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Blurb




Asher 

Walker Lake doesn’t need another slick-talking developer knocking on ranch doors, and sure as hell not on mine. I know exactly who Kassi Carter works for, and I should’ve shut her out the second she showed up flashing that bright smile and false promises. But she keeps slipping past my defenses — through late-night texts, stolen glances, and the way her little girl looks at me like I hung the moon. She’s the enemy. So why does she feel like the only thing I’ve been waiting for?

Kassi

I came to Walker Lake to build a better life for my daughter — a steady paycheck, a chance to prove myself. Falling for the grumpy cowboy who hates everything I represent? Not on the blueprint. Asher is stubborn, frustrating, and impossibly protective…especially when he’s kissing me like I’m already his. But when my job and my heart collide, the truth threatens to destroy us both. Because in a town where secrets don’t stay buried, loving him might cost me everything. 








  
  
To all the single moms. 


The ones fueled by cold coffee, forgotten lunches, and pure chaos. 


The queens of "because I said so" and "we have food at home." 


You're warriors in yoga pants and messy buns. 


And when you finally collapse into bed tonight... 


Asher will be waiting. Bring the wine!
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Chapter 1 


Asher





The sun isn't even all the way up yet, but the Silver Cattle Ranch is already humming. I step off the porch of the main house, coffee in one hand, and watch my brothers wrangle the last of the fencing gear from the bed of Zach's beat-up pickup. Finn's cussing under his breath about something that probably has to do with tangled wire or the RV’s power tripping again. As I sip my coffee, I take in the view. Miles of golden fields, our worn but proud barns, and the distant ridgeline catching the first light. It's ours now. Finally. 

The main house, still rough around the edges, feels like home. My home. It's not fancy, but it's solid, unlike the RVs parked nearby, where my brothers, Zach and Finn, are camping out like they're on some bachelor rodeo tour. They have rooms in the main house because Willy made sure of that when he sold us the place. He even bought all three of us new beds and everything. 

We lasted only a month together under one roof before Zach and Finn wanted their own space. Most every night, we eat dinner together, though they choose to sleep on their own part of the property where they plan to build. I can't say I blame them, with all the hard work it took to get us here, I wouldn't want to sleep anywhere else than on my property either.

They claim the RVs are temporary. Just until we build out bunkhouses or maybe remodel the old cabin out back. For now, they're half-living out of duffel bags and plastic drawers, and they weren't even this happy when we lived in Mom and Dad's fancy cabin on the lake. I don't have to ask them why. This place is ours—worn and run down, sure, but it's all ours. And that makes all the difference. 

"You gonna stand there all day, or are you planning to help?" Finn yells, squinting up at me like he already knows the answer.

"I'm supervising," I shoot back, grinning around the rim of my mug. Moving down the steps, I help finish loading up. Before we move the cattle to the front pasture, we need to check the fencing there.

It seems all we do lately is check fencing, but Finn was adamant that we check every line of fence ourselves since we bought the place, and I have to admit, he's been right. We have found more than one fence knocked down or weakened, and if we’d turned the cattle loose in there, we'd have been chasing them all over town. 

Zach tosses me a pair of gloves. "Phantom's visiting again. Think he slept in the north pasture last night."

"Course he did," I mutter, tugging on the gloves. That damn horse roams freer than any of us. Town swears he belongs to everyone and no one, but lately he's taken a shine to our place. I don't mind. There's something about him I get. 

We leave him food and water by the barn, and are friendly enough that he gets along with our livestock and lets us pet him. But the next day, I'll see him downtown being pampered with treats from locals, acting as if he's starving. 

We're halfway through checking the perimeter fencing when Phantom makes his appearance. He steps out from the tree line, black mane whipping in the wind like he owns the place. Zach stops what he's doing and watches him with awe. Finn just shakes his head.

"Why do you think he spends so much time here? Think Willy would feed him, too?"

My chest tightens a little at the mention of Willy. I glance out at the horizon and remember the last time I talked to him, the day we signed the papers. He sat across from me at this very fence line, sipping sweet tea out of a mason jar, telling me why he chose us.

"You boys ain't just buying dirt," he'd said, his voice rough like gravel and wisdom rolled into one. "You're buying a promise. That you'll take care of this land like it took care of the generations before you. I've had offers from developers. Big ones. But they didn't look me in the eye. They didn't talk about cattle or long days or rebuilding fences by hand. You did. That's why it's yours."

It stuck with me. Still does. I think about that every time I see Phantom grazing like he belongs here as much as we do. It seems as if he's watching over the promise we made.

Without answering Zach, I grab an apple from the truck and walk over slowly. Phantom doesn't spook. But watches me, weighing my worth.

"Morning, old boy," I murmur, holding out the apple. He takes it, lips brushing my palm, then snorts and backs off, circling the edge of our land, checking that it's all still here, keeping watch over what’s ours.

The sound of tires crunching gravel pulls my attention. A sleek car I know too well pulls into the drive. 

Kassi.

"Showtime," Finn mutters under his breath.

Kassi steps out, clipboard in hand, looking like she doesn't belong here, and yet... somehow she does. Boots that are too clean, jeans too fitted. Her brown hair pulled back tight, lips pressed in that fake, polite smile she uses like a weapon.

"Asher," she calls, voice too bright. "Morning."

"Ms. Carson," I say, walking toward her. I keep my tone steady, my expression unreadable.

"I have a new offer from Silver Rock Development. It's extremely generous. And this time, they've added relocation perks. I think you'll find it hard to refuse,” she tries to hand me the clipboard.

I cross my arms over my chest, meeting her gaze square. "Walker Lake doesn't need your kind of progress."

Her smile falters. "I think the town could benefit from modernization. Infrastructure, better schools, and expanded commerce."

"And bulldozed history. Sold-out heritage. Strangers who think land's just dirt with a price tag."

She takes a breath; it’s obvious she's trying to stay patient. "Not only do I believe in this project, I believe in what it could do for this community."

I take a step closer. "Do you? Or do you believe what they pay you to believe? Why are they so focused on Walker Lake? There are ranches bigger than this for sale in the surrounding communities. Why not go there?"

Her cheeks color. "I didn't come here to argue. Just to give you an opportunity."

"I know exactly who you work for, Kassi. And I'm not interested. You can tell your boss to stop wasting his time."

Her eyes flash, and there's something raw in them. "You don't even know me."

"I know enough. Three visits in one month, each offer sweeter than the last. And I know you're not a local. So, either you're really invested in a paycheck, or you're naïve enough to think those suits you work for give a damn about this town."

She looks like she's about to say something, then stops. Her hand clenches around the clipboard. "You're wrong about me."

"Maybe. I hope I am. Because if you actually believe you're helping folks by pushing this crap, then someone's done a real number on you."

For a moment, we stand there. Her breathing is shallow, and her eyes are hard. But behind it, there's a flicker of something else. Hurt. Confusion.

"I've got work to do," I say, turning back toward the fence.

"You'll regret not even looking at the terms," she calls after me.

"No, I won't."

She huffs, climbs back into her car, and drives off fast enough to kick up dust. I watch her go until she's nothing but a shimmer on the horizon.

Finn wanders up beside me. "She's pretty. Shame she works for the devil."

"Yeah," I murmur, eyes still on the road. "Shame."

Zach joins us, throwing his gloves on the fence rail. "You get that look in your eye every time she shows up. You sure you're not tempted just a little?"

"More like tempted to toss her clipboard in the stock tank. Maybe."

Finn chuckles. "Or tempted to ask her to dinner."

"Y'all done?" I mutter, but I can't hide the flush on my neck.

Zach nudges me. "Just saying, I've seen less fire from you even when a bull busted down the east fence line. She's got you riled up."

"She's dangerous."

Finn slaps my shoulder. "So is every woman worth the trouble. You be careful, brother. Just don't pretend you're not thinking about her."

They walk off toward the truck, still talking and ribbing each other, but I hang back. Watching the dust settle where she drove away.

Because the truth is, I’m thinking about her. And not just the way her jeans fit or how her voice gets sharp when she's trying to prove a point. I'm thinking about the way her eyes flickered when I called her out. The way she didn't deny what she was doing, but she didn't defend it either.

I'm thinking I might’ve been too hard on her. That she might actually believe she's doing something good. And if she does, then someone's selling her a pretty damn good lie.

What if I'm wrong about her? Or worse, what if I'm right, and she's just another piece in their game? Either way, I can't stop seeing her face. Can't stop wondering if maybe, just maybe, there's more to Kassi Carson than a job title and a clipboard.

And I hate how much I want to find out.

Grabbing the fencing pliers, I stomp back toward the stretch of wire we hadn't finished tightening. My hands move on instinct, pulling and bracing, driving in staples hard enough that my palms sting. Every tug of the fence feels like a way to work her out of my head, but it's useless. She's tangled in there now, like barbed wire around my thoughts.








  
  

Chapter 2


Kassi





The smell of burnt toast and cheap coffee fills my tiny kitchen as I try to scrape the blackened edges off what's left of breakfast. Emma's sitting at the table, swinging her legs and humming some pop song under her breath like she doesn't have a care in the world. I envy that. Seven years old, second grade, still believing life is simple and fair and that everything can be fixed with glitter glue or a hug. 

"Sit still for one second, baby," I say, coming up behind her with the brush. I gently pull it through her wavy hair, the dark strands slipping through my fingers like silk.

"I like it messy," she protests with a laugh.

"I know, but your teacher probably doesn't want to dig glitter out of it again today."

She giggles, and I can't help but smile. These quiet, special moments are the ones I cherish most. When it's just the two of us in our little world, before the rest of the day presses in with its demands.

"You want cereal instead?" I ask, holding up the box like it's a peace offering.

"Only if it's the chocolate kind," she says with a grin, those big brown eyes lighting up the room like always. She's got this spark in her, my girl. She always has, and she's smart, curious, and way too observant for her own good.

I pour the cereal into a chipped bowl and glance around the kitchen while the milk spills over the top. The counters are scratched, the linoleum is peeling, and the cabinet doors don't quite close all the way. It's not a bad place, not really. But it sure as hell isn't what I imagined when I pictured my life growing up.

My phone buzzes on the counter with an incoming text. I check it while Emma crunches away, milk dribbling down her chin.

BOSS: Keep your eyes on Silver Cattle Ranch. We're not giving up on that one. The offer stands, and we're willing to push harder, but we need to find leverage.



I set the phone down as if it burned me. 

Great. 

Just what I needed this morning. More pressure.

Silver Cattle Ranch and Asher. His name flashes through my head even though it shouldn't. He's too much of a cowboy. Too stubborn. Too angry. And too distracting with those rough hands and that steel-cut jaw and the way he looks at me like I'm either the enemy or a problem he wants to solve.

I take a deep breath, reminding myself I'm doing good work. I came here to help modernize Walker Lake and some of the surrounding dying small towns just outside Amarillo. Better roads, safer schools, and access to things this little town has done without for too long. That's the pitch. That's what I signed up for.

But some days, it feels like all I'm doing is fighting ghosts in cowboy hats who think progress is a curse word.

"Mom, you're making the face again," Emma says around a mouthful of cereal.

"What face?"

"The one that means you're thinking too hard."

Smiling, I ruffle her hair, trying to shake it off. "I just have a lot on my mind. Grown-up stuff."

She shrugs, clearly bored, and pulls her backpack off the chair. It's way too big for her tiny frame, but she wears it with pride. The little unicorn keychain bounces as she heads for the door.

"After you pick me up from school, are you still dropping me off at Candy's?"

"Yep. You two have a sleepover planned, remember?"

Clapping her hands, she squeals, "She said she's gonna teach me how to braid like a rodeo queen!"

I smile, but it's tight. I trust Candy. She's one of the first friends I made here. We met at the library, and when she noticed me checking out a few of her favorite books, we clicked instantly. The type of woman who remembers birthdays and drops off soup when you're sick. She's sweet, steady, and probably the only reason I haven't completely lost my mind in this place.

When she met Emma, the two of them bonded. Everyone in town smiles when they talk about Candy and her husband, North, so I've been trusting her more and more with Emma. As a single mom, it's nice to have at least one other person to rely on.

I follow Emma out, lock the door, and hustle her into the car. We're late again, but the school's used to that by now. I do the best I can. Sometimes I wonder if that's enough.

After drop-off, I head back home and grab my laptop. Work-from-home perks mean I can shuffle around in sweats and drink as much bad coffee as I want. But it also means the pressure never stops. Emails pinging, meetings popping up, and bosses breathing down my neck through screens.

One email catches my eye. It's from a small-town library initiative in another county I consulted for last year.

"New community reading space approved——thank you for your outreach strategy, Kassi!"

I smile. That felt good. Real. Because I did something that mattered.

Then the next one punches me right back into reality.

"Re: Silver Cattle Ranch Status—urgent!"

Opening my inbox again, sure enough, there's a calendar invite labeled Urgent: Silver Cattle Progress.

Clicking into the meeting, I plaster on my best professional smile.

"Kassi," my boss says the moment the camera flickers on, "we need better traction with this ranch. We thought they'd bite at the relocation perks. They didn't. Why?"

I want to say because Asher Walker is a mule in a flannel shirt. But instead, I offer the diplomatic version.

"They're emotionally invested. It's not about the money. It's a legacy and something they worked hard to get. If I'm honest, I don't see them giving it up for any amount of money."

My boss frowns, seeing only inconvenience where there is truth. "Everyone has a price. Find theirs. We're not interested in losing this piece of land. Not when we're this close."

My stomach twists. I nod, say I understand, and close the call without another word. He has never explained why he is so set on this ranch, not when there are so many other ranchers we could talk to.

Part of me is wondering if his ego was hurt when the previous owner sold it to the brothers for less than my boss was offering him. The other part of me is certain there is a good reason, but it's above my pay grade to know it. 

The truth is, I'm starting to doubt if we are the good guys. Is any of this about helping people, or is it just profit masked in PR buzzwords?

My rent's due in five days. The electric bill came in higher than I expected. And Emma needs new shoes because she's growing like a weed. I stare down at the spreadsheet of properties and offers, wondering how long I can keep pretending this is all okay.

That's when my phone rings again. This time it's Candy.

"Hey! Just confirming you're dropping off the little miss around four?"

"Yep, I'll have her packed and ready. Thanks again."

"Of course. And don't forget you are going with me to the dance hall tonight."

I groan. "Candy."

Previously, she had discussed this idea with me. North will take Emma and their daughter, Holly, to Candy's dad's house for dinner and playtime since Candy's sister is home from school. It’s especially nice because Candy's dad treats Emma just like she's his granddaughter, and Emma eats it right up.

"Don't you dare try to wiggle out. I've already laid out your outfit. Figuratively speaking. You need to get out. Dance. Drink. Maybe make eyes at a handsome stranger."

"Pretty sure there are only twelve people in this town under sixty."

"And at least four of them are single cowboys. Come on, it's the grand opening. It'll be fun."

I hesitate. My body aches with the kind of tired that sleep doesn't fix. But Candy's right. I've been drowning in work and mom life for months. Maybe a night off wouldn't kill me.

"Okay," I say finally. "But if I'm awkward, you're not allowed to ditch me."

"Deal. I'll bring the liquid courage."

Hanging up, I glance around my kitchen again. There's a spot near the stove where the paint's peeling, and someone before me tried to patch it with floral wallpaper. It doesn't match anything else, and I used to think I'd cover it up eventually. But now I kind of like it. A weird little reminder that things don't have to be perfect to be home.

Still, I let myself dream for a second. Picturing a wide farmhouse sink, painted cabinets, and a porch that overlooks rolling hills instead of the neighbor's rusty trampoline. I picture space. Peace. Maybe even love, if I'm allowed to want that, too.

But that feels far away. Right now, I've got a kid to raise, a job to hold on to, and a town full of cowboys who think I'm the enemy.

Still, tonight I'm going to dance. Or at least try.

And maybe, just maybe, I'll remember what it feels like to be a woman—not just a mom or an employee or a ticking time bomb of stress.

Just me. For one night.








  
  

Chapter 3


Kassi





The music spills out of the dance hall before we even make it to the front steps. Lively fiddle, the rhythmic stomp of boots against wooden floors, and that unmistakable sound of a town trying to remember how to have fun. I shift uncomfortably in my jeans, which Candy practically threatened me into wearing, and glance down at my borrowed boots. They feel foreign. Like they belong to someone braver. 

"You're going to be fine," Candy says, looping her arm through mine as she drags me forward. She's practically glowing, all confidence and rhinestones. "You need this."

Inside, the place is packed. Locals line the perimeter, drinks in hand, couples already two-stepping as if they were born doing it. Which, to be fair, they probably were. The walls are strung with fairy lights and horseshoe decor, and the air smells like spilled beer and fried food. There's even a mechanical bull set up in the corner.

"This is something," I murmur.

Candy beams. "Told you. It's exactly what you need. Everyone is here for the grand opening. This is the perfect way to meet people."

She disappears a minute later, swept into a circle of friends and neighbors I don't know, leaving near the wall, trying not to look like I'm counting the minutes until I can leave. I scan the room for a familiar face, though I'm not even sure who I'm hoping to spot.

I step a little closer to the wall, taking it all in. People greet one another as old friends, their laughter bubbling over the music. A teenage couple spins too fast on the dance floor, collapsing into each other in a fit of giggles. Another woman with silver hair and a denim skirt dances with a boy no older than ten, matching his steps perfectly. It's warm and messy and full of life.

Sometimes snippets of conversation float past. Something about calf prices going up. Someone else whispers about a secret engagement. It's the kind of gossip that belongs in towns like this—sweet, sometimes sharp, but never truly cruel. Near the band, I catch sight of a man kneeling to propose. His girl is crying and laughing at once as she nods yes. The entire dance hall erupts into cheers.

For a heartbeat, I feel like I'm on the outside of a snow globe, watching a scene too perfect to touch. And I wonder if I'll ever feel like I really belong in a place like this.

"Not a dancer are you?"

The voice is warm, smooth, the kind of tone that makes you want to spill your secrets. I turn and find a woman about my mother's age, with silver-blonde hair, kind blue eyes, and a welcoming smile. She's wearing a turquoise necklace that I swear my daughter would try to steal in a heartbeat.

"Is it that obvious?"

She laughs. "Only because you're hugging the wall like it might try to run away. I'm Janet."

"Kassi."

We shake hands, and her grip is strong, steady. I like her immediately.

"Well, Kassi, you're in for a treat. This place might be new, but it's already become the heart of the town. Everybody comes here to blow off steam. Dance a little. Forget the week. Even farmers and small-town folks need a place to let loose at the end of a hard week."

I smile, feeling some of the tension ease from my shoulders. "It's nice. Loud. But nice."

"You local?"

I nod, a little hesitant. "New-ish. Just a few months. Still figuring things out."

"That's how it starts. Before you know it, you'll be hosting potlucks and teaching the next generation how to two-step."

"I'll have to learn it myself first."

She laughs again, genuinely and warmly, then nudges me with her shoulder. "You've got the boots for it. That's half the battle."

We find a quieter corner by the punch table, and in the blink of an eye, we're talking like old friends. She asks about Emma, beams when I show her a picture, and tells me all about her daughter, who just got married, and about her three boys. One's in the rodeo circuit, one is still sleeping his way through Texas, and the other has been working on ranches around town since he was a teen.

"My oldest, Bear, he's the one keeping the other two in line. Stubborn as they come. Took after his daddy. But good-hearted. Smart. Fierce about what he believes in. He's the reason I sleep easy most nights."

She grins and leans in a bit. "Bear once drove an hour out of his way to fix a busted water heater for a neighbor who couldn't afford a repairman. Didn't charge her a cent. That's just who he is."

I raise my brows, impressed. "Sounds like a good guy."

"He is. Rough around the edges, but honest. And loyal. I always say, if you've got Bear in your corner, you've already won."

I smile, letting her warmth settle around me, soft and comforting. "Sounds like you raised a good man."

She pats my hand. "I tried. Motherhood isn't easy, is it?"

"No," I admit, letting my guard down. "It's beautiful and exhausting, and sometimes it feels like I'm doing it all wrong."

"If your daughter smiles the way you say, you're doing something right. Just keep showing up. That's what matters most."

I nod, grateful for the quiet encouragement. Janet's eyes crinkle at the corners as she pulls a slip of paper from her purse.

"You should meet him, Bear. Even though he's got a few rough spots,  he's got depth. The kind you don't find in many men anymore. Here."

Before I can react, she scribbles a number on it and hands it over.

"That's his number. Tell him Janet said to say hi. Maybe the two of you can get coffee or something."

I take it, stunned. "Thank you."

"Any time. It's nice seeing a new face around here. Especially one that asks good questions and listens with both ears."

Tucking the number into my pocket, my mind is spinning. I don't know what I expected tonight, but it sure as hell wasn't this. I thank her again and excuse myself to the restroom, needing a second to breathe.

Splashing water on my face, I stare at my reflection in the bathroom mirror.

The number burns in my pocket, more than a set of digits. I close my eyes and try to breathe past the nerves fluttering in my stomach. This isn't like me. I don't usually take numbers from strangers or consider blind connections. Not with everything I have on my plate. Especially, not when I have Emma to think about.

But then I remember Janet's warmth. The way she talked about her son with pride and affection, not just like he was good-looking or successful, but like he was someone who stood for something. That kind of character is rare. And it's been a long time since I let myself even wonder what it would feel like to talk to a man who's more than just surface-deep.

I tell myself I shouldn't. That I have enough chaos in my life. That the last thing I need is another variable. But I don't throw the number away either.

Maybe it's loneliness. Or maybe it's hope, flickering faintly in a dusty corner of my chest. But I press the paper deeper into my pocket and hold on to it.

Bear.

I don't know what I'm going to do with his number.

But I know I'm not throwing it away.

When I step back into the main room, Candy is immediately by my side. She raises an eyebrow and bumps my shoulder with hers.

"That looked like a serious conversation. New friend?"

I shrug, trying to play it cool. "Just a nice lady. Janet."

"She give you that look like she's about to set you up with one of her sons?" Candy teases.

I press a hand to my pocket, feigning innocence. "Maybe."

"And? You gonna call him?"

I glance around the dance hall again, at all the people laughing and dancing as if they've lived here forever. Then I smile, just a little. "I haven't decided yet."

Candy smirks and links our arms again. "Well, decide after one more drink. And maybe a dance. Come on, Kassi. You're not getting out of this night without a little fun."








  
  

Chapter 4


Asher





I'm hauling a busted fence post out of the ground when my phone buzzes in my back pocket. It's early evening, and the last streaks of sun are dragging shadows across the pasture. Sweat drips down my back, and my hands are covered in dirt, but I pull off one glove anyway to check the screen. 

Unknown number.

I start to ignore it, like I do most numbers I don't recognize, but then I remember my mom calling this morning, telling me she met a lovely girl at the dance hall and gave her my number. I tap the message open.

Unknown: Hey Bear. This is Kassi. I met your mom last night at the dance hall. She gave me your number. I hope that's okay.



Staring at the screen, my heart slows down and speeds up at the same time. Kassi. There's no last name, but I don't need one. I know who she is. The second I read it, I knew.

She doesn't know who I am.

Mom gave her my number, thinking she was doing me a favor. Called me Bear, like she always does. Kassi must not have put it together. Which means I've got an opportunity most men don't get.

A clean slate.

Or a test.

I lean on the fence post and stare across the pasture toward the barn. Phantom's out there grazing, tail swishing like he's got no concerns in the world. That horse probably thinks we're friends now. He showed up again this morning, nuzzled my pockets until I gave him the last half of my granola bar.

I look back down at the phone.

She's texting me. Voluntarily.

After all the hard stares and clipped conversations and that absolute storm of a showdown here at the ranch, she's texting me not knowing who I am.

I should tell her.

I almost do.

My thumb hovers over the screen, and a dozen versions of a confession run through my head. But none of them feels right.

Because the second I tell her the truth, this fragile little moment we're having shatters.

And for once, I don't want to be the guy who shatters something good.

Still, it feels wrong. Keeping quiet. I hate secrets. I hate the way they twist things up and make everything harder later. But there's a selfish part of me that wants just one honest connection that isn't immediately laced with land disputes and family pride.

And I can't help but wonder if I'm projecting all my frustration about the developers onto her. Maybe she's just trying to get by. Or she doesn't even realize the damage she's part of.

I tell myself it's just a conversation. Just a few texts. Nothing permanent. But deep down, I know it's more than that.

Instead, I thumb out a reply.

Me: Hey Kassi. Nice to meet you. You caught me off guard there. I wasn't expecting any introductions from my mom.



I hit send before I can second-guess myself. Then, I save her number in my phone.

Her response comes quickly.

Kassi: She said you were single and too stubborn for your own good. Figured I'd say hi. I'm new to town and not great at this sort of thing.



I huff out a laugh. That sounds like my mother. And it sounds like Kassi, too. Honest. A little unsure. A whole lot braver than she probably gives herself credit for.

I type back.

Me: I'm not great at it either. But hi back.



There's a pause. Long enough, I figure maybe she regrets it. Then another ping.

Kassi: You always this charming? Or just when strangers text you out of nowhere?



I grin. She's got bite. That's something I've always liked about her, even when she was showing up at my ranch in those fancy shoes with that city-girl attitude, talking about modernizing everything.

Even when she made me want to argue with her to keep her talking.


Me: Sometimes. Depends on the stranger.


Kassi: I consider myself lucky then. 




I lean against the post, my task forgotten. The sun dips a little lower, and the sky's turning into that kind of bruised blue that makes you want to slow down and breathe it all in.

I should tell her who I am.

But I don't.

Because as much as I don't trust her employer, and as much as I hate what she represents with that clipboard and those fake promises, I can't help the way something inside me eases when she texts again.

Kassi: So, what kind of name is Bear?



I rub the back of my neck.

Me: Old nickname. My mom calls me that because I used to hibernate every Saturday morning as a kid. Then when I grew fast as a teen and bulked up for football, they started using the name and it just stuck.



I shift gears and walk toward the stables, stopping to toss fresh hay into the trough. Phantom lifts his head and trots over, nuzzling my shoulder before burying his nose into the pile. I give him a pat and grab a water bucket to fill. As the hose kicks to life, my phone buzzes again.


Kassi: That's cute.


Me: Don't tell anyone. I have a reputation to maintain.




Her reply comes with a laughing emoji. I never thought I'd be the kind of guy who smiles at a cartoon bubble on a phone screen, but here we are.

Pocketing the phone, my hands are working, muscle memory taking over, but my mind is still on her.

Kassi.

The first time I saw her, she pulled up to the ranch the day we moved in, waving the developer’s first offer like it was a welcome basket. She was nice and much too sweet to be working for sharks like them. I instantly hated everything she was trying to do, but I felt protective of her, too, because I have a feeling the developers are using her as a pawn in their plan without her even knowing. 

Now she's texting me.

Maybe she thinks I'm just a quiet guy named Bear. Some cowboy she might have coffee with. Maybe she thinks she can forget what side of the fence we're both standing on.

I know better.

But I don't stop texting. 

Me: What do you do, Kassi? 



I ask, like I don't already know.


Kassi: Consulting. Mostly infrastructure development. I help towns attract funding and investors for revitalization projects.


Me: That's a mouthful.




I duck into the tack room to grab a lead rope and coil it lazily over my arm, just for something to do. My phone buzzes again.

Kassi: Yeah. It sounds fancier than it is. Mostly, I juggle spreadsheets and pray I don't burn dinner for my daughter and me.



I’ve heard talk of her daughter in town, but never gave it much thought. But now I picture her in the kitchen, with the kid doing homework at the table, and Kassi trying to cook and work at the same time. I remember how tired she looked last week when she left the ranch. Not weak. Just worn out in a way I know too well.


Me: Single mom?


Kassi: Yeah, part of the reason we moved to Walker Lake was that this job would support both of us.




I can understand doing right by your kid. My parents always put us kids first, and I've never been so grateful. 


Me: How old is your daughter?


Kassi: Seven going on thirty.


Me: She sounds like a handful. You got any time for yourself?




She replies with a picture of a glass of wine and a single lit candle next to a stack of paperwork.

Kassi: This is about as glamorous as it gets.



I laugh and type back.

Me: You're living the dream.



I walk the barn making sure everything is put away for the night, my boots thud against the dry earth, and a hawk circles above. The day's work still hums in my shoulders, but my mind's not on ranch chores. It's on her.

Kassi: You know it.



Another pause. Then.


Kassi: What about you? What do you do when you're not charming strangers?


Me: Ranch work. Early mornings. Long days. Broken things to fix and animals to feed. Not a lot of mystery there.


Kassi: That sounds exhausting. And kind of wonderful.


Me: It is.




I glance up at the sky again. That last stretch of gold light is just about gone.


Me: You like horses? 


Kassi: I do. My daughter's obsessed. We've been watching barrel racing videos all week.




Before I think twice, I type back.

Me: I might know a horse who needs a new friend.



I watch the dots on the screen bounce for a second.


Kassi: That sounds suspiciously like an invitation.


Me: Maybe it is.




She doesn't answer right away.

My phone buzzes again just as I finish stacking the tools in the back of the truck.

Kassi: You seem familiar.



My stomach tightens. I stare at those three words as if they might rearrange themselves. But they don't.


Me: Do I?


Kassi: Yeah. Have we met?




Right now, I should tell her. Go ahead and confess, then brace for the fallout. But I'm not ready to stop talking to her with no walls between us. 

Me: Maybe in another life.



She sends back a smiley face. That's it. And I let myself breathe again.

I don't know how long this little illusion can survive. And when she discovers who I really am… the truth scares me more than I want to admit. But right now, she's texting me. For the first time in a while, I'm not thinking about broken fences or developer threats or whether this town is about to get swallowed whole.

I'm thinking about her.

Finn's truck rumbles up the driveway and kicks up a trail of dust. A minute later, he hops out and saunters over, catching sight of the phone still in my hand.

"Well damn, Asher. You're smiling at your phone like a teenager. You sexting or shopping for bulls?"

I roll my eyes and shove the phone into my back pocket. "Neither. Go bother Zach."

Finn leans against the tailgate of my truck, arms crossed, grinning. "Don't think I've ever seen you grin at a screen. Who is she?"

"No one," I say too fast. Then softer, "Just someone new."

He lifts an eyebrow but lets it go. "Alright, cowboy. Keep your secrets. Just don't let her be a spy for the developers, or I'll be really pissed if I have to take a pitchfork to her boss."

I snort. "Noted."

Finn heads toward the barn, and I stay behind, watching the sunset and pulling out my phone again. One more message from Kassi blinks up at me. 

Kassi: Thanks for texting back. Tonight made my day a little better.



I smile, thumb hovering over the screen. Then I type back.

Me: Mine too, Kassi.



And I mean every word.
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