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Chapter One
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Melanie Trask stood beside Brett Wallis as the last of the wedding guests drove away with Brett’s seven-month-old herding dog, Kool, running alongside the vehicle. Kool stopped at the archway inscribed with the words TUMBLING CREEK RANCH. The wedding and reception had been bittersweet. Her heart ached knowing she could never marry the handsome man standing beside her. Over the last eighteen months, she’d fallen in love with her boss. If she didn’t need this job to support herself and remain hidden from her abusive husband, she would have moved on and tried to forget the caring cowboy. 

“What are you thinking?” Brett asked, putting his arm around her shoulders. He’d started touching her more the last six months as they’d worked with his cousin Lacey, planning her wedding to Brett’s best friend, Jared. He’d even kissed her twice. Not the soft kiss of affection, but toe curling, set her body on fire kisses. Both times, it had taken her days to quiet the need in her body. 

“I’m happy for Lacey and Jared. Happy the wedding and reception went so well.” She ducked out of his arm and headed toward the kitchen. “I’ll start cleaning up the food while you direct the football team in cleaning up the barn.” 

After watching the wedding and seeing the longing in Brett’s eyes when he glanced her direction, she wished there was a way to get a divorce from Steve without him finding out where she lived. Once he had an address, her husband would arrive and break as many of her bones as he could and probably kill Brett for harboring her.  She’d been so starry eyed and ready to leave the small town she’d grown up in, that the telltale signs of Steve’s possessiveness and anger hadn’t registered until they were married, and he’d thrown her against a wall for laughing with a man at a bar. She’d tried to tell him the man had told a joke that was funny and wasn’t hitting on her, but Steve wouldn’t listen. The memory of that first glimpse of the man she’d married sent a flash of fear up her spine. 

She shivered and hurried to the array of dishes on the work counter. Melanie had covered one bowl of salad when Brett’s determined strides echoed under his boot heels down the hall along with the click of Kool’s nails behind him as they entered the room. 

“You can’t get away from me that easy. Why didn’t you answer my question?” He kept his distance, but his intense hazel gaze made her feel as if he were standing toe to toe with her.  

“The football team...” She tried once again to keep distance between them. To grow any closer would only end up with them both being physically and emotionally injured.

“Knows what to do. This is the third wedding they’ve cleaned up after.” Brett was always respectful of her space, moving slow and pensive around her.

He was also as tenacious as his bull-riding cousin, Lacey. She wouldn’t get him to leave her alone until she’d answered his question. “I was thinking what a lovely wedding it was and hoping the chemistry those two have can outlast both their stubborn ways and Lacey’s quick temper.”

Brett laughed, caught his breath, and said, “Yeah. I’ve never seen a couple who are ripping each other’s clothes off one minute and fighting the next.” He sobered. His eyes softened. “You know I would never hurt you. I would always put you before myself.”

She nodded, unsure what to say. They’d had long talks during the winter evenings when there were few guests at the ranch. The conversations were about their childhoods and the ranch. He’d never pushed to know more about her adult life other than she’d run from an abusive husband. Despite knowing her past and that she was married, he’d shown her every day how he cared about her. And that was what had been her undoing. She’d never had a man care for her with such kindness.

“I know you’re married and you fear your husband finding you.” Brett took a step closer and grasped her chin, tipping her face up, peering into her eyes. “But I’m jealous of what my best friend and cousin have.” He chuckled. “Not the fighting but being there for each other and having that someone in their bed every night. Seeing the person you love in bed beside you every morning.” 

She gulped as her heart rampaged in her chest. Even though she and Brett spent many hours a day together, she was lonely. It was the type of lonely he was talking about. Wanting to be with the person who brought you the most happiness.  Melanie opened her mouth to say the opposite of what she was feeling.

Brett’s face swept down to hers and their lips met. 

After all the wedding vows, family, and love radiating from the ranch today, she allowed herself to believe that she could marry Brett and be his wife. With that thought chasing away her fears, she fell into the kiss, allowing him access to her body, her soul, and her heart.  

She stood on her tiptoes and slipped her arms around his neck, pressing her body to his and feeling his long, lean torso. 

He groaned and pulled out of the kiss but held her tight. “I knew you were feeling the same thing I was. I could see it in your eyes.” He dropped a kiss on her forehead, eyelids, cheeks, and recaptured her lips.

Denying his accusation was senseless. She had been dreaming of walking into the barn and seeing Brett at the makeshift altar when Lacey walked up the aisle to Jared. Even during the first dance, she’d wished she were in Brett’s arms.

This time, she eased out of the kiss. “This type of behavior doesn’t get the work done, nor does it make it any easier to work for you.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You mean I have to fire you to be able to marry you?”

She took a step back. “We can’t marry, you know that.”

“We can if you’d allow me to have a solicitor in Billings handle the paperwork. He can be discrete. Your husband will never know where to find you.” Brett put his hand out toward her.

Melanie retreated two more steps, bumping into the counter. “You don’t know Steve. He’ll find me. He’ll ruin you, the ranch, and never let me go.” She wrapped her arms around herself to stop the tremors she hadn’t had since landing the job of cook and housekeeper at Tumbling Creek Dude Ranch. The thought of Steve showing up here and ruining everything Brett had worked so hard to establish made her physically ill. 

She ran past Brett, down the hall, and into the guest bathroom. The hard tile floor hit her knees, chattering her teeth when she dropped down in front of the toilet and lost the wedding cake and punch she’d eaten during the reception.

“Hey. I didn’t mean to upset you,” Brett’s deep soft voice said, moments before water ran in the sink. 

The clack of nails and a wet tongue on her arm didn’t stop the helplessness she felt. A cold cloth wrapped her forehead and Brett knelt beside her. Kool pushed his head under Brett’s arm, his brown eyes with small blue specks peered at her with more empathy than she’d ever seen in a person.

The two males giving her support made her want to cry. And wish she hadn’t forgotten to close and lock the door in her hurry to reach the toilet. Brett’s charm and quiet demeanor could make her believe that Steve would never find out where she lived and she’d be safe.

But she knew better. 

Steve wanted more than having her back as a wife. He wanted the money she’d stolen to leave him. All ten thousand of it. 
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Chapter Two 
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Brett didn’t want to think about the violence Melanie’s husband must have treated her to, that would make her stomach toss up its contents at the mention of contacting him. But after watching the wedding between his best friend and cousin today, he wanted that union of a man and a woman. And he wanted it with the woman hanging her head over the toilet. 

“Hey, if it upsets you that bad, we don’t have to talk about it. Not now. But, Melanie, I will have you for my wife one day. I hope it’s before we both have gray hair.”  He kissed the top of her head, drinking in the scent of her floral shampoo.

She grabbed the washcloth from her forehead and wiped it across her mouth. It was a good thing she’d wrapped her long brown hair up into a comely bun thing on her head today, otherwise she would have needed a shower. 

Before she’d darted from the kitchen, her brown eyes had reminded him of a frightened calf. 

“Come on.” He grasped her by her elbows and raised her to her feet. She stood a good six inches shorter than his six feet. “Forget I said anything. I don’t like seeing you scared.” 

He released her elbows and waited for her to look at him or say something. 

She only ducked her head and walked out of the bathroom, Kool at her heels. He hated how bringing up her husband turned the fun, warm woman into a scared rabbit. 

If he ever met her husband, he’d knock him around and let him see how it felt. Brett slowly released his fisted hands and walked down the hall. He peeked in the kitchen, where Melanie moved about putting food away, and continued to the back porch. He pulled on a jacket and grabbed his work Stetson. Kool stared at the door, knowing when his master put on the work hat, they were going to do something fun. Brett smiled at the dog and opened the door. Kool shot toward the barn, where the Duncan High School football players were cleaning up. 

Brett didn’t like seeing Melanie so frightened, but from previous conversations with her, he knew that it was best to leave her alone after bringing up her husband.  She listened better after working things out in her head first. 

At the barn, he shook hands with the Duncan football coach, Mark Shaffer. “Looks like you brought the whole team this time.”

“I did. We didn’t have a game this week, so I told them this was mandatory.” Mark nodded toward the teenaged boys folding chairs and tables and stacking them in the small room used for such event items. “And we appreciate the money you donate to athletics at Duncan High.”

“My pleasure. My brothers and cousins all benefited from participating in sports in school.” Brett frowned. “Though whoever talked my cousin Lacey into getting on bulls will never have my gratitude.”

Mark laughed. “That wasn’t a teacher. It was the boys, teasing her about being a tomboy. I guess she had to prove to them and everyone else that while she was a girl, she was more than a tomboy.” 

“That sounds like Lacey.” He glanced around the barn. “It looks like you have this under control. I’m going to see what damage all those cars did to my pasture.” 

Brett left the cleaning of the barn in the football team’s capable hands and wandered to the front pasture that allowed guests arriving at the ranch to see cattle on one side as they drove in and horses on the other.  The publicity firm he’d used to get the ranch publicized in all the right places had suggested the visual as people drove up to the ranch. He had to admit, most people commented on the cattle and horses as soon as they stepped out of their vehicles. 

He’d moved the heifers out of the field closest to the barn to allow parking for the wedding.  His brother Garth’s truck still sat at the far end. He’d been one of the first to arrive and had helped direct parking. 

A quick glance around the horse pasture and he knew where his brother had gone. Garth’s favorite horse, Vortex, was missing from the pasture. 

Brett walked over to the small shed off the side of the barn and fired up the four-wheeler. It would be quicker to catch up to his brother with this than to catch and saddle a horse. He twisted the throttle and headed through the meadow with Kool running between the ATV and Tumbling Creek, the meandering creek that the ranch was named after. As he’d presumed, Vortex, the blue roan Garth favored, was tied to a tree by the first small waterfall.

Garth stood up from the rock he sat on. Kool ran up to his brother, barking and acting tough. 

“Kool, you tough dog, it’s me.”

Hearing his name, the dog stopped barking and trotted over for an ear scratching.

Brett cut the engine and sat astride the four-wheeler as Garth walked over to him.

“Something wrong?” he asked, stopping ten feet back.

“You tell me? Everyone has left and you’re up here brooding at your favorite teenage hangout.” Brett had found his brother here nearly every day as the teenager had tried to find his way in a world he didn’t feel he fit in.  

“Just clearing my head. All that mushy wedding stuff had me thinking about the women I’ve dated and wondering if there’s something wrong that I’m twenty-seven and haven’t felt a need to drag a woman into matrimony.” 

Brett swung his leg over and sat sideways on the cushioned seat. “Nothing wrong with you. We can’t all crave women like our cousin Nate.” 

Garth laughed. “I can’t keep up with the tales he tells about the women he takes home.”  He sobered. “Do you think it’s because he grew up with a sister? Maybe us not having a woman around other than Mom made us...I don’t know.” 

“Speak for yourself. I have my eyes on a woman. I just have to get her to realize I’m not like the men of her past.” He chuckled. “And I don’t think having an older tomboy sister would have made a difference in Nate’s desire to date every woman he meets.” 

“Yeah. I think that’s all he thinks about as he drives the excavation equipment.” Garth crossed his arms. “The woman you’re talking about is Melanie, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. She’s got some garbage from her past that’s keeping her from seeing what we could have.” Brett wished he could tell his family about her past, but she’d sworn him to not tell a soul. She’d be disappointed to know, he’d told his best friend Jared. It was his confiding in Jared, that helped them find the lawyer Brett had told Melanie about earlier.

Garth nodded. “Mom thought as much.”

“That Melanie and I like each other?” He didn’t hide the fact, but he hadn’t thought they’d given off the signals that Lacey and Jared had.

“That. And that she has a rough past.”

“Really? Mom said that?” 

Garth grinned. “She’s pretty intuitive.”

“True. So, you want to stay and help us eat some of the left-over reception food?” Brett swung his leg over the handlebars and started the engine.

“I’ll be there shortly.” Garth sauntered back to the rock he’d been sitting on. 

Brett watched his youngest brother a few minutes, whistled for Kool who had disappeared in the trees, and headed back to the barn when the dog came charging out of the trees. Something was eating at Garth. He was pretty sure it was more than his brother’s lack of interest in women right now. Maybe Dillon knew. The two worked together at the Wallis Excavation Company in Duncan. His family and Lacey’s family owned the company. Well, everyone but him and Lacey. He preferred the family ranch. 

At the barn, he put the four-wheeler away, checked on the animals, and waved to the football team as the van that brought them pulled out of the driveway with Kool racing the vehicle to the archway. 

Maybe now, Melanie would be ready to listen to his idea for setting her free from her abusive husband.
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Chapter Three
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The food had been put away in the large commercial refrigerator and the dishes had been run through the commercial dishwasher. Melanie sat at the kitchen island, sipping tea and thinking about leaving a note for Brett to find his own dinner. She was tired and with no guests, now that the wedding was over, she could spend the evening in her room reading or latch hooking a special wall hanging for Brett’s mom. 

She rose to walk over and get a paper to write on when Brett walked into the room followed by Kool. Before she could think quick enough to make evasive maneuvers, he had her caught up in his arms.

“You look tired.” He kissed her temples.

“I am. I was just leaving you a note to fend for yourself this evening.” 

He held her at arm’s length. “You aren’t trying to avoid me, are you?”

A guilty look must have crept across her face because his dark blond eyebrows nearly touched as he frowned.

“You were. Melanie, you can’t stay married to a man you fear. You can’t be a martyr and avoid happiness because of that fear.” 

She put a hand on his chest. He sucked in air as her fingers felt his firm pectorals under his white shirt. “We can talk about this tomorrow when I’m not tired or emotionally drained.” 

An eyebrow raised, and he placed a hand over hers. “Emotionally drained? Why?”

Melanie narrowed her eyes and tried to pull her hand out from under his. 

He pressed her fingers tighter against his chest. 

“You know why.” She stared at him, not wanting to voice her feelings out loud. 

“I want to hear you say it again. I want you to realize what you want. I want you to fight for it. For us.”  His gaze softened, and he drew her hand to his lips. He kissed her knuckles and peered at her. “I know we can have a wonderful life together, here, at the Tumbling Creek. You would never have a day that you woke fearful.” He turned her hand, kissing the palm.

Her heart stuttered.  Her knees weakened at his soft kisses and gentle touch. His emotions reflected in his hazel eyes, and she wished with all her heart, she could tell him what he wanted to hear. 

She eased her fingers from his and took a step back. “We’ll discuss this tomorrow.” Without looking back, she headed down the hall to her room next to the office.

When she’d interviewed for the job, she’d been hesitant about working here after meeting the handsome ranch owner, not much older than herself. But she’d witnessed the gentleness in him then, and when he’d shown her the room she’d live in downstairs, far from his room, she had decided this was the place she could heal and hide. 

Now, she wondered at her sanity for staying. The gentleness she’d felt from Brett that day had turned into love. A profound desire to always be with him, permeated every waking moment and filled her dreams with thoughts of being loved by him. But she couldn’t give in to her desires. She couldn’t hurt such a wonderful, kind man because of her stupid mistake five years ago. 

She slipped out of her clothes. A pretty dress she’d purchased in Duncan because it was Brett’s favorite color. Everything she did was with Brett in mind. And that was why she had to keep him from pursuing a divorce for her. Steve would never agree. Even if she wanted nothing from him, just his signature on a paper, he would make sure Brett regretted it the rest of his life. And he would come to hate her. She couldn’t bear to witness hate in his eyes towards her. 

***
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Brett sat on the couch in the great room, sipping a beer and flicking through the channels on the television. Kool lay on the floor beside the chair. If Garth didn’t come in and join him, he was going to go crazy and storm into Melanie’s room, ruining his chances of getting her to agree to the lawyer and divorce. 

The main door opened. 

“Anyone here?” Garth called out.

“In here. Want to watch football or rodeo?” he asked, sitting up straighter in the chair.

“Of the two, I prefer football. Rodeo sours my gut these days.”

He glanced over at Garth. “Because of Lacey?”

His brother, six years younger than him, shook his head. “My girl problems.”

This was more interesting than brooding over his and Melanie’s predicament. “I thought you were worried you don’t like girls?”

Garth pointed to the beer bottle. “Got more of that?”

“Yeah.” Brett rose out of the chair and motioned for his brother to follow him to the kitchen. “We might as well eat as long as we’re drinking.”

Garth walked over to the refrigerator and pulled out a platter of small sandwiches. He placed them on the counter as Brett snagged a couple more beers. 

They sat at the kitchen counter, helping themselves to the food and beer. 

Brett waited until Garth had drank half the bottle of beer before asking, “Your girl problems a cowgirl?” 

“Yeah. She barrel races. Thinks because I don’t drive her to all of the weekend events, I don’t care enough.” Garth stared at the bottle in his hand. “She’s got me thinking, maybe she isn’t the one because I don’t want to follow her and hang out at rodeos.” 

“But you see each other during the week?” Brett wondered at his brother talking to him and not Dillon, their middle brother, about this girl.

“When she’s not working or practicing and I’m not working.” He shrugged. “Usually one or two nights a week.” 

“Do you want to see her more?” He had a feeling the woman was into Garth more than the other way around. He tossed a chunk of a sandwich in the air. Kool jumped up and caught it.

“I enjoy being with her, but after watching Lacey and Jared, and you and Melanie today, I feel like I’m giving her false hopes.”

Brett was stuck on the ‘him and Melanie.’ “What do you mean, watching me and Melanie?” 

“A blind man could see the secret looks you two gave each other and how you couldn’t be near her without touching her.” His gaze turned earnest. “That’s what I want to feel. I don’t with Darla.” 

Brett grinned, realizing it was noticeable to everyone but Melanie that they were meant for one another. He’d have to keep at her until she agreed to the divorce. Because they both deserved happiness.

He tapped his bottle against Garth’s. “Then she isn’t the one for you. But there’s nothing that says you can’t be friends with a woman while waiting for the right one to come along.” 
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Chapter Four
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Melanie woke the next morning feeling as if she hadn’t slept more than an hour all night. Her thoughts had bombarded her mind, keeping her tossing and turning until the early morning hours when she’d finally dropped off to sleep only to have her alarm startle her awake at five-thirty. 

She shuffled about the kitchen, starting the coffee, making breakfast for Brett, and checking the schedule for guests. They had two retired couples arriving today. She’d need to make sure cabins one and three were in order and a welcome basket of fresh cookies, fruit, and beverages was placed in each. 

The main door opened and closed. Brett’s footsteps echoed down the hall. Her heart sped up. She’d become accustomed to the sound, looking forward to his entrance every morning. 

“Good morning,” he said, striding across the room and placing a kiss on her head. He’d made this a morning ritual as the guests grew fewer this month and she wasn’t frantically making breakfast for a larger crowd.

“Morning. We have guests arriving this afternoon. Could you make sure there is firewood in cabins one and three? I’ll check them and place the welcome baskets in the rooms by eleven.”  She placed a plate of bacon, eggs, hash browns, and toast on the counter in front of the stool Brett used when they didn’t have guests.  Tomorrow, he’d eat in the dining room with the guests and discuss the adventures he’d take them on. 

Brett grasped her hand. Not tight, but firmly. “When would be a good time to talk about our future?”

Peering into his caring, more green than brown eyes, she wanted a future with him. But her past wouldn’t allow her a future with anyone. She didn’t want to see his life ruined because of her. “We don’t have a future.” The thing that had kept her up all night popped out of her mouth. “If you don’t stop talking that way, I’ll have to leave.”

The good humor in his eyes and the smile on his lips disappeared. “I don’t understand. Why would wanting to make you my wife cause you to leave?”

Her fists pressed down on her hipbones as she said, “Because Steve will never just let me go. It doesn’t matter how careful your lawyer says he’ll be, there’s bound to be some way my whereabouts will come up. He’ll come here, see you, and go all possessive. He’ll hurt you, then he’ll drag me away, and I have no doubt he’d rather kill me than have me leave him again.” She spun around, avoiding the empathy in Brett’s eyes. “You don’t know how long it took me to plan my escape from him. I won’t do anything that could put me back with him.” She glanced over her shoulder. “And that includes sending someone to get his signature for a divorce.”

Hands rested on her shoulders, massaging her tight neck muscles. “I don’t want you to be fearful he’ll find you or that you’d have to go back to him. All you have to do is tell the courts what he did to you and file a restraining order. Then if he does show up, we can call the cops.”
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