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Chapter 1: Ben




Ipull my hat off, run my forehead across my sleeve to wipe away the sweat, and stick my hat straight back on. 

The sun bakes down with such intensity that I instantly start sweating again, but I can’t keep wiping my face every other second.

Sweat glues my shirt to my back and shoulders, but I won’t get a chance to change it anytime soon.

My brothers are all dripping with sweat, too, but we just have to keep going.

We hike up the hill, spread out to surround the cattle herd, and start swinging our ropes to drive the cattle in front of us. 

We would normally do this on horseback, but we don’t want to risk the horses by bringing them out in this heat. They’re safer in the barn.

It’s a lot harder to drive a full herd of cattle on foot when there are so few of us left at Turning Point Ranch.

Wade, Chuck, Hank, Nathan, Nolan, and I are the only men who still live here.

Ethan is here helping us out because we’re so short-handed, but it still isn’t enough.

Neither Gabe nor Jake can break away from their own ranches to come help us.

Ethan’s ranch, Hollow River Hill, has a few low-lying wooded creek bottoms. He’s keeping his cattle there until the heatwave breaks, so he doesn’t have to worry about them as much as we do.

The cattle don’t respect men on foot, either. Some of the steers stand their ground and snort at us instead of getting moving.

Chuck and Ethan storm up to the cattle, glare at them, and bellow extra loudly. Ethan even smacks some of the steers with his rope to get them moving.

We have to walk in an extra wide formation to make sure none of the cattle go the wrong way. They don’t want to move. It’s too hot, but they can’t stay up here without shade or water.

We march behind the herd. Things get easier when the cattle start trotting downhill toward the open gate at the far end.

It takes a while to crowd them near enough to the gate that they file out onto the Turning Point Ranch driveway. My brothers and I are all dripping with sweat and breathing heavily, but we can’t stop.

The cattle come to a place in the driveway where three pickup trucks block the herd from going any further. 

They turn off onto a side road. Then we have another two miles to walk into the creek bottoms.

All of us collapse in the shade as soon as the cattle trot under the trees. They drink from the stream and go back to grazing. They’ll be more comfortable here.

I fall over, sprawl on the ground, and take my hat off, but the trees don’t do much to lessen the heat. I’m burning up from the inside after all this work. 

Ethan sits down next to me and Chuck hands around his canteen for each of us to take a drink. We all need it.

Wade checks his phone far too soon. “We better get back up to the road and move the trucks. Cody Brinks will be here pretty soon to sign off on the cattle going to the slaughterhouse.”

“What’s the point in selling them at all?” Hank mutters. “They’re so bony the slaughterhouse might charge us to take them off our hands.”

“We just have to bite the bullet and take what we can get for them,” Chuck replies. “We can’t keep them. We barely have enough water in this drought to keep the herd alive. Let’s go.”

He walks up to me, grabs my hand, and pulls me to my feet. We have a long, hot walk back to the driveway, and this time, it’s all uphill.

At least we don’t have a bunch of steers kicking up a dust cloud in our faces. I keep my bandana down, but the sweltering heat doesn’t create a single breath of wind to cool my sweat.

We get back to the driveway. Wade, Chuck, and Ethan climb into their trucks just as another pickup rolls in followed by two big stock transport rigs.

The pickup is bright, cherry red. Cody Brinks never drove a truck like that before.

He’s an older guy with a huge white beard. He’s been Turning Point Ranch’s stock agent for as long as I can remember. He’s older than my old man, so Cody must be getting up there.

We all stop in our tracks when we see a woman sitting behind the wheel of the red pickup. It isn’t Cody.

Wade recovers first and waves to her. She waves back and my brothers turn their vehicles around. They drive off toward the ranch house and the stock agent and the rigs follow.

Nolan, Hank, Jack, and I catch up with them at the corral where the boys and I have penned up the cattle ready to ship off for sale.

The stock agent gets out of her truck, comes over to us, and bursts into a huge grin. “Howdy, boys. Long time, no see.”

“Well, I’ll be jiggered,” Jack murmurs. “If it isn’t the woman, the myth, the legend—Zoe Joplin.”

She laughs at him. “You haven’t lost your sense of humor, Jack.” She glances around and smiles at me. “Hi, Ben.”

“Hey, Zoe,” I murmur. “What brings you out here? We were expecting Cody.”

Her smile slips. “He had a stroke last night. He’s in the hospital—and he isn’t expected to come back to work. I just moved back to town and got a job with the same company, so I’ll be your stock agent from now on.”

“You’re catching us at a bad time, Zoe,” Wade tells her. “Our stock aren’t in the best shape—and neither are we.”

She smiles at him, too. “You don’t have to worry about that. Everyone in the whole valley is suffering in this drought. All the stock going in for slaughter are in the same shape. No one will think less of you.”

“That doesn’t help us when we stand to make half as much from the sale weight,” Jack points out.

She shrugs. “You’re right. There isn’t anything we can do about that.”

Wade waves to the corral behind him. “Well, feel free to take a look if you enjoy horror movies.”

She laughs again. “I like a good horror movie every now and then.”

She approaches the fence, leans her elbows on it, and my brothers line up on either side of her to look, too.

I stand back and I don’t look at the cattle. I can’t stop staring at Zoe.

She’s taller, curvier, healthier, and knockout gorgeous compared to the stringy tomboy she was in school. I should know. I dated her for three years in high school before she left town.

She wears her long black hair hanging loose, which is unusual in this business. Most women keep it strictly business. They make themselves look like drill sergeants in tight business suits that completely erase their femininity.

The only other option is that they doll themselves up to the nines with way too much makeup, bleach-blonde hairdos, and extravagant, revealing clothes. They look they’re working the streets instead of conducting business.

Zoe wears jeans, cowboy boots, and a normal plaid shirt. She actually looks surprisingly like Ava, but only from the neck down.

From the neck up, her lustrous black hair sets off piercing green eyes that shoot straight to a man’s guts.  I fell in love with her eyes alone. I never wanted to stop looking into them.

Now they smolder with a kind of seductive fire that only comes with maturity. She was a sweet, innocent, virgin farm girl when I knew her in high school.

Now she looks like some kind of demon enchantress dressed up as a country bombshell. She must have done a lot of growing up in the last few years to get like this.

She laughs so easily and she acts so easy-going with my brothers—and with me. She has a much more down-to-earth attitude like she really has seen enough to mellow her.

She, Chuck, and Wade discuss the situation with the sale. She offers half what the cattle would get if they were in good condition.

Wade looks at the ground when she gives him the number. “It’s better than I hoped.”

“I wish I could do more,” she replies. “Your family has a good reputation in this valley. This drought won’t affect your standing at all. As soon as the heat wave breaks and your stock come back up to their normal condition, I’ll put the price back up to where it was. We’re offering the same terms to everyone in the valley. It isn’t just you.”

“Thanks, Zoe,” Chuck replies.

She smiles at all of us and glances up at the ranch house. “This place looks as good as ever even with the heat wave. Your family is doing well.”

“We’re doing the best we can,” Wade replies. “What brings you back to town?”

“My husband is from Spokane. We both wanted to move back to the area to live closer to family. We were planning to move to Spokane, but we both wound up getting jobs here instead, so it worked out.”

“Wow, you got married while you were away,” Jack remarks. “Congratulations.”

She grins. “It happened a long time ago. You boys are just catching up on the news.” She turns away. “I’ll be seeing you around. I’ll send you through the purchase agreement once the stock get to the slaughterhouse.”

“Thanks, Zoe!” Wade calls after her.

She waves and smiles before she gets into her bright red pickup and drives off.

She leaves the two rigs behind. The boys and I are still working to load up the cattle long after she disappears down the mountain.

“Wow. Zoe Joplin,” Jack exclaims on our way back to the house. “I never thought we would see her again.”

Nathan bumps my arm. “Why didn’t you talk to her? You two were fated soulmates back in the day.”

“I’m not gonna talk to her—not like that!” I exclaim. “You heard her. She’s taken.”

“She looks like a supermodel,” Hank remarks. “She’s stunning.”

“She’s sweet, too,” Wade replies. “She always did have a heart of gold.”

“How do you know so much about her?” Hank asks. “Where do you know her from?”

“She was Ben’s high school girlfriend,” Ethan replies. “Zoe was in and out of the house for three years.”

“So what happened?” Hank asks. “You could be married to that right now, man.”

“She went to college, twerp,” I counter. “She was too smart to stick around here and marry a ranch hand. She had hopes and dreams and the grades to match. She was never going to stay up here in the backwoods with me. I always knew that.”

“So why is she only working as a stock agent?” Ethan asks. “She planned to become a doctor.”

I try to shrug it away. “I don’t know and it’s none of my business. She’s off the market. Sure, she’s nice and everything, but she’s just another married woman now.”








  
  
Chapter 2: Zoe




Ipull up my car into the driveway at Hollow River Hill Ranch and check the files on the passenger seat of my truck. 

Cody Brinks’s records on this ranch list the last livestock vendor as a Mr. Lance Richardson. Cody has been buying cattle from him for the last three years. That should make my job easier.

Everyone around here knows Cody. No one has a problem dealing with me as soon as they hear about Cody’s medical problems.

I get out of my truck and head for the house. I get halfway there when a beautiful black woman steps out onto the porch from inside.

She wears her hair in long corn braids down her back. She smiles at me with a big, rosy, apple-cheeked smile of pure radiant beauty.

“Hi!” she greets me. “Can I help you?”

“I’m Zoe Joplin,” I tell her. “I’m the new stock agent covering for Cody Brinks. Are you Mrs. Richardson?”

The woman only beams at me. “Oh, right. I heard all about you. No, I’m not Mrs. Richardson. I’m Ivy. I’m Ethan Ingram’s wife. You better talk to him about the stock. He’s right over there.”

I blink at her. Ethan Ingram—lives here?

I turn around and my world stops when I see Ben and Ethan coming out of the barn.

Ben is so much taller, stronger, and more attractive than he was in high school. He’s filled out and his skin has darkened from working in the sun all these years.

He wears his hair in shoulder-length dreadlocks. They suit him and make him look better than he did when he kept his hair short.

Ethan is much bigger and more powerful than I remember, but he has a brutal, serious, almost glaring quality.

Ben has the same soft brown eyes and gentle, almost angelic good looks I remember from high school.

My heart flips at the sight of him. I sure did love him back then. I thought we would get married and live happily ever after.

Then my ambitions to become a doctor collided with his determination to stay at Turning Point Ranch to help his brothers run the Crenshaw family’s growing operation.

Wade, Chuck, and Ethan had already graduated from high school and were taking over the ranch from their father, Tom. 

Ben and Nathan were best friends. They both knew they would stay, too.

It never crossed my mind that I wouldn’t go to college. My parents, teachers, and every other adult in my life all assumed I would go to college.

Ben and I never talked about whatever future we might have had after high school. He never questioned that I would go to college. He wanted me to.

Neither of us really realized what it would do to our relationship until it actually happened.

I was so naïve then. I didn’t look back even once to think I might have walked away from the man of my dreams. He wasn’t the man of my dreams then. He was just a guy I dated in high school.

All the girls wanted to date the Crenshaw boys back then. The girls considered dating one of them a massive achievement.

It was never like that between me and Ben. We just fell into it because we liked each other. 

Our relationship was more like friendship even though we made out and held hands all the time. He took me home to have dinner with his family all the time.

We were still too young even to think about having a future together. It was just something we did while we were in high school. 

Now all that history lies rotting away in the distant past. I’m not the same person anymore and neither is he. I can see that just by looking into his eyes.

He’s older, more mature, more serious, and more reserved. He’s quieter. 

The old Ben would have flirted with me when I showed up at Turning Point as the Crenshaws’ new stock agent. 

He just stood there and didn’t say a word. He let the others do all the talking for him.

All those distant memories come flooding back to me when I see Ben and Ethan coming toward me. They both look up, but I don’t see anything but Ben.

I’m a married woman now. Nothing can ever happen between me and Ben again—and that’s for the best. I’m happy with the man I married. 

I just can’t help but remember all the good times Ben and I had back then.

I get a powerful wave of nostalgia for the way I used to feel about him. I loved him. I said it then. I felt it then and I still feel it now. 

He’s a great guy. All the Crenshaw boys are pillars of good character.

All those high school girls didn’t know how right they were. The Crenshaw boys are solid as rock walls. Nothing shakes them. They’re always respectful, determined, and they always do the right thing. Their parents raised them right—every last one of them.

Ben and Ethan both slow down when they see me standing in front of them. A charge of tension passes between me and Ben. I don’t know how to deal with him.

Nothing will happen between us because, firstly, I’m married, and secondly, both Ethan and Ivy are standing right there watching us.

Ethan breaks the awkward silence. “Hey, Zoe. Where are your trucks? I thought you were coming to take my stock to the slaughterhouse.”

“You……” I glance back and forth between him and Ben.

Ben doesn’t say a word. He just stands there in silence.

“You….you own this place?” I stammer. “Cody’s records indicate the vendor is someone named Lance Richardson.”

Ethan nods. “He was the last leaseholder. He isn’t here anymore.”

“But….how are you…..?” My eyes dart back to Ben.

His dark, haunted eyes catch me in an undertow. I have a hard time looking away to concentrate on what Ethan is telling me.

“The landowner who leased to Richardson was our maternal grandfather—our biological mother’s father. He died without an heir and his will left his estate to any of his surviving blood descendants—so Hollow River Hill came to me and Ben. Ivy and I live here. Ben is just here helping me out for the day.”

I open and close my mouth a few times. This is the first time I’ve ever heard either of the Ingram brothers talk about their biological family.

Everyone in the whole Kootenai Valley knows about the Crenshaws’ adoptive sons. Everyone knows about it so well that no one needs to talk about it anymore.

My God! What the hell has been going on around here while I’ve been away?

Ethan reads my mind and points behind me and then behind himself. “My brother Gabe married Lucy Eastwood. They live over at her parents’ place over there—and Jake is married and breaking wild horses over at Iron Mountain around the corner there. So I’m sure you’ll meet up with them when you go over there.”

My hand flies to my head. “Holy crap! I feel like I’m in a time warp or something.”

Ethan laughs. “It’s been a while. Things change.”

My head shoots up and I stare at him when I hear him laugh. I can’t remember ever hearing Ethan Ingram laugh before—not ever.

He’s always so serious. I have seen him smile, but only very rarely. I know he does laugh. He just does it so rarely that I never noticed.

His seriousness is legendary around here, but it breaks instantaneously when he laughs like that. His face lights up and his eyes twinkle at me.

His smile makes him look as kind and considerate on the outside as I know he is on the inside.

He’s changed. He’s changed a lot. Now he’s married, too.

I can’t turn around to look at Ivy, but her presence brings the whole thing full circle. She’s friendly, open, welcoming, and easy-going. He must have warmed up a lot if he married a woman like her.

His eyes dart down to my empty hands. “Do you think you could bring in your trucks now? I have my stock ready to go. I would rather not keep them on the property any longer than I have to—not in this weather.”

“Oh! Of course!” I scramble to get out my phone. “Sorry. It’s taking my brain a minute to catch up with all of this.”

I walk back to my pickup while I make the call for the rigs to come out and pick up Ethan’s stock.

I find myself getting flustered around Ben. He watches my every move without getting involved in the conversation, not even when Ethan talks about him in the third person.

I call in the trucks. Then I have to hang up the phone and face the two brothers. “They’re driving in from Coeur d’Alene. They should be here in two hours.”

“Thanks,” Ethan replies. “I really appreciate it. We all understand things are choppy with Cody on the way out.”

My eyes dart back to Ben. “So…..if both of you own this place, why aren’t you living here, too, Ben?”

“The boys need him at Turning Point,” Ethan replies. “They’re already short-handed enough with the three of us gone.”

I frown. “But aren’t you working this place alone? Aren’t you short-handed, too? It makes no sense.”

Ethan only shrugs. “That’s just the way we’re doing it.”

I don’t understand this, but Ben’s continuing silence is really starting to unnerve me. “Show me your stock, Ethan,” I tell him. “As soon as I assess their condition, I’ll get out of your hair and you can load them into the rigs.”

He leads the way to a corral behind the barn. Ben follows us, but he stays as silent as ever. This really isn’t like him at all. He was so chatty and flirtatious back in high school.

I stop when I see the corral full of steers. “I see why you want to get them off the property. They can’t stand out here in the sun like this.”

“Their condition is nothing to write home about,” Ethan tells me. “I just need to move them off to conserve resources for the stock I have left.”

“Of course. I understand.” I take one look over the fence. “These are no worse than the stock at Turning Point. I’m prepared to offer you the same price I offered Wade.”

Now it’s Ethan who lowers his eyes. “Thank you. You’re too generous.”

“The company has a good relationship with the Crenshaw family. We want to keep it that way. You boys will bounce back from this. We know this isn’t your usual quality of stock. Just keep doing what you’re doing. This drought won’t last forever. I better get out of here. See you later, Ben.”

I skedaddle as quickly as I can. I shouldn’t let Ben get under my skin like this.

As soon as I get out onto the highway heading back to Coeur d’Alene, the memories come rushing back. He is such a sweet, caring, protective, funny, gentle guy. 

I didn’t know enough back then to realize how special he was—how special all the Crenshaws were. I thought everyone in the world was like them. I thought they were normal.

Then I left home and found out the hard way just how exceptional they are—how exceptional he is. I’ll never meet another man like him—and now he’s gone. 

He’s part of my past and he’ll stay that way for the rest of my life. No one has to explain that to me. 

His silence tells me loud and clear. Nothing can ever go back to the way it was.








  
  
Chapter 3: Ben




Icome out of the bank, turn a street corner, and nearly collide with Zoe Joplin coming the other way. 

We both rear back like we need to get away from each other. Then we both freeze and stare at each other for a second while we try to figure out how to deal with each other.

I finally mumble, “Hey.”

“Hey,” she murmurs. “Are you okay?” 

I nod. “You? Are you settling into town all right?” I frown over her shoulder. “What are you doing wandering around loose? Shouldn’t you be chained to a desk somewhere?”

She bursts into a huge smile. Glorious beaming light shines out of her eyes and cheeks when she smiles like that. “You’re still a jokester, aren’t you? My keepers do sometimes let me out of my cage to maraud the streets for fresh meat.”

I feel my cheeks burning. I shouldn’t look at her like this, but I can’t help it. “Nice one. I think you might have better luck at the sale yards.”

She glances around. “What are you doing in town alone? You aren’t here with your entourage of Crenshaw muscle.”

I find myself laughing. She’s always so easy to talk to. “The boys couldn’t leave the ranch, so they sent me by myself. We have a revolving line of credit with the bank to buy and sell our stock. They needed a signature to update the paperwork. That’s the only reason I’m here—and to keep tabs on you.”

She blushes again. “That’s sweet of you. I need someone keeping tabs on me.”

“Doesn’t your husband do that?”

She compresses her lips, but she doesn’t stop smiling. “He tries. What about you? Your brothers are all getting married. Are you seeing someone?”

I try to shrug that away. “I don’t really have time. We’re too busy on the ranch.”

“That’s a shame. Your sister-in-law seems really nice.”

“She is. She’s perfect for Ethan. He’s a completely different person now.”

She nods. “I noticed that. He seems really happy. I can’t remember him ever being this happy.”

“He hasn’t been. She brought him back to life. I couldn’t ask for a better woman for him.”

She cocks her head to study me extra closely. “You could have someone like that.”

“Maybe. What about you? How’s married life treating you?”

She glances behind her. “Where’s your truck? I could walk you back there if you want.”

I say, “Okay,” and we take off walking down the street side by side.

This feels like old times except that it doesn’t. I would have tried to get close to her before. I can’t do that now—and I don’t want to.

I would never lay a finger on another man’s wife. I don’t care who she is.

The fact that Zoe is so much better looking and so grounded and warm now makes it all too obvious that she isn’t the girl I used to know. 

She’s a completely different person, too. I guess we both are—which is why nothing will ever happen between us.

I can live with that now. I have bigger problems to deal with. 

“So spill the tea,” I tell her. “When did you get married?”

“Third year of college.” I look away. “That’s actually why I dropped out. My husband wanted me to.”

I spin around. “He made you quit college?! Why?! That was your dream!”

“He didn’t make me. He just convinced me that it was the right thing to do.”

“Why?!” I blare. “You staked everything on going to college.”

I don’t say it out loud, but the obvious question snaps into my mind. She left me to go to college. She threw away our relationship so she could become a doctor. 

So she sacrificed her dream for some dude? I should be furious over this—but I’m not. It doesn’t change anything.

“We both want a family,” she goes on. “He convinced me there was no point in me going to medical school and then doing an internship and residency if I was only going to wind up quitting to stay home with the kids. The alternative was to put them in daycare from the time they were tiny babies and I didn’t want that—so I dropped out.” She looks away. “That seems like a long time ago. It seems like a different lifetime.”

“Wow,” I breathe. “I thought you would become Surgeon General or something.”

She laughs. “I guess it wasn’t meant to be. What about you? Why aren’t you working at Hollow River Hill with Ethan? I’m sure he needs you as much or more as the boys need you at Turning Point.”

I find myself staring into the distance when I nod. “Yeah, he does. I guess I don’t really know where I belong anymore. Losing Ethan hurt me a lot. It hurt me worse than losing my parents because Tom and Camille were always there. I lost a piece of my own flesh when Ethan moved away—and yet I see him all the time. He always comes over to Turning Point to help us work or for him and Ivy to share family dinners with us. I’m always going over to Hollow River Hill to help him out. If he needs someone, Wade and Chuck always send me. I’m still not sure where to go or who I owe a bigger obligation. I guess I’ll get used to it in time and maybe I’ll figure it out.”

We come to my truck just then and stop on the sidewalk to face each other.

She studies me with her head on the side. This is the most serious I’ve seen her since she came back to town.

“It’s really good to see you again,” she remarks. “I missed you—a lot.”








