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    To my husband, always.

To those who have worked so hard but it was never enough. I see you. 
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Chapter One: The Last Easy Year
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Kathleen Quinn’s life stopped being easy the year she turned twelve.

That was the year her mother died.

Marcie Quinn had been her anchor in the world—a woman with calloused hands, soft eyes, and a backbone made of rebar. She taught Kathleen how to ride a bike on gravel roads and how to throw a proper left hook when cornered. She taught her how to change a tire, clean a fish, patch drywall, and speak with conviction even when her voice trembled. She taught her how to keep her chin up, even when the weight of the world tried to press it down.

Marcie had also been the only one who could reach Will Quinn when the darkness started to pull at him again. He was all charm and chaos, a man who could build you a treehouse and forget your birthday in the same breath. But Marcie? She held him steady, kept him tethered. Loving him had always been like trying to hold back a flood with a paper umbrella—but somehow, she did it.

Until she didn’t come home.

The summer after Marcie died should have been spent barefoot on the porch at Ashby Lake, licking blackberry juice off her fingers and chasing fireflies with her cousin Lara and best friend Chris. It should have been late nights under a patchwork quilt in Aunt Nell’s guest room, whispering secrets to the stars.

But instead, it was silence. A summer of grief and empty dinners and her father walking around like a ghost who hadn’t yet figured out he was dead inside.

Ashby Lake became a memory. Visits shortened. Then stopped altogether.

Eventually, it was just a name on a holiday card. A voice on the phone once a year—if that.

When Will met Sybil, they packed up and left Ontario. Kathleen didn’t get a vote. She never really got one after that.

Sybil wasn’t the worst. Not at first. She wore lipstick and made jokes and brought home takeout sometimes. But she was also the first in a long line of women who stayed just long enough to drink through their welcome and leave Kathleen picking up the pieces. Each one was louder than the last, crueler in quieter ways. Her father never seemed to notice. Or maybe he just didn’t care.

Kathleen learned fast: how to shrink herself. How to read the room like a map of landmines. How to move through a house without making noise, like a ghost passing through the walls.

She stopped inviting friends over. Started sleeping at their houses instead.

By fifteen, she was working every job she could find—waitressing, stocking shelves, bussing tables, delivering groceries in a beat up van, fixing engines in the garage with old Mr. Partridge, who didn’t ask questions as long as she showed up on time. It wasn’t that she minded the work. She minded what waited for her at home.

After one of her dad’s drinking buddies leered at her too long and made a comment she couldn’t forget, Kathleen started dressing like a shadow. Loose hoodies. Baggy jeans. Hair tucked under a cap.

Camouflage. Protection.

She was surviving. But she hadn’t felt safe in years.

And she never stopped missing Ashby Lake.​
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Chapter Two: The Last Detour
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Kathleen studied like her life depended on it—because in some ways, it did.

When she wasn’t slinging hash at the diner or bagging groceries until her legs throbbed, she was curled up in the back corner of the library. Always the same spot: tucked against the radiator, hood up, textbook open, highlighter poised like a weapon. Her coffee always went cold before she finished it. She never noticed. There was too much riding on every word, every exam, every passing grade.

She didn’t party. She didn’t date. She didn’t go to senior prom. She didn't even bother pretending. There was no room in her life for mistakes. Her dream was too sharp, too hungry: become a psychologist, help the kids like her—the ones clawing their way out of addiction fallout, out of poverty, out of despair. If she could keep even one girl from becoming the ghost she had been, it would all be worth it.

And then, finally, it happened.

She got in. Full scholarship. Orientation packet. Dorm assignment.. The whole glittering future stretched out in front of her like sunlight skimming the surface of Ashby Lake.

And then her father robbed a convenience store.

Armed. Desperate. Strung out.

She hadn’t given him money—refused to. So he took what he thought he needed from someone else. The call came just after her shift at the diner. She’d just taken off her apron, fingers still smelling of coffee and dish soap, when the world cracked open.

She tried to ignore it. To pretend she could still go, still leave. But within days, the reality set in like mold creeping through drywall: jail time. Court costs. No money. And then—just as the gavel came down—Will got sick.

Liver failure. End-stage.

Even after everything, he was still her father.

She hated that part.

She took out a predatory loan to pay for a lawyer and bail. Deferred her scholarship. Took a gap year.

Then another.

The dream went into the freezer, packed in beside guilt and obligation.

She became a full-time caregiver. A part-time human being.

And Will Quinn did not go quietly.

It was five years of slow-motion heartbreak. Of watching the man who taught her how to hot-wire a car and make pancakes from scratch disintegrate in front of her. Some days, he’d weep and beg her forgiveness. Other days, he’d break things—plates, remotes, her spirit. He blamed her. Then he blamed himself. Then the world.

Kathleen just kept working. Three jobs some weeks. Skipping meals to stretch medication. Stretching hours like elastic bands until they snapped. Napping in closets. Learning how to fake being awake.

By the end, there was nothing left.

No savings. No trailer. No college.

Just twenty-two thousand dollars in debt and two battered suitcases that held everything she owned.

The day after the funeral, she sat on a plastic bus bench outside the hospice with no destination and a silence in her chest that felt like an open wound.

And then Lara called.

Word had traveled—Ashby Lake still whispered. Her cousin’s voice sounded exactly the same, except stronger now. No judgment. No pity. Just four words that felt like a life raft.

“Come home now, Katie.”

And—for the first time in years—she did.

She packed the suitcases, shouldered her pain, and caught the next bus to Toronto, with a final transfer that would take her northbound. She didn’t have a plan. Didn’t have a job. Didn’t even have a working phone.

But as the fields turned golden and the sky softened into the familiar hues of home, Kathleen felt something she hadn’t felt in years.

Safe.

Not fixed. Not fine.

But safe.
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Chapter Three: A Quinn Kind of Plan
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Kathleen didn’t cry when Lara picked her up.

She stood outside the dusty Greyhound station in jeans a size too loose and a hoodie that had seen too many laundromats. Her two battered suitcases flanked her like tired sentinels, scuffed and stubborn. The fabric on the left one was beginning to fray at the seam, but it held. She always made sure things held, even when they were coming apart.

When the old pickup pulled up to the curb—chipped paint, mismatched mirror, a familiar dent above the rear tire—Kathleen didn’t rush forward.

She didn’t smile.

She just nodded once, grabbed her suitcases and put them in the back of the truck. Then she opened the passenger door like this was any other day. Any other errand.

Lara didn’t say anything at first. Once Katie was in the cab, Lara pulled away from the curb with the kind of easy grace that made Kathleen want to cry and scream and laugh all at once.

But she didn’t do any of those things.

She stared out the windshield.

The sky was huge—blue and endless—and the air smelled like wheat and wind and open space. The kind of space that could swallow you whole if you weren’t careful.

Kathleen didn’t look out the side window. She didn’t want to feel anything right now.

She couldn’t afford to.

They drove for a while in silence. Just the hum of the road, the rattle of the tailgate, and the steady thump of her heart trying to convince her she was still alive.

Then, after a few kilometers, Lara spoke. Quiet, calm, steady as ever.

“I’m glad you’re here, Katie.”

Kathleen nodded. Once. Sharp and efficient.

“Thanks for the ride.”

That was all she said.

Because grief—real grief—was a luxury. And she didn’t have room for luxuries anymore.

Katie had a plan. A good one.

Pull her weight—maybe more—so she wouldn’t be a burden. Find work in town. Waitressing, cleaning stalls, babysitting, bagging groceries—she’d done it all before. She’d do it again. Pride wasn’t part of the budget.

She calculated everything down to the dollar: room and board for Lara and Chris, minimal transportation if she bought a good bike, meals covered by cooking and pitching in with groceries. She wouldn’t take more than she could give. She couldn’t.

A year. That was the timeline she gave herself.

One solid year to pay down the loans, get her footing back, maybe—if the universe didn’t throw another punch—reapply for school. Her transcripts were good. Her work ethic was better. And now, she had something else.

A quiet kind of hunger.

Not for more.

Just for enough.

But first, she had to prove she belonged here.

Not emotionally. Not sentimentally. This wasn’t some dramatic return to roots or an inspirational homecoming montage. She wasn’t here to be rescued. She was here to rebuild.

To claw her way back into the kind of life where people asked how you were doing and meant it. To prove—to Lara, to herself—that she wasn’t a lost cause.

She folded the grief into a quiet place inside her and locked the door.

No room for collapse. No time for soft landings.

Kathleen Quinn was back in Ashby Lake.

And she was going to make damn sure it was worth it for her cousin to keep her around.

That was the Quinn way.

Lara pulled the old truck into the Greyhound station lot five minutes early—just in case.

She parked facing the road, hands loose on the wheel, and let the engine idle.

You come home now, Katie.

That’s what she’d said on the phone. It had just slipped out—no plan, no speech. But it had been the right thing, and Katie had said yes. That was what mattered. Still, she hadn’t expected to feel this... wound tight.

She’d always been the calm one. She was the girl who kept secrets, held space, took care. But her throat had a knot in it now, tight and stubborn, and her fingers kept curling against her jeans like they needed something to hold.

Then she saw her. Standing on the curb in a hoodie too thin for the weather, jeans hanging off narrow hips, two worn-out suitcases at her feet like shields.

Lara’s breath caught. God, she looked like a storm survivor. But it was her.

Katie.

She still remembered the last summer they’d had together. Lara had been thirteen and Katie was twelve, all scabbed knees and bad jokes, brushing horses and whispering in bunk beds. Katie had been the loud one, the brave one. Lara had been the quiet shadow, always half in awe of her cousin’s fire.

They’d been inseparable. Sisters, not cousins. And then—just silence. Phone calls that stopped. Cards that never came. When Marcie died, Lara had cried for Katie almost as much as she cried for her aunt.

But she never stopped waiting. And now here she was.

Katie didn’t cry. Didn’t say much at all. Just got in the passenger seat and buckled up like it was an errand, not a homecoming. Lara pulled out onto the road. Let the silence stretch between them like fabric that hadn’t torn—just been folded away for a while.

The sky was endless and wheat-gold. The road ahead was familiar. And beside her was the girl who used to cannonball off the dock with no warning and no fear.

“I’m glad you’re here, Katie,” Lara said quietly.

Katie didn’t look at her. But she nodded. “Thanks for the ride.”

That was all. But Lara knew her. Knew what it cost her to say even that much. So she didn’t push. Instead, she let the silence settle again. Let Katie keep her eyes straight ahead. Let the grief sit between them without trying to fix it.

Because Lara knew: some things didn’t need to be fixed.

They just needed someone to stay.
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Chapter Four: A Smile He Still Knew
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Chris was hauling a bucket of feed toward the barn when the truck pulled into the gravel drive.

He didn’t rush. Didn’t need to.

He’d known she was coming ever since his wife Lara read the obituary out loud in the kitchen, voice soft but steady. Will Quinn was dead. And even if Kathleen hadn’t called, hadn’t written, hadn’t said a damn word in years—Chris had still known.

She was coming home.

He remembered her. Of course he did. Katie Quinn, all elbows and grass stains and reckless joy. She’d been a couple of years younger, but the three of them spent half a dozen summers running wild together across the pastures and down by the lake.

He remembered the day she’d tied a faded picnic blanket around his shoulders and declared him Protector of All Backyard Forts, her eyes sparkling with mischief and some unspoken magic.

Katie with freckled cheeks and knees permanently scraped from chasing things too fast. Katie who cackled like firecrackers when she won, and pouted dramatically when she didn’t. She’d raced him through hayfields, taught him to double-dare properly, and once convinced him that cows could read minds. He didn’t believe her—but he let her tell it anyway.

And then she was gone. No explanation. Just absence.

And now... now she was climbing out of the passenger side of Lara’s truck, the sun behind her like a spotlight. But she moved differently. Like someone who had survived a war she hadn’t chosen.

Chris set the bucket down gently and wiped his hands on his jeans, suddenly unsure if he should move forward or wait. His heart beat once, loud in his chest.

She turned. Caught sight of him. And then—

There it was. That smile.

It wasn’t exactly the same—not as wide, not as wild—but it was hers. Crooked at the corner, soft around the eyes. Like a pocket of sunlight breaking through thick clouds. It said she saw him. Really saw him.

And maybe—just maybe—she was glad he was still here.

“Chris,” she said, the word a memory and a new beginning at once.

“Katie.”

He moved then. Long, confident strides closing the distance. She stepped into his hug without hesitation, like someone remembering how to be held.

She fit differently now. Smaller, somehow. Sharper around the edges. But his arms still knew her.

“You got huge,” she mumbled into his shoulder.

He huffed a laugh and pulled back, just enough to see her face. She had changed. The freckles were still faint along her nose, but her eyes—those were different. They’d once been full of plans and dares and bad ideas. Now they held something steadier. Harder. Like steel, with hairline cracks made of glass.

He wanted to say a dozen things.


You’re beautiful.




You look tired.




I missed you.



But none of it came out.

Instead, he said the only thing that mattered.

“You came back.”

“I had to,” she said. “It was time.”

He nodded, studying her for another beat. She didn’t look away.

Then he gave her the smallest, most Chris-like grin imaginable. Steady. Familiar. A lighthouse in boots and flannel.

“Well,” he said, voice warm, “you remember how to shovel manure?”

Katie laughed—and it was like hearing summer again. “Pretty sure it’s like riding a bike.”

“Good,” he said, already turning back toward the barn. “Because we’ve got a whole stall’s worth of memories waiting.”

And just like that, something old and sacred settled between them again.

Home.​
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Chapter Five: No Rest for a Kelly
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“Chris, the barn can wait until we get Katie settled,” Lara said with a soft smile, giving her husband a look that walked the line between affectionate and directive.

Chris chuckled and tipped his head toward the house. “Yes, ma’am.”

He hauled Katie’s suitcases like they were nothing—one in each hand, boots thudding across the front step. Lara ushered Kathleen inside without ceremony, as if saying if we don’t make this a big deal, maybe you’ll stay.

The farmhouse was older, worn in the best way. Creaky floorboards and wood-framed windows, sun catching in the lace curtains. It smelled like lemon oil and something warm from the oven. Home—but not in a performative way. In a lived-in, this-place-will-remember-you kind of way.

Lara led her down the hall to a small bedroom tucked at the back. The guest room had a quilt folded at the foot of the bed, a bookshelf holding Anne of Green Gables and a cracked ceramic horse Katie remembered Lara winning at a fair one summer.

“You just rest,” Lara said, her tone gentle but immovable. Nurse voice. Big cousin energy.

But Kathleen let out a raspy little laugh—the kind that hinted at a good mood trying to fight its way past exhaustion. “No chance, Lara. I have barn duty. Chris already assigned me to do chores.”

Her grin was crooked, familiar. Lara felt something ache in her chest.

“You don’t owe us anything,” Lara murmured. Her voice caught, just a little.

But Kathleen was already hugging her—brief, tight, warm. Like she didn’t trust comfort to last too long. Like it was safer to give it than to ask for it.

“Thank you,” Kathleen whispered, the words so quiet they barely made it out. “For letting me come home.”

And then she was gone again. Out the door. Boots crunching over gravel, braid swinging, sleeves rolled. The October sun warmed her skin as she made her way toward the barn like someone walking back into herself.

Chris was waiting, pitchfork in hand, looking every bit the part: barn-dusted, straw-streaked, boots planted like roots.

“I see my reprieve was denied,” she called, grabbing a shovel off the wall without waiting for instruction.

“You always did have a warped sense of fun,” he shot back, tossing her a pair of gloves over the hay bale barrier between them.

They worked in tandem, the rhythm settling like they’d never left it behind.

He teased her about the time she tried to keep a raccoon as a pet—complete with a shoebox “den” and peanut butter snacks. She reminded him about when he got his head stuck between the stair railings and insisted gravity was to blame.

They laughed. Like real laughter. Belly-deep and spark-lit and somehow new again. The kind that stripped away the dust and left only light.

And then—the growl. Not of an animal.

A car. 

Low. Smooth. Sinister in the way only luxury could be. The sound rolled up the gravel drive like a bass line through a slow-motion entrance scene.

Kathleen froze mid-scoop, her shovel still planted in straw. “What the hell is that?”

Chris’s grin spread slowly. “Bennett.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Bennett?”

He was already walking away, pitchfork abandoned. “You’ll see,” he tossed over his shoulder, the words practically dripping with mischief.

Kathleen trailed after him, brushing hay from her jeans and trying not to feel the twist in her gut. The car came into view as they stepped outside—sleek and black and far too expensive to belong anywhere near a barn. It looked like it had thoughts. Secrets.

She’d grown up with rusted pickups, borrowed tires, and cracked dashboards.

Whatever this was? It was out of place. On purpose.

The door swung open.

And Kathleen Quinn braced herself.

Whoever Bennett was...

He was about to meet her.

And she didn’t impress easy.
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Chapter Six: The woman Who Didn’t Blink

[image: ]




The car looked obscene against the gravel. It was sleek, predatory, and black as a starless sky—every curve shimmering like it had been hand-forged by sin itself. The tires barely whispered against the drive, the engine still purring in a self-satisfied rumble.

Kathleen squinted at it like it had personally offended her. 

Bennett Rhodes stepped out of the car with precision. Like gravity bent politely around him. He was tall, clean-cut, and dressed in a shirt that looked like it had its own dry-cleaning staff. The kind of man who didn’t just wear money—he exhaled it. Effortless posture. Watch that probably cost more than the Kellys' kitchen reno. Shoes that had never seen a gravel driveway in their life.

And yet... not smirking. Not preening. Just there. Observant.

His gaze found Kathleen and held. Cool. Measured. Curious.

“Let me guess,” she said, one brow arching, arms casually crossing over her chest. “Mid-engine V8? Italian? You have to bribe the Ministry of Transportation just to register something like this out here.”

Chris grinned like a kid on Christmas morning. “Katie, meet Bennett Rhodes. Bennett, this is my cousin-in-law, Lara’s cousin—Kathleen Quinn.”

“Kathleen,” he said smoothly, offering a hand. “Nice to meet you.”

She didn’t take it. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t even tilt her head. Just studied him like a mechanic diagnosing an unfamiliar engine.

Not suspicious. Not hostile.

Just... deeply unimpressed.

“Uh-huh,” she said finally, flicking her chin toward the car. “Is that an Aventador chassis?”

Bennett blinked. Chris choked on his own breath.

“I’m sorry?” Bennett said, his smooth tone catching on something sharper.

“Your car,” she said, stepping slightly closer—not to him, but to the machine. “That’s not standard bodywork. And the engine note? Tuned. Aftermarket exhaust, maybe? But you’ll get throttle lag on corners unless you’re careful.”

There was a beat of stunned silence.

Bennett looked at Chris, then back at Kathleen.

“It’s custom,” he said slowly. “Tuned in Modena.”

Kathleen nodded once. “Explains the throttle delay. You’ve got torque at the low end, but the ratio’s off for Ontario roads. You’ll feel it on the bends. Not that you’ll ever take a turn fast here.”

Chris was wheezing.

Bennett stared at her like he wasn’t entirely sure what species she was.

And Kathleen?

Kathleen just shrugged, brushing her palms on her jeans. “I worked part-time in a garage for five years. My boss was obsessed with Lambos. Made me rebuild one from the engine block up just to prove I could handle the mounts without stripping a bolt.”

Bennett’s brow ticked up—only slightly—but it was there.

“I see,” he said. He folded his arms, his stance relaxing into something looser. “And what else did your boss teach you?”

She didn’t miss a beat. “To never trust a guy who cares more about his rims than his ride.”

Chris howled.

Bennett didn’t blink. Didn’t bristle. He just... looked at her. Fully. Sharply.

Like someone seeing a sudden, unexpected line in a contract.

There was no edge in Kathleen’s tone. No malice. If anything, she seemed faintly amused—bemused by the situation, like she wasn’t sure what cruelly ironic god had dropped a luxury vehicle (and its driver) into her day of stall mucking and hay shoveling.

But the amusement wasn’t the point.

The point was—she hadn’t blinked.

Not once.

And for the first time in a very long time, Bennett Rhodes didn’t feel like the one holding all the cards.

He felt studied.

And unexpectedly, undeniably—intrigued.
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Chapter Seven: Cowgirl Rules

[image: ]




Bennett watched her with the same intensity he reserved for hostile boardrooms and mergers. Arms crossed, jaw set, shoes—impeccably polished—now speckled with barn dust and gravel. A lesser man would’ve backed off under her gaze. But Bennett Rhodes wasn’t a lesser anything.

Kathleen, for her part, gave the car one last glance. A slow, almost lazy sweep across the hood, the grille, the gleaming custom badging like she was inspecting a racehorse with a limp.

Then her gaze landed back on him. Still that same amused disbelief. Like he’d shown up to a rodeo in a tux and expected not to get trampled.

“You want to drive it?” Bennett asked, voice low and measured. Almost too casual.

Chris, who’d been minding his business and enjoying the chaos like a well-fed raccoon, nearly choked. “You never let me drive it.”

“That’s because you’d take it off-roading,” Bennett replied, still focused on Kathleen. “She wouldn’t.”

Kathleen tilted her head. Curious. Appraising. There was no flirt in her face—but there was a question. Not about the car. About him.

He hadn’t said it like a dare. Or a test. He’d said it like an offer. One wrapped in custom stitching and absurd horsepower, sure—but underneath that?

Something real.

She looked down at herself.

Jeans stained with muck. Sweatshirt streaked with hay and something else she really hoped was just mud. Her hair was knotted in a low, crooked ponytail, one boot heel flapping with betrayal every few steps.

She looked like the day had chewed her up and spit her back out in cow-themed defeat.

Then she looked back at him.

Bennett Rhodes. Who looked like he’d been birthed in a boardroom and raised on hand-stitched suits and limited-edition cologne. Who probably had a separate wardrobe just for airports. Who probably didn’t sweat.

Her grin spread slow and wide.

And this time—it was real. Bright and unguarded and just a little dangerous.

“Maybe some other time, hotshot,” she said, stepping back with a spark in her eye. “When I’m not covered in cow shit.”

Bennett blinked.

Bennett Rhodes blinked.

Before he could form a single syllable, she turned on her heel and headed straight for the barn, already tugging her gloves back on like the whole exchange hadn’t just rearranged the atmosphere.

“Hey!” Chris called after her, laughing. “You’re just leaving after that comment?”

“I’m finishing the stall!” she shouted over her shoulder, pitchfork already in hand. “Some of us don’t have drivers named Alfredo to haul our asses around in five-thousand-dollar loafers!”

Chris lost it.

Bennett... just stood there.

One brow lifted, mouth twitching—caught somewhere between a smirk and surrender.

He looked over at Chris. “She always like this?”

Chris wiped tears from his face, grinning like a man watching his two favourite people start a live-action fireworks display.

“You’ve seen her on a nice day.”

Bennett turned back toward the barn.


The engine behind him purred. His phone buzzed in his pocket—probably something about a deal, a deadline, a dinner reservation with someone important.



He ignored it.

Because for the first time in longer than he could remember, he wasn’t thinking about money.

Or mergers.

Or what it would take to win.

He was wondering when—not if—he’d get to see her smile like that again.
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Chapter Eight: The Woman in the Barn
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Bennett Rhodes was not easily unsettled.

He’d stared down CEOs who smiled while twisting the knife. He’d maneuvered deals in rooms so tense you could smell the ambition cracking. He had mastered the weaponized stillness of power and the cold elegance of control.

He knew how to win.

But now?

He was standing in a gravel driveway in Ashby Lake, watching a woman in manure-streaked jeans and a sweatshirt older than some of his watches vanish into a barn—and he had no idea what just happened.

Kathleen Quinn was unexpected.

She wasn’t elegant. She wasn’t styled. She looked like she’d been elbow-deep in a cow stall before breakfast and hadn’t bothered to change. Her sweatshirt was torn at the collar, her jeans splattered with the kind of stains you didn’t ask about, and her boots were hanging on by sheer defiance.

Her strawberry-blonde hair was a mess—pulled back in a loose, half-fallen ponytail that said survival more than style. She wore dirt like other women wore highlighter: naturally, unapologetically.

And yet—

Her eyes.

They had looked at him like she already knew him. Not the name. Not the headlines. Him.

And she hadn’t flinched.

Not at the car. Not at the suit. Not at the Bennett Rhodes of it all. She’d glanced at his seven-figure Italian import like it was an overpriced Tonka truck and then proceeded to read its flaws like she was citing scripture. Correctly, he might add. Down to the throttle delay.

Then she’d called him hotshot—with that infuriating, impossible smile—and walked away.

Walked. Away.

Like he was an afterthought.

Bennett stood motionless, hand resting on the warm curve of his hood, jaw tight.

He should have written her off. Chalked her up as another gritty, small-town cliché with a chip on her shoulder and a socket wrench in her back pocket. A farm girl with a bad attitude and dirt under her nails.

But he couldn’t.

Because now—annoyingly, intriguingly—he found himself wondering how someone so messy could be so precise. How someone who looked like she hadn’t slept in a week could outmaneuver him in two minutes flat.

He found himself wondering how many secrets she had buried under that sharp mouth and those guarded eyes.

He wondered who had hurt her.

Who had taught her to only look someone in the eye when she was ready to fight.

He wondered what her laugh sounded like when she wasn’t shielding it with sarcasm.

And that smile... God.

It hadn’t been coy. Or calculated. She hadn’t smiled to gain favour or tilt the room.

She had just smiled.

And not at him.

Not for him.

Just—because.

And suddenly, infuriatingly, Bennett Rhodes wanted to be the reason she did it again.

He wasn’t the kind of man who chased people.

He didn’t need to.

But standing there, the engine of his hand-tuned sports car cooling behind him and the barn swallowing Kathleen’s silhouette—

He realized, unmistakably, that he wanted her to stay.

Not for long.

Just...Long enough.
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Chapter Nine: Feeding Time
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The sun had begun its lazy descent toward the horizon, casting long, golden shadows across the Kelly farm. Everything was dipped in honey light—the barn, the fields, even the dust that floated lazily through the air. The breeze carried the faint scent of clover, mingling with hay and sweat and the earth itself.

Inside the barn, Katie and Chris moved in rhythm. Pitchforks tapping against the stall floors in a quiet duet, boots scuffing across well-worn wood. The chores were nearly done for the day. The hush between them wasn’t awkward. It was easy. Earned.

He liked the scrape of her boots. The way her humming slipped out when she forgot herself. The way the light caught in her messy braid and made her look almost ethereal—like she wasn’t just back, but belonged. Maybe even more than he did sometimes.

She’d changed.

There was a steel edge to her now. Not sharp, but honed. Like she'd learned to cut herself free from things that hurt. She didn’t waste words. Didn’t fill space with noise the way she used to. Her smiles were quick, almost involuntary, and they never stayed long—like she didn’t quite trust them anymore.

She kept her emotions on a tight leash. Like one slip would unleash something that couldn’t be put back.

But she wasn’t gone. Chris saw it in flashes. The ghost of the girl she’d been still flickered in the corners of her eyes.

In the way she crouched to let a calf nuzzle her palm. In the snort-laugh that escaped when he reminded her of the time she slipped in pig shit trying to impress a boy from town. In the gentle shoulder check she gave him when he teased her about the hayloft race she’d lost—and insisted she’d been distracted.

It was all still there. Beneath the weight of years and grief and whatever had hollowed her out and taught her to walk like she didn’t want to be seen.

Chris had never believed in ghosts. But Katie? Katie he believed in.

“Alright,” she huffed, stabbing her pitchfork into the pile one last time. “Cows now?”

Chris grinned. “Let’s go make some moo friends.”

“You’re still the worst with animal voices, you know that?”

“You wound me.”

She smirked, eyes briefly lighting with mischief. “Not as much as your baa when you tried to serenade the sheep.”

“That was one time.”

“Haunted me.”

They walked to the feed shed, boots kicking up puffs of dirt like punctuation. She moved ahead of him, confident, already pulling the heavy doors open and grabbing a bucket like she’d never left.

Chris just leaned against the frame, watching her with quiet appreciation.

“You remember all this?”

Katie shrugged, not looking back. “It’s not rocket science Chris. Muscle memory. Like riding a bike. Or trauma.”

Chris raised a brow.

She snorted. “Too dark?”

“Little bit,” he said gently, his tone all soft edges.

“Sorry,” she muttered, scooping feed. “My filter’s a little broken these days.”

“I don’t mind,” Chris said. “I’m just glad you’re here.”

She paused. Her hand stilled inside the bucket. Then she looked over at him—not smiling, but softened, just a little. Like something in her armour cracked enough to let a single ray of sun through.

“Me too,” she said, her voice low. Honest.

Then she cleared her throat and looked away. “Though I won’t say that again, so don’t get attached.”

He laughed and bumped her shoulder. “Too late.”

They stepped into stride together, buckets swinging between them. Out in the pasture, the cows had already begun their slow shuffle toward the fence, sensing what was coming.

The light dipped lower. The breeze rolled on. 

And Chris felt it again. That quiet, steady thread pulling between them. Their friendship. Not the past. Not quite the present. But something warm. Something unspoken.

Something like family.
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Chapter Ten: Water and Walls
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By the time they finished with the cows, the sun had dipped below the tree line, leaving behind a sky streaked with peach and lavender. The evening had softened into something gold-edged and quiet, the kind of dusk that made everything feel just a little more sacred.

The feed was scattered, the troughs scrubbed. Flies buzzed lazily in the warm air, and the cows had settled into their slow evening shuffle.

Chris tried—and failed—not to be impressed.

Katie hadn’t slowed once. Hadn’t complained once. Not when her shirt clung damply to her spine, not when sweat trickled down the back of her neck, not even when the dust turned her skin to grit and her ponytail matted into curls.
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