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​Chapter One
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Matt Henney pulled up in front of the newly finished ranch house.  He slammed the door of his pickup and breathed in the fresh spring air, taking in the woods and canyons in the distance.  Behind the canyon, snow-capped mountains set the backdrop to what he would now call home.  The snow was melting, and summer wasn’t far away.  Every tense muscle in his body loosened as peace settled in.  Of all the places he’d been in the world, he felt most at peace in Utah.  Mountains, canyons, deserts, heat, and snow could all be found within its borders.

He looked around the vast property.  He finally had the stake he needed to buy into his friends’ business.  No more traveling.  No more open roads.  No more scraping together every penny.

His gaze wandered off into the distance toward the canyon, far past where the ranch house stood.  The cabins, horse trails, barns, and stables were quiet.  He could see horses and cattle grazing.  The Waters Ranch was a combination working ranch and retreat that was open year-round to guests, but the start of the busy season was still a month away.  Guests could enjoy the luxurious hotel or rent one of the many guest cabins with the canyons and mountains in the background.  They could go climbing, hiking, camping, or horseback riding.  From the working ranch side, there was a small herd of cattle, goats, and chickens.  The vast fields and orchard grew a variety of fruits and vegetables.  Matt was content doing whatever was needed, whether it was working at the barns or taking guests out. 

He turned to the house as the screen door opened.  Allie Waters came down the four stairs of the porch and launched herself at him.  Her strong arms held him tight as he caught her up.  “I can’t believe you’re finally here.”

A tall, dark-haired man followed at a slower pace.  “She was worried you might not make it before dark.”

Matt hugged his other friend.  He and Jeremy Waters had been friends since childhood.  “I wanted to see the sunset.  Nothing like it on Earth.”

Allie hugged him again.  “It’s so good to see you.”

Matt set a hand on Allie’s stomach.  When she’d told him she was pregnant, he’d been thrilled for her.  They’d been friends since they’d served as medics in the army.  When Matt had brought Allie home for a visit while on leave, Jeremy had taken one look at her and had fallen in love.  It had amused him to see his ladies’ man best friend become tongue-tied around the forceful Allie.  Allie hadn’t been particularly interested in marriage, but time and patience had worn her down.

Matt followed his friends inside, thinking about how different they were, yet how they complemented each other.  Jeremy was much taller than his five-foot-eleven frame and dwarfed his five-foot-five wife.  Jeremy’s hair was almost black, whereas Allie’s was shades of brown and red.  Allie was the spitfire; the one who would always tell you exactly what she was thinking.  Jeremy was just as forceful but did it in a quiet way.

“I see you two have been busy.  Last time I saw this place, it was still bare drywall.”  Matt gazed around the now-completed space.  The open space was painted in light desert colors but filled with lush plants.  The oversized glass windows and skylights brought the outdoors in.  The tile floors were a jarring turquoise but somehow fit the space.

Allie settled her palms across her full belly.  “Who knew Jeremy was so good at interior design?”

Jeremy came up behind her, wrapped his arms around her, and his hands settled on top of hers.  “One of us had to be.  Matt, your new trailer arrived last week.  We’ve got it all up and running for you.”

Allie had wanted him to build a house on the property, but Matt had declined.  It wasn’t his land yet, and his money was better spent helping build up the ranch.  But neither did he want to spend all of his time camping, nor take up space in one of the cabins.  So, he’d compromised and let them hook up a trailer for him.

Allie leaned into her husband.  “Your furniture arrived, what little there was of it.  Jeremy ordered a few extra pieces, and I stocked the kitchen, though you’re welcome to eat with us.”

“How about a tour?”  Matt was impressed by the space.  It was homey, something neither he nor Jeremy knew much about.  They’d both been in the foster system and had grown up in the same home.  And while he had fond memories of his foster parents, neither he nor Jeremy were what you’d call home bodies.

Allie showed him around their finished home.  He envied his friends.  They had found each other and had built a business from the ground up.  Matt accepted the cup of coffee when they settled into the kitchen.  “It’s hard to believe what this place used to be.”

Allie inhaled the coffee before handing her husband his.  “We’ve hired more staff.  And with you finally settling in and buying in, we’ll have more groups going out.  Rock climbing is big business out here.  I’ll feel much better keeping Jeremy closer to home and letting you take the groups out.”

Jeremy finished his coffee.  “No rest for the weary.  Hope you’re ready, Matt.  Allie has a new stud arriving tomorrow.  Travis is going to take a new group camping at the mesa.  Mike is taking out a newbie group of rock climbers.  The renovations on the older cabins are finished, and we’re going to start listing them to rent.”

Matt rose and stretched.  “Wherever you need me.”

“Mmm.  First problem might be in your trailer finishing cleaning it up.”

Allie glared at her husband over her shoulder.  “Cut her some slack.  She’s trying.”

Jeremy released her and went to rinse their cups.  “That woman hasn’t worked a day in her life.”

Matt glanced at Allie’s pinched lips.  “Problem?”

Jeremy replied.  “Hope Whitfield.  The woman is useless.  Allie refuses to let me fire her.  She showed up here last month along with a dozen other women looking to get hired.  She had no job experience at all.  Allie felt sorry for her and gave her a job anyway.”

That surprised Matt.  Allie was a firm believer in hard work and earning your way.  She had to be tough leading a team of medics in the army.  “Going soft on me?”

Allie gave him a dirty look.  “There has got to be something she’s good at.  She’s a body, and she’s willing to work.”

Jeremy shook his head.  “I booted her out of the kitchen.  She couldn’t seem to manage taking reservations and answering phones.  Now she’s the slowest member of our cleaning staff.  The woman can barely make a bed.  The other housekeepers are complaining.  I’m going to assign her to the barn.  Because, Allie, if the woman can’t rake out a stall, then she’s gone.”

Allie relented.  “All right.  You made your point.  School is out soon, and we’ll have some new applicants.”

Matt yawned, the long trip catching up with him.  “Why don’t I go check out the trailer and settle in.”

Jeremy set a hand on Allie’s shoulder.  “I’ll take him.  You need to put your feet up.”

Allie lifted her mouth to his.  “Yes, dear.”

Jeremy kissed her.  “Come on, Matt.  Hopefully, she didn’t burn the place down.”

Matt followed Jeremy in his truck as his friend led him down the dirt and gravel road.  It took a couple of minutes to drive to where the trailer was nestled near some large boulders.  He grabbed his bag from the passenger seat.  “This is a lot nicer than I told you to get.”

Jeremy agreed.  “It is.  But Allie said there was no way she was letting that eyesore of a trailer you picked out anywhere near her property.”

The trailer was single-wide, but from the length of it, it likely had a couple of bedrooms.  A large window, along with smaller windows, ran the length of the trailer. A small deck held a table and chairs, as well as a grill, and there was a large fire pit nearby.

“Allie wanted to be sure you stuck around.  And she said to think of it as a retreat when you come back from taking a bunch of greenhorns camping or climbing.”

Matt opened the door and took in the space.  There was a large kitchen to the right with plenty of cabinets, full-size appliances, and a small island.  To the left, there was a full living room, a massive television, an empty bookcase, a couch, and a wood-burning fireplace.  There was a short hall that led to three doors.

Jeremy let the screen door shut behind him.  He called out, “Ms. Whitlock.”

A woman came from the back room, rubbing her palms on her khakis.  She was about Allie’s height, with chin-length auburn curls around an oval face.  The pants were loose on her frame, the dark blue polo shirt tucked in.  The clothes were baggy, but he could see hints of curves underneath.  She was pretty enough, but he agreed with Jeremy.  There wasn’t much to her, and she didn’t appear sturdy enough to tackle the jobs on a retreat or ranch this size.  She didn’t look like she could weed a vegetable garden.

Her voice was soft when she spoke.  “I finished up.  The bed is made up, and I washed the bathroom down.  I made sure everything was stocked in the kitchen like Mrs. Waters asked.”

The woman’s turquoise eyes glanced at him.  He could tell from the expression on her face that she was nervous.

Jeremy poked his head into the bathroom and bedroom.  “All right.  You can go.  We’ll talk tomorrow.”

Turquoise eyes once again held his.  It was disconcerting.  The anxiety had faded, and there was nothing else in her gaze, not even relief that she could go.  She quickly brushed past the two men and was out of sight by the time he went to the window.  “Not much to her.”

“No.  Allie took a shine to her.  No clue why.  Allie swears she knows her.  But she doesn’t recall knowing a Whitfield or a Hope.  But I don’t have time, and neither does the rest of the staff, to tolerate someone who can’t pull their weight.”

Matt tossed his duffle bag next to the couch.  “Can’t or won’t?”

Jeremy scrubbed a hand over his face.  “Can’t.  I can’t put my finger on it, but there’s something wrong with her.  The only reason I haven’t fired her yet is that she puts in the hours.  She works hard.  It’s just that nothing seems to get done.  I don’t know.  For Allie’s sake, I hope she can handle a rake, feed bags, or something.  I will have to let her go.”

Matt dropped onto the sofa.  “Why don’t I show her the ropes tomorrow?  It’s been a while since I’ve worked with the horses.  Worse case, she can clean up after the goats.”

Jeremy just shook his head.  “In addition to the goats, Allie got a pair of alpacas.  She also got some sheep.  At the rate we’re going, we could open a petting zoo.  I didn’t mind the cows and goats.  The small farm Allie runs over on the east part of the property makes her happy.  Milk and cheese fetch decent prices.  Costly though.  The apple and cherry orchards had a good harvest last year, and we’re hoping for a repeat.  Despite the small oasis we have here, we’ve got the desert to the south and canyons and mountains surrounding us.  We’re blessed this land has plenty of water to sustain our operations.  Honestly, though, the sheep and alpacas are a bit much, even if they earn their keep.  Can’t say the same about Hope Whitfield.”

Matt saw Jeremy off and checked out the rest of the trailer.  The large king bed was met with approval and appreciation.  The bathroom was spacious.  It had a soaking tub and shower combo.  The double vanity was more than he needed but was nice.  There was a second empty bedroom tucked between the utility room and the master, though it would only hold a twin bed and a small dresser.  Maybe he would tuck a desk in there.  He didn’t own much and didn’t need much room.  This place was a palace in comparison to some of the places he’d lived.  But it afforded him privacy, a roof over his head, and a place to settle down.

It had taken him the last five years to finish saving up the stake he needed to buy into Allie and Jeremy’s business.  Allie had inherited the run-down retreat from her aunt on her mother’s side of the family.  They had wanted to bring him in years ago, but he wanted to be able to contribute to the operation, not just be an employee.  They were his best friends, and they understood his need to own something of his own.  He came during the busy summer season and spent the rest of the year in some of the coldest, harshest land out there, saving every penny.  He’d survived, but this time he was staying for good.

*  *  *
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Hope shivered as she poured the last of the jug of water over her head and rinsed out the shampoo.  The temperature dropped at night, but it was just as cold in the mornings.  At least this way her hair would be dry by the morning.  When she’d first arrived and had to start taking camp baths, she’d cropped her longer hair to her chin.  It was harder to control the shorter curls, but easier to wash and rinse.

She tossed a few more branches on the small fire as she blotted water out of her hair.  She combed it out as close to the heat as she dared.  She’d gotten good at camp baths and learned to use the least amount of water possible.  Water was scarce on this side of the river.  Her camp was surrounded by rocks and boulders, the lower level of the canyon surrounding the borders of the property.  The river was a good mile or more from where she sat.  Thankfully she was able to fill water jugs each night after work.  If she was lucky, she could sneak some food out, as well.  Tonight she had been cleaning the trailer, so she had missed dinner.  Her stomach growled, but she ignored it.

She sat for a while with her flannel nightgown wrapped around her legs and let the fire warm her.  The tarp she had staked into the ground kept the dirt and sand off her.  Her work clothes were airing out on a nearby fence, and she idly thought it was time to make a trip into town.  But not tonight.  Millions of stars lit up above her as she felt her eyes start to droop.  She yawned, knowing it was getting late, but too tired to grab her watch and look at the time.

Hope opened the flap to the tent she’d pitched near the run-down house.  After her first night inside the house, she hadn’t slept in it again.  Spiders, bugs, rats, and who knew what else had made what was left of the house their home.  She hadn’t intruded again.

“Ready for bed, Trixie?”

The massive dog raised her head.  She didn’t know a lot about dogs, but the vet who treated Trixie for a skin condition told her the dog was expensive. The vet’s best guess was that she was likely a purebred Boerboel, a type of mastiff.  Hope had been terrified the first time she’d laid eyes on Trixie.  But the poor dog had been abandoned and left to starve.  She had been so thin, her skin mottled, and her fur missing.  Once fed and medicated, the dog slowly healed.  She still had some scars, but the beautiful gold of her fur was now thick and healthy.

Hope doused the remainder of the fire and crawled inside the tent.  The dog followed her inside, and Hope zipped them in.  The dog lay down on the bed Hope had set up for her, and Hope climbed onto her air mattress.  The dog immediately began snoring, but sleep eluded Hope.  Her body was exhausted, but her mind wouldn’t shut off.

“We’ll talk tomorrow.”  That didn’t bode well.  Hope was surprised Jeremy Waters hadn’t fired her yet.  But Hope was desperate.  She prayed he would give her another chance to prove she could be useful.  Without the job at the Waters Ranch, she didn’t know what she’d do.  They were miles from a city.  Miles from a town, even.  Her car got her back and forth to work, and into town now and again, but it needed maintenance.  She simply didn’t have the money to put into it.  The oil change last month was all she could afford.

She rolled onto her side, pulling the sleeping bag higher over her shoulders.  By morning she’d be completely inside of it.  Hope wasn’t sure she was looking forward to the heat that would soon be heading her way, but it had to be better than the frigid temperatures she was currently experiencing.

She watched Trixie as she shifted to get more comfortable.  Other than feeding Trixie and giving her affection, the dog took care of herself.  When Hope came back from work each day, Trixie was still there.  Hope didn’t dare tie her up.  There were wild animals, and tethering the dog could prove fatal.

Burrowing deeper, Hope closed her eyes.  Matt Henney.  Now he was a fresh drink of water.  He was tall, likely around six feet, though he was a bit shorter than her employer.  His hair was too long, longer than hers, and the gold, wavy locks went past his shoulders.  The beard needed a trim but added to his rugged appearance.  His biceps bulged at the edges of his t-shirt, and his chest and shoulders were broad.  His eyes were a deep brown against his tanned skin.  He was older than her; she’d put him close to forty.  Fine wrinkles framed his eyes, but there was no gray hair at his temples, though a few sprinkled his beard and mustache.  Dark wash jeans worn through the knees hugged muscular thighs.

She’d heard from one of the women who worked at the retreat tell some other women that he spent his summers here.  He was a rock climber and survivalist.  He took groups hunting, fishing, and camping, as well as taking advanced climbers to the nearby canyons.  There was also a lot of feminine speculation about him.  Rumors were that he was single.  From some of the comments Hope had heard, even if he were in a relationship, that wouldn’t stop some of the women from pursuing him.  But gossip was that he was here to stay, and a couple of women were looking to be the first, or perhaps the next, Mrs. Henney.

He had a rugged appeal, and she wasn’t immune now that she’d seen him for herself.  She didn’t know what possessed a person to pit themselves against nature, though these past two months living outside had given her a new appreciation for those who did.  Give her a soft bed and a hot shower any day.  And what she wouldn’t give for hot running water.  The hotel she stayed in from time to time had tepid water at best.  But it had a coin-operated washer and dryer, the beds weren’t full of bugs, and the price was right.  And it rented by the hour, so she was able to get a room, have a nap, and wash her clothes before heading back to her “home.”

It was hard to remember what home used to be.  As a young girl, home was a two-story brownstone on the east coast.  She’d seen pictures but didn’t have real memories of it.  As an adult, home was a garish mansion on the West Coast.  She’d rather live outside for the rest of her life than ever set foot inside that marble entryway again.  

Hope curled up tighter inside the sleeping bag as she shivered.  She’d rather wear secondhand clothes than ever wear another designer suit.  In a rage, she’d tossed out every article of clothing, every shoe.  She’d had enough sense to sell the jewelry she owned.  She still had a few pieces left to sell for emergencies.  Likely the diamond bracelet would soon pay for her car.  But only if Jeremy Waters didn’t fire her in the morning.  She’d need that bracelet to eat and to keep Trixie in kibble if he did.
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Chapter Two
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Hope wandered into the barn after leaving her boss’s office.  Jeremy Waters had told her this was her last chance.  She either pulled her weight or she was fired.  When she realized she wasn’t fired, at least not yet, she promised him she’d work harder.  She couldn’t say she felt relieved that he was giving her one last chance; she had no illusions that she could do this job any better than the others.  But at least she would have another couple of days’ wages under her belt before he fired her.

Hope inhaled the familiar scent of the barn.  In her eyes, the horses were beautiful animals.  The horses that made the Waters Ranch home were working horses, not the purebreds she knew she had grown up around.  These horses were meant to take travelers up the long trails that wound into the nearby canyons.  Some could herd cattle, some could pull wagons, and others were saddle horses.  She saw two new horses out in the smaller corral.  She took a step closer to examine the larger of the animals.  This one was a beautiful black stud.  He no doubt cost a fortune and would sire magnificent horses one day.

A large man emerged from one of the stalls.  “Hope, right?”

She nodded and tucked her hands into her pockets.  She tried not to stare.  Matt had taken the time to shave.  The smooth lines of his jaw revealed chiseled cheekbones that framed a handsome face.  He’d pulled his hair back into a ponytail.  It should have looked feminine, but it did quite the opposite.  “Mr. Henney, correct?”

“Just Matt.  I don’t stand on formality.  Ever worked in a barn or with animals?”

Hope wanted to say yes, but honesty prevented her.  While she had recollections of being inside a barn, she had no memory of ever cleaning one or taking care of the animals that called it home.  “No.  But just show me what to do, and I’ll do it.”

Matt jerked his head and headed outside.  “Figured we’d start with the goats.  There’s a shovel over there, and a wheel barrel.  Just fill it up, wheel it over to the trailer, and dump it to be hauled out for fertilizer.  All there is to it.”

Hope was almost relieved when he went back inside.  The goats were in the pasture, but the pen they slept in was where Matt had left her.  She smiled at the goats as they bleated and romped around the grass.  Some played while others grazed.  She couldn’t recall goats in her past, but they couldn’t be so different from the horses, just smaller.

She pulled on the too-big work gloves left on the wheelbarrow.  She grabbed the shovel.  It was heavy, but not as heavy as she feared.  She got to work.  Filling the wheelbarrow was easy enough.  She had to work to keep her arms steady and had to use both hands to keep the shovel from tipping, but she got the hang of it.  She hummed a tune in her head as she worked.

She’d been out there more than an hour when Matt approached.  She tensed.  Then she was startled when he pushed a large cowboy hat onto her head and handed her a bottle of water.

“Take a break.  You’re going to need a hat to work outside.  And make sure you’re carrying water with you.  At least you’re smart enough to wear sleeves and pants.  But your face is getting burned.  Sunscreen is a must for someone so fair.”

Hope drained the bottle, not realizing how thirsty she was.  She didn’t own a hat, though she did have a mostly empty bottle of sunscreen somewhere.  She let him take the empty bottle from her.  “I didn’t know I was going to be working outside.  I’ll be better prepared tomorrow.”

Matt glanced around the yard.  “Looks good.  The goats are friendly, so go ahead into the pasture when you’ve finished emptying the wheelbarrow.”

Hope realized he wasn’t going back inside.  She didn’t want him watching her struggle with the bulk of the wheelbarrow.  She struggled to remember if she’d ever used one.  Certainly, she’d seen one used.  Pulling up the oversized gloves on her hands, she reached for the handles.  Matt quickly jumped behind her when she would have dumped it over.  She felt tears sting her eyes.  She couldn’t even maneuver the thing.  Her hands simply wouldn’t cooperate.

She felt the press of his chest against her back.  She could smell his cologne under the scent of sweat and horses.  His arms were firm around her.  She stiffened in his arms, and her breath caught.  She released her breath when Matt slipped around her and released her from the circle of his arms.

“I’ve got it.  Go inside the barn for a minute.”

She watched, feeling helpless, as he easily maneuvered the wheelbarrow, rolled it up the ramp, and dumped it.  The barn was a few degrees cooler, but her shiver wasn’t from a chill.  She kept the hat and work gloves on and waited for his decree.

He stepped back inside.  “Give me a holler when you finish the pasture.  I’ll load it up.”

She gaped for a minute, then realized he wasn’t going to tear into her.  Matt grabbed another bottle of water and pressed it into her hand.  She gave him a slight smile and practically ran out of the barn.

*  *  *
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Matt watched the swing of her hips as she rolled the empty wheelbarrow into the pasture.  She stopped when the goats swarmed her, and she took a moment to pet them.  She smiled when the alpacas rambled over.  She was comfortable around the animals, which was good.  People not familiar with them could get nervous when being that close.  The goats and alpacas were harmless, and once they realized she didn’t bring food, they ignored her.

He could see what Jeremy had meant about something being wrong with her.  She held the handle of the shovel close to the shovel end and bent to lift the load.  She was sure to have a sore back tonight.  But she’d managed to do the job.  Yes, it had taken her longer than it should have, but she’d tackled the task and did it as best she could.  There were no complaints about the smell or the task being menial.

He wasn’t sure if it was her balance, weak muscles, or something else that caused her to struggle.  As she held the shovel, her arms trembled and shook a little as she kept it flat while she lifted it.  He hadn’t thought she was going to be able to move the wheelbarrow, and he’d been right.  He’d stayed close to help, which she inevitably needed.

Matt went to the fridge and pulled out a bottle of water for himself.  He needed to cool off, in more ways than one.  When he’d wrapped his arms around her to stop the wheelbarrow from falling over, he’d felt the press of her bottom against him as she struggled to keep it upright.  She smelled good.  Lilacs or something in her hair.  She was petite, likely a couple of inches shorter than Allie, now that he’d had her pressed up against him.  But she’d fit up against him perfectly, her body conforming to the hard lines of his.

Silently cursing a bit at his unruly body, he finished the bottle and tossed it in the recycle bin.  No doubt it had been way too long since he’d enjoyed the company of a woman if that tiny woman made his body respond like this.  There weren’t a lot of women up in the northern parts of North Dakota where he’d spent the last six months.  There were a few women who worked the same jobs as the men, and a bevy of prostitutes.  And while he didn’t judge them for their choices, he had no desire to purchase their services.

He glanced back at Hope as she continued to struggle with the shovel.  She had stiffened up in his arms, her whole body rigid against his.  She hadn’t liked his arms around her, even if it was unintentional.  She had off-limits written all over her.  The retreat would be filling up soon.  Maybe he’d find some single ladies and try his hand at flirting.  It had been a while, and he hoped he’d remember how.

“How bad?”  Jeremy came up behind him in the shadows of the barn.

Matt realized he meant Hope’s performance, not his randy reaction to her.  “Not as bad as you are likely thinking.  She’s slow going, but she’s getting the job done.  I saw what you’re paying her.  It’s less than the others.  I’d say you’re getting a day’s pay out of her.  She seems comfortable around the animals.  I’ll have her fill the feed buckets once she’s done.  Frankly, I don’t think she’s strong enough to clean out the stalls.  But she can wield a hose, and I’ll show her how to feed the chickens and collect the eggs.  If you’re bent on keeping your wife happy, there are enough small things to keep Hope busy.”

Jeremy pushed the brim of his hat back.  “You’re staring at her, buddy.”

Matt knew it.  He didn’t have the desire to stop.  But something was nagging at him.  “I think I get what Allie meant about knowing her.  There’s something familiar about her.  I can’t put my finger on it.”

Jeremy shook his head at that.  “Not you, too.  Maybe she looks like someone you two knew back in your army days.”

Matt hummed.  “I don’t know.  Maybe.”

Jeremy left Matt to keep working.  Matt wasn’t a stranger to manual labor.  He was not a desk job type of guy.  He much preferred being outdoors.  Matt inhaled the scents of the barn and got back to work.

Matt heard his name called.  Hope was at the fence line.  “All done?”

Hope nodded as she absently petted the goat that was trailing her around the yard.

Matt took care of the wheelbarrow and then had her join him on a walk to the chicken pens.  Hope’s auburn curls stuck to her damp cheeks.  The hat was too big for her, but she managed to get most of her hair tucked inside.  His fingers itched to see if her hair was as soft as it looked.

Hope kept her distance from him.  Her legs were short but kept up with him as they walked.  She didn’t seem winded and seemed to be enjoying the breeze.

He indulged his curiosity.  “What city are you from?”

Her mouth twisted into a slight smile.  “Don’t I look like a country girl?”

Matt contemplated her for a moment.  Today she had on a pair of tight jeans and a button-up chambray work shirt.  “The clothes are right.  But the rest of you is wrong.”

Her brows furrowed as she took in that statement.  She crossed her arms protectively across her chest.  “I was living in Los Angeles for a while.  I wasn’t born there, but that’s where I spent eight years.  I was barely out of college when I moved there.”

Matt held in his derision.  “Let me guess, you wanted to be an actress.”

Hope stumbled a bit but kept on her feet when her eyes flew to his.  “Sure.  Why not?”

Matt shrugged as they got to the door of the pen.  He held it open for her.  “I don’t mind spending time on the couch watching television at the end of the day.  But not much is worth watching out there these days.  I certainly can’t imagine making a living off pretending I was someone else.”

Hope preceded him.  She was eyeing the chickens as if they might attack.

The chickens were a lively bunch, so he quickly closed the door behind them.  “Don’t feel bad, Hope.  I grew up in a city.  I just got out as soon as I could.”

Hope tugged the work gloves back on.  “So there’s hope for me?  For a city girl?”

Matt didn’t want to discourage her, though he sincerely doubted it.  Like Allie, she tugged something inside him.  He knew what it was like to not belong.  She certainly didn’t belong here, though she was trying.  He’d seen her this morning sitting by herself with a cup of coffee and breakfast before her shift started.  He knew she was waiting on Jeremy.  Other staff were gathered at the tables, laughing and relaxing before the beginning of the long work day.  She had been alone.  In more ways than one.

Matt showed her where everything was, and then showed her how to gather eggs.  She gripped the bucket with both hands, much as she had done the shovel.  It was an easy enough task, though a couple of the hens were as likely to peck you as they were to run away.  The gloves protected her hands more than once from an angry chicken.

Matt glanced up at the sun as she finished up.  “We should take a rest.  Come on, let’s go get lunch.”

Matt took the bucket from her.  She trailed behind him as they walked back to where they had come.  He offered her a ride back up to the mess hall, but she declined.  Shrugging, he let her be and headed back to wash up and get a bite to eat.

*  *  *
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Pretending to be someone else.  It struck a chord with Hope.  When Matt had asked her if she had gone to Los Angeles to be an actress, it wasn’t a complete lie when she said sure.  Her acting hadn’t been on the silver screen.  But she had been an actress.  A good one, as far as she could discern.  She had been whatever those around her wanted to be.  First her father, then her grandfather, then her husband.

And isn’t that what she’d been doing for the past two years?  Pretending to be someone else?  It wasn’t hard to do when you couldn’t remember who you used to be.  Or when you were whoever you needed to be in the moment.

She took the filled water jugs and put them in the trunk of her car.  She glanced at the mess hall where everyone was gathered to eat.  Her stomach rumbled.  She’d barely eaten her breakfast; she’d been nervous about meeting with Jeremy.  Knowing she wouldn’t be able to sneak back in later, she walked up the path.  The building was crowded.  There were at least a hundred people on staff.  The Waters would usually eat at their house, so she didn’t figure she’d run into Jeremy.  She avoided him whenever she could.  She spotted Matt talking to some of the horse handlers.  The retreat had guests, and the men would have spent the day taking groups out on walking tours.

Hope filled a tray and found a quiet corner, or at least the quietest one she could find in the filled room.  As she ate, she massaged her temples and tried to ease the headache that had formed behind her eyes.  She wasn’t used to working in the heat.  The hat had helped, but she was feeling a little dizzy.  She should have taken Matt up on his offer to drive her to the hall, but she had needed to fill her water jugs while no one was watching.  She knew Matt watched her.  She could feel his eyes on her back as she had worked.  She hadn’t wanted to show any sign of weakness, or that she was struggling to do the job he’d assigned her.

She unbuttoned the top buttons on her shirt and rolled up her sleeves, letting some of the air from the fans cool her down.  On her days off, she either went into town or spent time lounging under the large tree that hung over the old house like a looming monster.  The gnarled branches creaked in the wind.  There were nights she counted the creaks until she fell asleep.  It looked like a good storm would snap it in half.  It hung directly over the house.  When it finally broke, it would take the house with it.  It would be the best thing that could happen to the old house.  No one had lived in it for decades.  And as it stood, no one ever would again.

She finished her meal, trying not to be hurt when the women who walked past her mocked her.  She heard the things they said about her.  Lazy.  Useless.  Helpless Hope.  Probably sleeping with one of the bosses.  How else could she keep her job?  She tried to brush off the comments, but they hurt.  Not because they weren’t true, but because the women made sure she heard them.

“Thank goodness they put her somewhere else.  I can’t believe she’s still here.  The woman can’t even tuck in a decent corner.  Mira had to go back over all the rooms she cleaned.”

“At least she didn’t burn them down.  Denise said she burned an entire pot of chili.  Had to throw the whole thing away.  If Denise had her way, she would have taken it out of her paycheck.”

“I hear she’s stuck cleaning up crap from the goats and chickens.  About all she’s good for.”

The women giggled, glanced her way, and kept going.  Hope was aware they made sure she heard every word.  Face flushed, she tossed the rest of her food and put the tray with the others.  She headed to the ladies’ room.  She took a moment to dampen a paper towel and wipe off the morning’s sweat and grime.  She then locked herself in a stall and took a moment to get a grip.

It’s all you’re good for, Jaclyn.  You might as well earn your keep the old-fashioned way.

Hope closed her eyes and forcefully pushed back the memory of being grabbed by her husband.  Catty women she could handle.  The ugly snatches of memories that worked their way to the surface, she couldn’t.  This memory faded to black, the same as all the others.  She used the facilities and made her way back out.  She took the water bottle she’d grabbed from her car and filled it to the brim with lemonade.  She then snagged a couple of individually wrapped pastries and a banana and tucked them into the pouch she used as a purse.  She slipped out of the mess hall.

The rest of the day went okay, at least she thought so.  She had filled all the water troughs for a second time that day.  As the day grew late and the horses were brought back to their stalls for fresh oats and a graze in the pasture, Matt walked her through how to clean and put away the tack.  He took care of the saddles, but she was able to handle the rest.

Matt came out to meet her as she stood gazing out at the sunset.  “Not a bad day, huh?”

Hope felt her lips curl into a smile.  It had been a good day.  She’d done everything he’d asked her to do.  He hadn’t said anything to her about not being able to manage the saddles or the wheelbarrow.  “Not bad.”

Matt tipped the hat back on her head.  “Do you have a hat?”

Her smile dropped.  “I can get one.”

Matt pushed the hat further down on her head.  “Keep it.  I’ve got others.  And take this.”

Hope automatically took the round tin can from him.  “Horse liniment?”

“Works just as well on people as it does horses.  You’re going to be sore tomorrow.  It will help.  This one doesn’t smell so bad.  I’ll see you here first thing tomorrow.  Want a ride back?”

Hope tucked it into her shoulder bag.  “Yes, please.”

Matt started off and she followed him.  His large truck was parked a few yards from the barn.  He opened the door for her.  She stiffened when he helped her up into the cab but scooted in as he started to close the door.  She saw the old turn handle for the window and rolled it down.

Matt started up the old truck.  “Sorry, the air conditioning doesn’t work.”

Hope buckled in.  “I think this truck is older than I am.”

“What are you, twenty-five, twenty-six?”

Hope glanced at her face in the side mirror.  Freckles were prominent across her nose; her face was bare of cosmetics.  No sophisticated dressing.  Yep, all in all, she looked young.  But she didn’t feel it.  “I’ll be thirty-two soon.”

Surprise changed his features.  Then he shook his head.  “Yes, this truck is older than you are.  Older than me, but I’m fond of it, so I keep fixing her up.  Bessie and I have driven a lot of roads and a lot of miles together.”

Hope relaxed in her seat.  “Bessie?”

“Yeah, fits her, don’t you think?”

Hope thought of Trixie.  “Yes, it fits.”

Matt drove her to the lot where the employees parked.

“Just stop here.  No reason to drive me to my car.”

Matt stopped the truck, the idle loud as he watched her unbuckle her belt.

She slid from the seat to the ground.  It jarred her a little, and she was already feeling an ache in her back now that she’d stopped moving.  “Thanks, Matt.  And not just for the ride.”

Hope slammed the door, hoping he understood what she meant.  He’d been kind to her.  He’d shown her how to do what he needed her to do.  He didn’t pass judgment.  He didn’t get angry with her.  Yes.  It had been a good day.

She climbed into her fifteen-year-old Mercedes and drove back to her property.  She found it amusing that her car was nicer than his, considering she was essentially homeless.  Trixie barked in greeting.  Hope didn’t know what she did all day, though she left the door to the house open in case Trixie needed to get out of the heat.  Hope grabbed a gallon jug and filled the dog’s bowl.  She then filled the food bowl to the top before heading to the tent.  She had set up her tent on the backside of the house so no one could see her.  From the front of the house, there were roads in the distance.  No one came out this way.  There was no reason to.  But she didn’t want to accidentally attract attention.

Once Trixie was done eating, she came to sit by Hope.  Hope had stripped and washed.  Then she grabbed the can of liniment.  It didn’t smell bad, but it didn’t smell great, either.  But she slathered it on her lower back, her arms, and her hands.  Trixie sniffed her and sneezed.

Hope giggled and hugged the dog.  “I had a nice day at work today.  Let me tell you about my new boss, Matt.”
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Chapter Three


[image: ]




May flowers were blooming, and the retreat was full of guests.  Matt had settled in and was back from taking a group out camping for the weekend.  It had been nice, except for a couple of teenage boys who were hell-bent on mischief.  He’d checked the register, and the family was going to be here another week.  He sincerely hoped they found something to do away from the retreat for the rest of their stay.

But today he was officially off duty and had business in town.  Allie and Jeremy had already met with their lawyer and the bank.  Allie could have the baby any day, so they had not waited for him to come down to the bank to sign everything.  At the end of the day, he’d be one-third owner of the Waters Ranch.

He pulled the truck up in front of the bank.  He paused when he saw a familiar face.  Hope was digging in her purse and hadn’t seen him right away.  He took a step up onto the sidewalk.

“Good morning, Hope.  Day off?”

Hope stopped in her tracks; her eyes widened until she realized who was in front of her.  “I, ah, yes.”

Matt took her elbow and led her to the door.  She was stiff under his hand, but he pretended not to notice.  She was a tense little thing.  When they had been working with the animals together, he’d done everything he could to get her to relax.  But she was one high-strung filly. 

She murmured her thanks as she headed to the teller.  He kept his eyes on her until the receptionist got his attention.
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