew into the peeling rhythm again. Then for one last time, she stopped, rested against the sink, and turned.

      “You go and get that education. You go and make something of yourself, Rebekah McCauley. Lord knows I always knew this day would come. You’ve said ever since you were old enough to go to the fields that you couldn’t wait for the day to leave this farm. You’ve worked hard, got good grades, and now this scholarship—there’s no way I can say no. Much as I’d like to now, hear? It’s just that I can’t.

      “You’ve always had big dreams. Your daddy and me and the boys will be fine. We’ll all be here digging in the dirt until the day we die, I expect.”

      She glanced off out the window, looking toward the fields. “No. No, you go be somebody.”

      Bekah watched her mother’s face. The lines around her eyes crinkled with each word. Her firm lips moved matter of fact, and Bekah knew she was holding back tears.

      “Just promise me this. Don’t you ever forget where you came from, Rebekah McCauley. Don’t forget what you’re all about. You go to college. You get all that education you want, and you make something out of yourself, but don’t forget your roots, Bekah, don’t forget your roots.”

      The last potato skinned, her mother rinsed her hands under the running water, made quick work of drying them on her apron, and then turned to tend to the other dinner preparations. Bekah watched as her tired frame moved about the kitchen. She looked so much older that her forty-three years.

      Don’t worry, Mama. I won’t forget.
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        * * *

      

      The Calumet Club

      Lexington, Kentucky

      

      “Son, I can’t tell you how pleased I am.”

      The wine glasses tinkled as rims slightly touched. The toast was for him, a celebration. Collin Kramer fidgeted in his chair as he listened to his father’s praises. Too pleased. And his father never was too pleased with anything. But Collin wasn’t a fool. There was no conceivable way his father was going to give in that easily.

      Veterinary school had been a trade-off for a double major in business administration. He flew through the pre-vet program and was set to leave for Ohio State in August. That is, provided his father didn’t renege.

      The running of the family business had been a sore spot since Collin was old enough to realize he wanted none of it—which was young. He’d rarely seen his father growing up. The man took no time for pleasure, and little for family. He was the prime definition of a workaholic; his children were not a priority. No, the bloodstock agency built by his grandfather—identifying stallion-and-mare combinations most likely produce winning thoroughbred racehorses—was never one of Collin’s favorite topics of conversation.

      He loved his horses, and his hounds. Animals he understood more than humans, sometimes. He’d never had a hound or a horse he couldn’t communicate with or understand. He couldn’t say that for some people he knew. The degree in Veterinary Science he was about to pursue was his only dream.

      That is, if he could pull tonight off without a hitch.

      His father turned to Herb Kilpatrick, his closest friend. Herb and his wife Carolyn had been friends of the family for years. Collin’s mother and his two sisters, Katy and Jennifer, rounded out the celebration party. Collin, the guest of honor, winced as his father spoke.

      “Double major, you know Herb. Business and pre-vet.” His father had already downed the dinner wine and was on to something a little harder. The bourbon made him flush, enhancing his ruddy complexion. Collin’s shoulders slumped as he noted how his father emphasized the word business. “Don’t know what he’ll do with all that education though. Seems a waste.” He turned directly to Collin, his face stony. “But he’s damned determined, that boy of mine. Damned determined.”

      Father and son locked gazes for several seconds. Collin could almost hear his father’s teeth grinding in rhythm to the slow blues tune playing in the background of the country club restaurant. The lines in his father’s face deepened. His jowl tightened as he set his jaw. Much older looking than fifty-one. The liquor, the work, and the stress—all had aged him far beyond his years.

      Collin wanted none of it. “Father....”

      “Collin?” His mother, obviously recognizing the signs of tension between father and son, quickly changed the subject. “Did you know Erin is back in town?”

      Collin’s gaze stayed hooked with his father’s a moment longer, signaling the subject was not closed. They would return to it eventually—likely sooner than his father realized. His attention shifted to his mother.

      “Erin? Really?” Katy rolled her eyes from across the table and Collin grinned.

      “No. I didn’t know. When did she get back into Lexington?” Erin. Miles of flawless, golden skin and platinum hair swept across his mind’s eye. She was two years older than him, and when she was sixteen, at least ten years older in sexual experience.

      Ah, Erin. She taught him well. The Kilpatricks would have died had they known his first sexual encounter had been at fourteen in their bedroom with their only daughter. Not to mention what his own parents would have thought.

      He turned to Carolyn Kilpatrick. “Back from France so soon? I’d have thought Paris would suit her nicely.”

      “Oh, it did. A little too much I’m afraid. She’s running through her trust fund a mite more quickly than my daddy intended. Even though she’s twenty-four, I have some parental control until she’s thirty.” Carolyn screwed up her face and looked off past his shoulder. “I had to call the shots and order her home. Poor Daddy would be turning over in his grave had he known what she was doing with his money. Sometimes I think she used art school just as a pretense to live in Europe.”

      Collin arched his eyebrows, and then took in his mother’s warning look. Her head jerked slightly to the side, and he knew he’d better not touch that one. Maybe Mother knows a whole lot more than I give her credit for.

      With a shuffling of salad plates, the waiter began serving the main course. The party settled down to eating, forks clanking softly on fine china, drinks refilled, a low hum of chatter around them. His sisters, Katy, the oldest at twenty-five and Jennifer, the baby of the family at eighteen, conversed softly among themselves. Collin was content to eat. He didn’t intend to cross his father tonight, at least not here. If he could bear the tension around the table long enough this evening, he would settle the score in the morning. He was going to vet school whether he used his father’s money or not. He would work himself through if he had to. Plenty of people do it, he thought. I can do it. What he couldn’t do was live the rest of his life minding the family business. There was no way he was going to look seventy when he was fifty.

      Hours later, back at the family home, his mother’s screams woke him with a start. Images of Erin’s silky body vanished from his head as he groggily shook off the erotic dream. Collin bolted upright and threw himself toward his bedroom door in one motion. His mother stood in the hallway, sobbing.

      “Mother?”

      She slowly lifted one hand and pointed toward the open door of the master suite, her other hand covering her mouth. He saw Katy by the bedside, the phone to her ear. As he cautiously walked down the hall and through the door, realization hit him. He knew what he would find.

      His father lay in a heap on the bathroom floor, curled onto his right side with his right arm pinned beneath him, his other hand splayed upward across his chest. His father’s eyes were clamped shut, his face contorted in frozen pain. Deep lines etched across the reddened, tightened, leathered forehead. Collin leaned over him and touched his face. Ice cold. He’d lain there quite a while. No doubt, he was gone.

      Along the fringes of his mind, he heard Katy confirming information with 9-1-1. Time marched dizzyingly swift around him.

      His father was dead.

      A siren screamed softly in the background.

      His father was dead.

      Shards of his life drifted away.

      Dead.

      His dream.

      Dead.

      His father. Was dead.
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      Spring, 1996

      

      “Damn coyote.”

      Collin cursed, wind pulling at his hair, his thighs tightly gripping the flanks of his reliable gray, the horse’s hooves pounding like thunder into lush Kentucky bluegrass. His arms strained against the fabric of his lightweight jacket, held close to his body. A strong hand firmly clutched the horse’s reins, keeping total control over the animal.

      Keen eyes watched as the coyote slipped into the briars ahead and disappeared. His foxhounds followed, but the animal wouldn’t linger. This one was crafty. There was no way that coyote would stay put. The animal intended to lead his hounds astray, even if it killed him in the process.

      Years ago, a coyote was unheard of in Kentucky—but with their recent eastward migration, they were now quite common, and a cunning one would lead a pack of hounds deep into the river cliffs never to be seen again. Collin knew that. Bred to chase, the hounds would take after anything that ran—fox or coyote, it didn’t matter.

      Today, on what he thought was a leisurely jaunt on a brisk afternoon to exercise his horse and his hounds, he was not in the mood for it. He’d be damned if that mangy cur would lead his prized hounds into the river.

      The hounds slowed, then howled and pawed at the ground around the thicket, hungry for their prey. Collin brought his prancing mount to the pack, calling them off their quarry—then suddenly, following a flash of dirty gray, they were off again.

      They moved as one, Collin and the stallion, a huge mass of raw sexuality and power, each sensing the other’s thoughts, movements, and intentions. The huge beast raced toward the pack, the wily coyote leading his hounds further away. Collin knew he had to call them off soon, had to get their attention before the animal took them where he and his horse couldn’t go.

      Perspiration beaded his forehead then dried in the wind. His muscles ached with the thrill and tension of the chase, although this chase was not welcome. A normal romp with a fox and his hounds was what he lived for, what he loved. And even though he knew both his horse and his hounds were at risk, plunging at breakneck speed across his farm, he relished in the chase.

      As usual, when riding and keeping his hounds to the fox, his body grew tight with exhilaration, his mind sharp with concentration. Every sense heightened. Every nerve stood on high alert. Adrenaline coursed his body, spurring him on. He concentrated on the pack before him as blood pounded through his veins, surging through every capillary and artery. Heat rose to the surface of his skin.

      The experience was one of dominance and power.

      The hounds yipped and barked as they chased their prey, hot on the scent of the animal. They raced hard against the wind roiling out of the gray afternoon sky in the west. A spring thunderstorm threatened. Collin narrowed his gaze as the coyote leapt the rock fence bordering the edge of his farm, and silently swore.

      The hounds hesitated, jumping and clawing at the wall, and then scrambled over.

      Damn it! Without thinking, and in one swift movement, he guided the stallion up and over the fence.

      Collin saw nothing but the pack of hounds in front of him, the lead hound straight on course with the coyote. He was hell-bent for leather on seeing this thing to the end. He’d seen other hunters give up on the hounds, hoping they would come home eventually. Not him. Nothing would stop him.

      Nothing.

      The tireless hounds raced on, oblivious to their surroundings, the horse closing in fast. The coyote, now on open ground, ran for his life. Collin would never kill the animal, but the coyote didn’t know that. He could almost sense his fear. He imagined the trembling in his stomach, the panic shaking his legs, the hounds breathing hot down his neck.

      He urged the horse on. Hooves churned the soft Kentucky soil as they jumped another fence and galloped onward. Collin vaguely noticed a building to the right. He ran onto different terrain, shorter grass, smooth ground, gravel—but his eyes never left the coyote. Thunder cracked in the distance. A flash of lightning splintered the air.

      An ear-splitting scream pierced the buzz around him, and everything came to a sudden and abrupt halt. A contradictory feeling of silent slow motion and mass confusion sped over him as the hounds ran circles in agitation. The horse sidestepped excitedly, then another scream and a feminine slew of curses penetrated the unnatural silence.

      The coyote scurried off to safety.

      “What the…” The past few minutes his mind had comprehended only one thing—the chase. Now, he diverted his attention to the ranting and raving female standing before him.

      Rake in one hand, hoe in another, she shouted incomprehensibly, flailing her arms.

      His inspection of her started from her dirt-clodded work boots, then slowly traveled north to her muddy blue-jean clad knees, and upward to a man’s ragged chambray work shirt tied at the curve of her small waist. His perusal followed up the front closure of her shirt. Two button snaps at the top had popped open during her tirade revealing a wisp of white lace and the top of a fully rounded, lily-white breast.

      Collin paused, and grinned.

      His gaze resumed its trek up a delicate, slender ivory neck to rest on an angry, but extremely beautiful face. Coal black eyes spat back at him, and her long inky ponytail held high on her head with a red bandanna, whipped with the breeze coming from the storm.

      My God. Gorgeous.

      The coyote was forgotten.

      He sucked in a breath. Was she speaking? Yelling.

      “…and if you don’t get your slimy, blue blood ass off my property, I’ll shove this rake where the sun don’t shine!”

      He heard that last piece very clearly.

      Collin remained solid in his seat, enjoying the dominant position—still smiling but glaring back at the delicate, yet willful woman. His horse pranced.

      Spitfire of a little country thing.

      She turned, dropped the hoe, and picked up a clod of dirt at her feet.

      Nice ass.

      Her gaze shot back as if she’d heard his thought. Her eyes narrowed and she scrutinized him as he sat above her. Her gaze traveled from his breeches at her eye level, to his face. He stared back, a smile tugging at the corner of his lips.

      She fumbled with the clod of dirt, flexing and gripping. Then she did something Collin thought unthinkable.

      Threw it.

      “Git!”

      The dirt clod spun out of her hand like a second baseman hurling a ball toward first. The hound promptly yipped off behind his master when hit—and in the next instant, Collin leapt off his horse and exerted all the control he could muster not to grab the woman and shake the tar out of her. His fists clenched together tightly at his side. He felt the grin vanish from his face.

      “Don’t you ever...” he snarled.

      “Then get those damn mutts out of my garden,” she spat back, their noses inches apart. Collin felt the venom of her words, along with her heated breath against his face. Blood surged throughout his body, his breathing quickened.

      This was an incredibly beautiful woman.

      “...and get your horse off my property now—” she held the glare, “before I call someone to remove these beasts for me. I’m sure the pound could shelter them for the night.”

      Anger gained speed and raced from the ball in his chest to his pounding head, then suddenly he realized that he was a little more than angry. He was aroused. He wanted to touch her. He wanted to reach out and grasp her hips to pull her close. He wanted to crowd her breasts, feeling the rise and fall of her chest against his. To lower his head to hers, even closer, his lips barely centimeters from her full pouty mouth.

      He wanted to steal a kiss. And more.

      Thoroughly enjoying himself, Collin chuckled inwardly. The cool depths of her eyes stared back, but she never flinched. The woman doesn’t give up easily.

      “Nice spunk. I like that,” he whispered.

      “You’re trespassing,” she hissed. “I should call the sheriff right now. I should have you arrested.” She didn’t back down. She barely even blinked. “And of course, you’re going to have to pay for the damages.”

      Damages? Hell.

      Collin stepped back. The woman stumbled slightly as he did so. He threaded all five fingers of one hand through his hair and glanced about. A trail of petunias led from the front porch of her house to the garden slightly behind it. The garden rows had been neatly marked with seed packages at each end. Had been. There would have been a variety of vegetables come summer. His hounds had torn the garden to pieces. One look told him it had been more than just a morning’s work.

      There was no longer any resemblance of a vegetable plot, only a mass of seeds and seedlings, ripped up tomato plants, seed potatoes sporting half-grown plants, and onion sets. The hounds continued to dig.

      And she hadn’t stopped talking. “If you don’t get those animals out soon,” her hands were placed firmly on narrow hips now, “I have a promise to keep with that hoe and a certain area of your anatomy.”

      Thunder rumbled through the heavy air. Fat raindrops fell around them. The wind picked up and the woman adjusted her shirt at her neck.

      Collin sensed her seething anger. He almost felt sorry, but surely it was just a few seeds and some plants. At least it wasn’t August and fully ripened vegetables. At least now, she could start all over.

      He waved his hands. “All right, all right. No need to get violent. How much?” Collin reached into his back pocket for his wallet.

      The woman glared.

      He contemplated her still-angry face. There was a certain rural flavor about her that intrigued him. Yet, there was something classy and sophisticated too. Maybe it was the contradiction in the pristine white scrap of lace peeking out from the dirty work shirt. Or her flawless porcelain complexion. Or ruby red lips.

      He cocked his head to one side, wondering what made this woman tick. She still hadn’t answered him.

      “I said how much. I will pay for the damages.” Collin focused his attention to his wallet and fumbled with a few bills.

      The woman stepped backward and picked up the hoe from the ground. “Forget it, just leave.” She held his gaze for a few seconds longer, and then turned toward the old frame farmhouse.

      He took a step toward her, a little miffed at the sudden turn of events. “No, wait. I said I’ll pay.” He didn’t like it when people walked away from him.

      She stopped and slightly turned. “And I said forget it. I will be happy if you just keep on your own side of the fence from now on. Your dogs, too.”

      Collin stomped to her side, grabbed her arm a little too harshly, and spun her around to face him. Her eyes sparked something akin to surprise and fear. “I don’t think you understand. Do you realize to whom you are speaking? I’m a man who takes care of his obligations. I damaged your property and I said I’ll pay. Now how much?” His voice grew louder with each word.

      She jerked her arm free. “Look, I know who you are, and I don’t give a damn. I’m not impressed. I know what you are doing and why you are doing it, and I want to get something perfectly clear.” She nosed closer. “I don’t want your damn money. You couldn’t pay me what all that was worth. I just want you to leave. Get it? Stay off my property. And if you know what’s good for you, you won’t lay another hand on me, mister.”

      She stepped backward.

      Collin laughed, dismissing that last statement—although there were a lot of ways he’d like to lay his hands on her. “Honey, everything has a price. Now how much?”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. Not everything.”

      “No, that’s where you’re wrong. I could buy and sell you. This farm too.” He glanced about. “In fact, the acreage here could make a nice little addition to my place. Like I said, everything has a price, darlin’. Now name it.”

      Anger washed over her face like a waterfall. Through gritted teeth she returned, “Not this farm. Not this woman. Now, leave.”

      Collin backed up two steps and lifted his hands in a gesture of surrender. “Sorry, honey, didn’t mean to get you all riled. It’s just a garden, just a few plants and seeds. I thought I’d be neighborly and....”

      The woman shook her head slowly. “Take your stinking animals, all of them, home with you and go play in your own yard. Now I see what everyone has been talking about. You are the most self-centered man—and frankly, I think that’s pretty sad.” She turned and then whipped back again. “And don’t call me honey!”

      Collin watched as she rushed toward the house, stomped up the wooden steps, shoved the hoe into a corner by the door, and let the screen door slam shut in final retort. Obviously, his reputation had preceded him.

      But she amused him. Just like a fox. The exhilaration of the chase. A familiar fire burned deep within his abdomen. His fingers ached to touch her again. His lips desired, no yearned, to make contact. They had been so close. He’d almost captured her intoxicating lips with his. He wished he had.

      This wasn’t over yet. Not by a long shot.

      The hunt was on.
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        * * *

      

      Growing up, Bekah McCauley had lived all her life on Kentucky soil. The past ten years, the exception. Still, never in her life had she met up with someone so full of himself as the man who just rode roughshod over her garden. Not even in New York. Not even Matthew’s insolence compared to his.

      I thought I was getting away from all that.

      From her bedroom window, she frowned, watching the lone figure ride across the pasture, the hounds in fast pursuit. The wind howled and she silently wished the storm would blow up quickly, dousing his hot head in an icy spring rainstorm.

      She guessed Joe was right. The old farmer next door had warned her about her neighbor. She’d heard an ear full about Mr. Collin Kramer, that was for certain. At first, she found the stories hard to believe, but now felt they could all easily be true.

      All Joe could talk about was Kramer’s lack of respect other people’s land. More than one of the neighboring farmers had encountered him running foxes over their freshly plowed fields or tobacco beds, tearing up everything in sight, and then whipping out big bills as he had done today. He’d even cut off all access to the creek from his property. Many of the older men had fished there since they were boys, but when Kramer bought the farm last fall, he put up fences, guardrails, and no trespassing signs preventing their entry.

      The women just talked about his arrogance, along with the fact he was the best-looking man to arrive in these parts in years. Not that Bekah had noticed anyway. Her gaze trailed the figure as his horse leapt back over the rock fence onto his own property. Her breathing slowed, even though her thoughts returned to his muscular thighs. She’d had an eye-level view of them earlier. She imagined those muscles rippling underneath his tight breeches, gripping the horse’s sides tighter as they soared over the fence.

      No, she hadn’t noticed a thing.

      Glancing toward a dark sky ready to burst with rain, Bekah felt her own mood turn gloomy. It wasn’t supposed to rain today. The almanac had said so. It was supposed to be a good day for planting, the almanac had said that too—and she had so wanted to do everything right. Her anger boiled.

      How dare he.

      How dare he ride in here with those beasts, and that lousy-looking piece of horseflesh, and that inflated attitude of his, and those sexy, baby blue, bedroom eyes? Her breath caught and she shook her head.

      Turning from the window, she sat on the edge of her grandmother’s bed. Elbows on her knees, she leaned forward, her chin resting on her fists. Pay for the damages? How could she put a price on that garden? She’d spent days planning. She’d spent all yesterday morning trying to find just the right seeds and plants, carefully picking what she wanted, agonizing over the right ones. Not to mention spending the last bit of cash she had on them.

      Prior to that, she had plotted out her garden, trying to remember what her grandfather said about planting potatoes next to corn or next to beans. Then, she’d had to find an almanac, because she knew her grandparents always planted according to the signs. She had never paid much attention when they were alive, but now that they weren’t, she wished she had.

      Joe plowed the garden and she’d repaid him with a decent, home-cooked meal, something he hadn’t had lately since his wife, Maggie, was off visiting with an ill sister. The potatoes were in the ground on Good Friday. Joe had helped then, too. Her grandfather would have been proud. She hadn’t been able to pay Joe yet for his help, even though he said he didn’t want anything, because money had been a little tight lately—which was why she was growing the damn garden in the first place!

      Maybe she should have taken the bastard’s money.

      No. If I let him pay me, he’ll think he can run over my land anytime he wants. I’ll not prostitute my grandparent’s farm in that manner.

      A gnawing rippled across her abdomen and Bekah absent-mindedly rubbed the tender area with her left hand. Her ulcer. It hadn’t flared up in weeks. But then again, she’d not been this angry in weeks. Not since the big fight with Matthew. Not since she’d quit her job at the magazine and chucked the high society life of New York City, and headed back home to Kentucky with her tail firmly tucked between her legs.

      Here, her grandparents’ farm waited, and welcomed her with open arms. Wind Ridge. Her grandfather had passed not long after she left home for college. Her grandmother retired to a nursing home a year later and died ten months ago. They had entrusted everything they owned to her, their wisdom so great to recognize that her itchy feet were only temporary, and she would someday come home needing a place of her own to heal. She would be eternally grateful they had the insight to see that and not lose faith in her, and she’d be damned if she would turn her back on them now.

      Bekah was determined to make a go of the one-hundred-twenty acres she now owned. And she would do it all by herself. Not only for her grandparents, but also for herself and her future.

      After all, she was a fighter. She wasn’t used to giving up, and this was no different. She had fought bigger battles and won. She was the only person in her family to attend college. She had wanted it so desperately, and she’d worked hard to make the grades—and it had paid off.

      After graduation, she’d landed an entry-level position at the magazine, unusual that someone so young and inexperienced would work themselves up the ladder so quickly. But she was good, and they knew it. She fought tooth and nail to land the art editor position, and so as soon as there was an opening, the job was hers. At least that was what she thought had happened at the time. Within five years, she wound up with a good salary, a comfortable apartment, glamorous friends, plenty of nightlife, a big fat ulcer, and a scheming rat of a boyfriend who dumped her as soon as the going got tough.

      Damn him anyway.

      She’d managed all that, nothing was going to keep her from successfully running this farm. Nothing. Especially not her neighbor across the fence.

      Or Matthew. No one.

      Bekah rose and walked to the oak dresser across the room and stared into the beveled mirror. Nothing she could do until the storm blew over. Outside, at least. She hadn’t asked for credit yet, but it looked as though she might be about to. She’d pulled her retirement funds from the magazine, but the check hadn’t arrived. Farmers lived by credit, she knew that, and she had been putting off the inevitable. Her parents had an account at the feed store all her life. It was just the asking.

      A quick ride into town might dispel her anger and clear her head. The feed store would still be open, and there were a few other things she needed. She’d treat herself to dinner out if she’d had the cash. Looks like I’ll be visiting the bank in the morning.

      “Dinner for one. An exciting thought.” Woohoo. She frowned, staring at her reflection, brushing her hair and retying the bandanna catching the ponytail. She laid a soft hand across her tummy. “Well, you know what they say, Bekah? You are your own best company.”
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        * * *

      

      The storm blew over with only a sprinkling of rain. Collin watched from the barn as the angry charcoal clouds rumbled by overhead. His face stung from the wind and slanted raindrops whipping around him as he retreated onto his own land. Was it really the wind, he thought, or the bite of the woman’s words that stung so badly?

      What was it she said? That he didn’t care about anyone or anything but himself? Ridiculous. She didn’t know him. There wasn’t a man around who donated to various charities like he did. Kept up a good image, the old man used to say. And hadn’t he just bought uniforms for his nephew’s soccer team? Kramer Bloodstock looked great emblazoned across the back. Good for advertising.

      Collin ran all ten fingers backward through his damp hair and glanced from his barn across to the neighboring farm. He barely saw the green painted tin roof of her old farmhouse through the distant trees. Slim rays of sunshine filtered through the dark remnants of thunderclouds, brightening the afternoon sky.

      Who am I kidding?

      He turned back to the inside of the barn, pacing the width from stall to stall where he’d just fed and rubbed down his horse. What did he really care about? Stopping abruptly, he faced the stallion. Most riders preferred a mare or gelding to a stallion, but not Collin. He enjoyed the power the animal offered. It matched his personality.

      Placing a hand next to his muzzle, he stroked the animal with warmth and caring. His animals, yes, he did care for them. For years, all he needed was his horse and the hounds. And the agency. As much as he hated it in the beginning, he came to thrive on it. But at thirty-six, was that enough? There was a gnawing, a growing hunger he couldn’t explain, eating away at him. Had been for the past few years—and he couldn’t deny it any longer. He needed more. He owned the farm, his animals, and a successful business. There was a steady stream of women.

      Yet, something was missing.

      Slowly he strode toward the open barn door, leaned against the center post, and looked once more across the open field. A chilled breeze wafted off the storm and cooled his burning face. He followed an old pick-up truck as it made its way down the gravel lane from the neighboring farmhouse. The vehicle turned onto the paved road toward his own property. As the truck rambled past, he caught a glimpse of red bandanna and silky black hair flying out of the truck window.
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      “Met your neighbor yet?”

      Bekah glanced up from the flat-filled table of tomato seedlings to look into Butch Baker’s teasing eyes. She’d known Butch and his family since she was a child. Their feed store was always on the list of places to stop when her parents came to town.

      She rolled her eyes.

      “I take it that’s a yes.”

      Bekah straightened and selected one container of tomatoes and one of green peppers, eyeing him all the way as she stepped toward the counter to pay. “You take it right.”

      He followed her and then rounded the counter to the other side, shrugging. “You don’t look happy about it.” He glanced to the vegetable flats. “Didn’t you buy tomato plants yesterday?”

      Bekah let out a long breath and set the plants on the smooth wood surface. “No, I’m not happy about it, and yes, I bought tomatoes yesterday—and green peppers, and corn, bean, and squash seeds.”

      Butch scratched his head. “Something wrong with them?”

      “No.”

      “You need more then.”

      “No.”

      “You helping Joe with his garden?”

      Bekah signed and shook her head. “No.”

      For all the years she’d known Butch Baker, she’d never thought him as a pest. Even in elementary school, and then later in high school when they were a couple. When she left to go to college, she feared he would make a spectacle of himself when they broke up, but he didn’t. Today though, he seemed to be going overboard. Maybe it was just her nerves. Perhaps it was the fact that she was going to have to ask him for credit.

      Asking her old boyfriend for credit at his father’s store was just a little much. There wasn’t anything between them anymore, of course. Butch had married Peggy Harrison a year after graduation, and they now had three kids together. Bekah just knew he would feel obligated, even though half the town had credit here. She didn’t know if she could bring herself to do it.

      She was the superstar. She’d lived in New York City. She was, according to the local grapevine, supposed to have made tons of money while she was there. So much money that she could afford to quit her fancy New York job and come back and live in the lap of luxury on the farm. According to them, she had it all. Little did they know that she had barely escaped with her health, her sanity, the small amount of money she had in her checking account—and literally the clothing on her back. There was no lap of luxury at Wind Ridge.

      “Then why?”

      “Because the bastard and his stinking dogs tore the hell out of my garden.” Her high-pitched voice rang throughout the empty feed store. She hadn’t meant to sound so forceful, but she wasn’t in the mood for conversation, or explanation.

      Butch eyed her from the few short feet across the counter. “Ah, I see. You’ve definitely met up with the infamous Collin Kramer.”

      She chewed on her lower lip and shifted from one foot to another.

      “Yes,” she snapped, then regretted her outburst. “Sorry Butch. Just not in a particularly good mood this afternoon. I need to look for few more things. Can I keep these here?” She motioned toward the plants she’d already selected.

      “Of course.”

      The bell on the door clanged loudly. She watched Butch’s eyes widen as he glanced to the front of the store. “Help yourself, Bekah,” he stated as he slowly brought his gaze back to her. “Can I find anything for you?”

      “No, I’ll find what I need.” Bekah turned on her heel, and her gaze skidded off the eyes of the man approaching. Kramer. Shit. She stopped, sucked in a steadying breath, and stilled the tremor that shot up through her chest. As he passed, she looked to the floor and kept walking. His arm brushed hers and Bekah ignored the sensation left by that faint touch.

      Collin headed for the counter. “Mr. Baker, I need some vegetable plants.”

      Butch chuckled. “Funny Kramer, you don’t strike me as the gardening type.”

      Bekah stole a glance in their direction. Kramer’s back was to her, giving her the advantage of watching him from behind. His broad shoulders stretched wide over his narrow waist and hips. His long legs sported muscular thighs, evident even from underneath his khaki trousers. And his ass, tight and high, and—

      Bekah jerked her gaze back to stare at the cabbage plants. Damn it, Bekah!

      “Not for me.”

      Bekah risked a glance to the counter area. Collin turned and smiled. She sneered back.

      “Look.” He turned back to Butch. “I need tomatoes, peppers, onions, oh hell, I don’t know—whatever is normally put out this time of year.” He turned briskly again. “What do you suggest, Miss McCauley?”

      Bekah narrowed her gaze and heaved out a sigh. “I don’t give a damn what you buy.” Her cheeks heated, her throat suddenly grew tight.

      “Can’t you give your neighbor a little gardening advice?”

      “I’ll give you advice...” Her voice trailed off, but she stood her ground. The last thing she wanted was drama.

      Collin took a few steps forward. “Look,” He sucked in another breath. “I’m trying to make amends here. You won’t accept my money, let me replace the plants.”

      “Not necessary.” Bekah pushed away from the rows of flats and crossed her arms over her chest. This man violated every principle of her upbringing. He stood for everything she just ran away from in New York—greed, jealousy, control—

      Fucking control.

      “I think it is.”

      She breathed deep, looked past his shoulder, and let her breath out slowly. Bekah shook her head. “I told you earlier today, I’ll take care of it.”

      “Let me do this.”

      “I don’t need your help, Mr. Kramer.”

      “I didn’t say you did. I feel responsible.”

      “Don’t you get it? I don’t want your help. I just want you to stay on your own side of the damn fence.”

      “Stubborn woman.” The two words whooshed out of his pursed mouth. Collin swiveled toward Butch. “Baker, fix her up with whatever she needs and put it on my bill.” He turned to head for the exit.

      Bekah stepped forward. “No. Don’t do it Butch.”

      Collin whirled. “Do it.”

      “No!” She faced him.

      “I’ve already given the order.”

      “Order?” She punched out a breath. “And you’re so damned used to getting what you want, aren’t you?”

      “That’s generally the way it works.” He inched closer.

      “Well not this time.”

      “Really?” Collin chuckled.

      “No.”

      “And why is that?”

      His tongue swiped across his lower lip and Bekah’s pulse quickened. “Because you’ve never had to deal with me before.”

      Butch hooted from behind the counter. Collin glanced to him and then back to Bekah. In one swift motion, he grabbed both of Bekah’s shoulders. As he hauled her body into his, his lips descended, searing down on hers. Hot, steaming, smoldering liquid heat enveloped her mouth.

      Well, shit! Bekah tensed up. Her hands shot up between their chests and she pushed with all her might, but his arms were wound too tightly around her. His tongue dipped between her lips. Testing, taunting… She felt like biting it, but her eyes closed involuntarily, and she found herself returning the kiss as fervently as he gave it. Hot breath escaping, flesh mingling, lips tasting. Push-pull. A tug-of-war, a battle of wills, each trying to outdo or perhaps dominate the other.

      Or prove a point. Butch whooped again from behind the counter.

      Collin released her and took a step backward, steadying her. “And you, little lady, have never had to deal with me before.”

      He moved her to the side then, walked past her and out the door. Bekah swung around wildly, took two steps, and halted. Suddenly she didn’t know what to do with her hands, or her body. The bell slowed its ring after the door slammed shut. She whirled back to Butch.

      “Get that stupid grin off your face.”

      “Sorry Bekah, it was just—”

      She shot him a look.

      “Do you want the plants?”

      She shot him another one.

      “I mean the ones you picked out earlier?”

      No, she couldn’t. She thought she could come in here and do it, ask for credit, but she couldn’t. She didn’t want anything from anybody. Not now, not ever.

      “No. Not today. I’ll come back.” She turned briskly and headed toward the door.

      “Bekah? You all right?”

      All right? She didn’t know if anything would ever be all right again.

      Too antsy to go home, Bekah ended up at her parents’ an hour or so later. The drive to their farm, just on the edge of the next county, calmed her. The weather was still cool in the afternoons, but Bekah rolled down the windows and slid the back glass of her truck cab wide open anyway. She drove slowly, letting the wind pull through her hair, now released from its bandanna tie and flowing in waves around her shoulders.

      She loved visiting her parents, especially since she had spent so many years away from home. But on this evening, she was not expected. Nor were her brothers, their wives, and their five collective children. Though her parents were both thrilled and surprised to see everyone, they didn’t balk at pulling together an impromptu family gathering, everyone pitching in to do what they could to get the evening meal on the table.

      The diversion of family was wonderful, but after mentally fighting the noise and frivolity, along with the sheer lack of a moment’s peace, Bekah decided to beg out early. The thirty-minute drive home worked wonders to defray her ragged nerves. The silence was bliss. After the day she’d had, she figured she deserved it and intended to prolong it as long as possible.

      About a quarter of a mile from her farm, she rounded a sharp curve. To her right was a deep gully, leading down into the creek. She slowly drove over the bridge and drank in the evening sounds of dusk falling.

      Bekah itched to be a part of it. She stopped her truck in the middle of the bridge and absorbed the calm. Crickets sang along the water’s edge, the stream rippled and popped gently over the rocky creek bed. On impulse, she pulled over to the edge and got out.

      “Collin Kramer be damned,” she muttered and climbed over the guardrail and down to the creek, totally ignoring the ‘no trespassing’ sign.

      Upon reaching the water, Bekah took off her worn tennis shoes and socks, cuffed her blue jeans at mid-calf, and sat on a huge boulder near the edge. She plunged her feet into the creek’s iciness, sucking in a quick breath. Her toes wiggled and stretched out as far as possible as she glorified in the simple pleasure it gave her.

      The rock was large enough to lie back on and she did, letting her feet dangle over the edge. Bekah laid back with her eyes closed, one arm flung across her forehead. The last rays of sun reflected a reddish glow from the evening sky, but soon, even that left. She lay perfectly still, not wanting to spoil the peacefulness of her sanctuary.

      Her life had been full of so much turmoil the past few years. She needed this. Drifting into a semi-dream state, she lay listening—insects chirped, a branch rustled, an animal howled in the distance. Her body relaxed against the cool stone, almost melding with it—her feet and legs united with the stream, her soul one with nature.

      The tendons in her neck expanded, loosening their tight hold, water lapped at her ankles and the crickets drummed their near-silent serenade into her head.

      The image that appeared behind her closed eyes was one of sheer masculinity. The close-set eyes ridged in low, firm brows called out to her on a wicked whisper, the depth of their blue as icy as creek water. Russet curls lay damp against his forehead. Firm, thin lip—and the tongue that swept across those lips just before he kissed her.

      He threw back his head and laughed. A haunting melody. Laughing at her? A chill traveled her body. She shook herself and sat up straight, pulling her feet out of the rushing waters, rubbing her arms briskly to chase away unnerving sensations that had enveloped her body.

      Probably time to get out of here.

      But as she stood, the eyes remained, and for the third time that day, she came face to face with Collin Kramer.
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        * * *

      

      Collin watched as his neighbor pulled her pick-up slowly to the side of the road and parked against the guardrail he’d installed a few months earlier. He’d put it there to prevent exactly what she was doing now—trespassing. Everyone wanted to park there to walk down to the creek to fish. They bothered his horses pasturing in the next field, and the late nighters were a nuisance.

      But that didn’t stop Ms. Rebekah McCauley.

      My God. Is she taunting me, or what?

      A huge sycamore near the creek’s edge hid him from her view, but he watched as she stretched her blue jean-clad legs along the boulder. Dainty feet dipped into the rambling waters. Coal black hair tumbled around her shoulders, mimicking an ebony waterfall.

      One delicate arm lay across her forehead. He watched, knowing she couldn’t see him, although he was close enough to observe her shallow breathing. Her chest lifted and fell rhythmically, almost in sync with his own. The chambray shirt she still wore hugged each breast, tightly cupping her flesh into rounded mounds, teasing out from a gap in the snap closures.

      Collin drew in a deep breath, and then exhaled, slowly. He fought off the prickling at the back of his neck. His heart kicked up a quick beat just watching her. Something gripped his gut—a warning?—and then every corpuscle in his body surged lower.

      Fantasies would get him nowhere at this moment. He had set out to remove one female trespasser from his property and that was what he intended to do.

      Rounding the tree, he moved straight to the boulder, stopping only when she leapt off the huge rock. They stood, gazes locked for several seconds, and then Bekah sat on the rock again and began pulling on her socks and shoes.

      “What are you doing?” He broke the awkward silence.

      “Leaving.”

      “Good.”

      She tugged the dry socks over her damp feet. “You think a guardrail is going to keep people away from the creek?”

      “At least on my property.”

      She glanced up, then back to her shoes. “And you’re so concerned that people stay on their own property?” She rose, took a step back toward the hill and her truck.

      Collin tugged at her elbow, turning her to face him. “People should be considerate of what doesn’t belong to them.”

      She glared. “Like how? Like ripping through freshly planted gardens?”

      “I offered to pay for the damages.”

      “And that makes it okay?”

      “It’s more than other people do around here. When I first bought this place there was nothing but beer cans and trash all over the creek bank. I cleaned it up. I don’t want to have to do it again.”

      She shook her head. “You’ve missed the point entirely. I feel sorry for you.” She moved back up the hill, her small round derriere swaying from side to side. He did nothing but stand and watch for a quick moment. She nearly disappeared into the dusk as she approached the guardrail. He caught up with her just as she reached her truck.

      “Wait.”

      Bekah opened the truck door, and put it between them, one foot resting on the floorboard.

      “Look,” she said, her gaze meeting his. “I don’t like you. I don’t like what I’ve heard from my neighbors. I don’t like what you did to my garden, and I don’t like that I can’t go down and enjoy the creek anymore like did as a kid.

      “I don’t think you understand what life here is all about. People take it easy. We help each other out and don’t ask for anything in return. We let them fish in our ponds or in the creeks that run through our land. We’re simple, caring, friendly folk who only want to live our lives in peace and solitude. And we don’t like trespassers any more than you do. The only difference though, between you and us, is attitude. And frankly, most everyone else around here thinks yours stinks.”

      She sat, slammed the door shut, and let out a huge breath.

      Collin laid both arms on the open window and leaned into the cab space. “Let me get this straight. You don’t like me because of what you’ve heard about me, or because of what happened this afternoon?”

      “Both.” She stared ahead.

      “And you don’t like my attitude?”

      “For starters.”

      “And you don’t think I have any redeeming qualities at all, like neighborliness and so forth?”

      She looked him straight in the eyes. “I haven’t seen any evidence so far.”

      “All right.”

      Collin held the glare a little longer. Then, he reached into the cab space and touched her bottom lip ever so slightly.

      “What about my kiss?”

      She jerked away at his touch. “Insignificant.” She looked ahead and twisted the key in the ignition.

      “You enjoyed it.”

      “Tolerated it.” She shoved the truck into gear. “You might want to move.”

      Collin stepped back, pulled his hands away from the truck, and watched her head down the road.
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