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        Darling Ranch. It was a family name in this town, a family business and a family way of life.

        Over the past year, the place hadn’t felt like family, or home, and I was barely staying in business.

        My wife had died from an aneurism while pregnant with our first child. It happened one morning while I was out in the field tending to the animals. The doctors told me it wouldn’t have mattered had I of been by her side, the outcome would have been the same. Still, I beat myself up. My best friend and neighbor, Gabe Bentley knew this. He let me mourn my own way, but now he’s pushing me harder than ever.

        “What’s the rush?” I asked him one morning.

        “I’m being deployed. I need to know my sister and the farm are taken care of….by the only man I trust in this town…you.”

        I’d known the army was recruiting again but I didn’t know he’d been called upon. I also didn’t know Cadence was back in town. I really didn’t know if I could be the man, the friend, the rancher that he needed me to be.

        What I did know?

        No matter how much it pained me, I’d try to do whatever it took to make sure that I didn’t let Gabe down.

        Then I saw Cadence and for the first time since my wife died I actually thought I could heal. She made me feel alive, made the pain go away. So why did I feel so guilty? One minute I was longing to hold her, the next I was pushing her away, until I finally pushed too hard and sent her running.

        I didn’t want to fail my best friend, and I didn’t want to fail Cadence. We all needed our Christmas wish and I decided to do whatever it took to make sure we got it.
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        August 2022

      

      

      

      I wiped my eyes, blinked a few times, and looked at the clock. It was just before three and still dark outside. I sat up on the edge of the bed and stretched. I had to get down to the barn to check on the recent additions I’d added to the cattle barn from Jenkins ranch, plus I had two cattle ready to give birth anytime. It was going to be busy for the next few days.

      The mattress creaked as I shifted my weight. I stilled, careful not to wake Ella, who was sleeping soundly. She was almost eight months pregnant and hadn’t been feeling well for the past few days. She needed her rest, the last thing I wanted to do was wake her. I leaned over and reached for my jeans on the bedside table, and sure enough, that was when I felt the bed shift.

      I froze at the sound of her moan, hoping that I hadn’t woken her. I paused, almost afraid to breathe, as I waited to see if she was awake. Another small moan, and then I felt her hand on my arm. “Connor? What’s wrong? What time is it? Where are you going?”

      “It’s early, baby, really early. Go back to sleep. It’s not time for you to get up yet,” I whispered, taking her small hand in mine.

      “No, it’s okay. I’ll get up and get you breakfast before you head out,” she murmured, pushing the covers off her, trying to sit up.

      I softly smiled as I slipped into my jeans. “It’s okay, Ella. It’s nowhere near time to eat. Now, sweetie, go back to sleep and get some rest so you can finish growing that baby. Now, I’ve got to go move the cattle to the field and get the new cattle fed, then check on the two that are due.” Pressing a kiss to her forehead, I pulled the covers up over her again. “I’ll be a bit.”

      “Okay. I’ll have breakfast ready at six when you come in.”

      “Sounds good.” I pressed a kiss to her lips.

      I slipped into the small washroom off our room and quickly splashed some water on my face, thinking back to earlier this past month. Ella hadn’t been feeling well. She couldn’t pinpoint the problem, and that had me worried. The doctor assured us everything was fine and ordered her to get some extra rest until the baby was born, but Ella was stubborn. Since he’d told her to take it easy, she’d done the exact opposite.

      Deep down I knew she’d been doing too much, so I’d tried to help her around the house, but she wouldn’t hear of it. It surprised me she’d listened to me just now and had gone back to sleep. That alone told me she was exhausted, normally she’d have gotten up regardless of what I said.

      I came out of the washroom to check on her before heading down to the fields to find she was sound asleep again. I grabbed my jacket off the end of the bed and made my way downstairs and out into the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      As I finished moving the last of the cattle to the field, I drove back up to the barn and hopped off the quad in time to see two ranch hands heading into the barn. I let out a yawn and waved at them. I’d been out here for three and a half hours. I was cold, and my stomach let out a growl to remind me I still hadn’t eaten.

      Ella would have breakfast ready by now, I thought as I looked toward the house. I gave a couple of orders to the guys in the barn and then made my way up to the house. As I approached the back door, I heard the steady beeping of the fire alarm. I frowned, quickening my pace, and just before I climbed the steps to the door, I smelled burning bacon. I frowned. Ella was always attentive when she had food on the stove.

      I pulled the back door open and entered the smoke-filled kitchen. Immediately, I grabbed a towel and moved the cast iron pan off the gas stove and into the sink. I shut the burner off and opened the window then took the towel and furiously waved it under the smoke alarm, trying to get the noise to stop. Finally, it let up. I went over to the sink and looked at the eight shrived pieces of burnt bacon in the pan. “What the hell,” I muttered under my breath. The crispy sticks looked like they’d been in that pan for about an hour.

      “Ella?” I yelled, listening as I waited for her to respond. “Ella?” I yelled again. When I heard nothing, I threw the towel on the counter and made my way into the living room, then into the bathroom. She wasn’t there. I yelled from the bottom of the stairs, but again there was nothing.

      I tried to think of anywhere else in the house she might be. As I made my way back into the kitchen, that was when I caught sight of her slippered feet lying on the floor of the pantry. Panic filled me as I pushed the door open to find my wife on the floor, a jar of jam broken beside her head. “Ella?” I muttered, rolling her over to find her eyes wide open, staring back at me.

      I dropped to the floor, shaking her, but it did little good. She didn’t respond. I stared into her eyes, an enormous mountain of dread filling me, and swallowed hard. Then, with shaking hands,  I placed two fingers on the side of her neck, already knowing full well what I was going to find. The temperature of her skin told me all I needed to know, and I ripped my hand away from her, covering my mouth to stop my screaming.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        One Month Later

      

      

      

      I sat on the edge of our bed, looking down at the photo of us we had taken only a few months ago. It had taken me time to realize that my Ella was gone, and so was our unborn child. Autopsy reports had shown she’d had an aneurysm. I’d been filled with guilt that I hadn’t been there, but the doctor told me there would have been nothing I could have done, even if I had been right there. She ceased to exist in under a blink of an eye. Still, the guilt of not being there was eating me alive.

      “Connor.”

      I looked up from the photo and saw my best friend, Gabe, standing in the doorway to what had been Ella’s and my bedroom. I was thankful to have him. He’d stepped up and helped a lot over the past few weeks.

      “I went over everything with my guys. Everyone knows their jobs for the next few weeks. You can take the time you need to heal, without worrying about this place.”

      I nodded. It had been hell the last few weeks. Gabe had been my rock, as he’d always been. He’d helped with the funeral arrangements and with the celebration of life. I’d never been so thankful to have him by my side. However, yesterday, he’d found out his grandmother passed away. He felt bad that he had to abandon me, and I felt bad that I couldn’t return the favor and be stronger for him.

      “Thanks. I appreciate it. When are you heading out?” I questioned, placing the photo I’d been looking at back down on the side table.

      “Tomorrow.”

      I nodded. “What about your ranch? What about Cadence? She can’t possibly look after it all while you are gone?”

      Gabe looked at me and shook his head. “Connor, Cadence has been out with our grandparents for the past five years. Did you forget?” he asked, a frown lining his face.

      I looked at my best friend. Perhaps I had forgotten that his sister had left. After all, the last month had been a blur. I’d seen people at the wake I hadn’t seen in years, and now I couldn’t figure out who hadn’t been there. I was sure she’d been here. It wasn’t just things like that I’d forgotten. I was forgetting little things, like putting gas in the tractor the other day before driving halfway across the cattle field only to have it stall out.

      I frowned. “It’s been a whirlwind this past month.” I shrugged, not wanting to let on that I still wasn’t coping very well. I wasn’t sure why I felt the need to hide it. I was certain he already knew it, but I felt ashamed.

      “I’m sure it has. No need to worry. I’ll be back in a week. I have enough help at the house to make do, and you should be fine here now that I got three of my guys to help here.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered, looking at my friend’s saddened face. I felt helpless. Gabe had always done what he could to help me, and under different circumstances, I knew he knew he could count on me. “Have a safe trip.”

      “Thanks, man. Just get yourself some rest. I’ll be back before you know it.”
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        July 2023

      

      

      

      I ran my dirt-covered hand through my messy hair. Sweat poured from my brow, and I wiped my forehead with the sleeve of my shirt. It was hot as hell out, and I couldn’t wait to be done today. Without wasting any more time, I picked up the sledgehammer and began pounding another fence post into the ground. Fixing fences had been the chore for today. It was one field we hadn’t used since the storm passed through shortly before Ella died. It was also the field closest to the house, and we’d need it for winter.

      We needed it to be fixed and we also needed to repair the feed barn. I’d made do last winter, but this year, I feared the feed I’d begun storing would spoil if I didn’t get a new roof on it. Which only fixed my mind on other issues, like where I’d get the money.

      “Okay, guys, you can bring the wire up to here now,” I called, moving to the next post.

      Dropping the sledge on the ground in front of the next post, I made my way over to the back of my truck. Pulling my thermos from the back seat, I took a swig of the now warm water.

      The days were already beginning to get shorter, and soon you’d be able to see a hint of colour in the leaves. Cold weather would be here before I knew it, as it always was. I looked off toward my driveway. A trail of dirt rose as a truck drove toward the house. It wasn’t often we had visitors, especially now that Ella was gone. In fact, unless it was Gabe, visitors were non-existent.

      “Looks like someone is coming to see you, Connor,” Joey said as he fixed the wire on the post.

      “Yeah, I guess.” I shrugged, hammering the next post into the ground.

      “We can finish up here. Go on.”

      “Are you sure you got this?” I asked, turning to Joey and the other two young guys I’d hired to work for me since I took the place over from my father. They’d been here when I’d purchased the cattle from Jenkins Ranch, right after Thomas’s dad died. Shortly after, Ella and I married and got pregnant. Then we moved into the old farmhouse where we’d laid out our plans, and then ‘life’ stepped in and changed everything.

      “Yep, you can inspect it tomorrow.”

      “No need. I’ll come back out once I deal with whatever it is,” I said, leaving the three of them to continue with the job at hand. Climbing into my truck, I took off toward the house.

      As I pulled around beside the house, I noticed Gabe’s truck sitting in the driveway, and then I saw him wave. He was sitting on the porch looking a little distraught, which caused me to wonder what was wrong.  As I climbed out of the truck and made my way over to where he sat, I could see the tension in his face, in his body. Something was wrong, and it immediately set off alarms inside of me.

      “What is it?” I asked, climbing the steps of my front porch and leaning up against the rail. I wasn’t wasting time beating around the bush. I needed to know what was wrong.

      “Jesus, Connor, look at yourself. Clean yourself up.” Gabe chuckled, a smile coming to his face as he looked me over.

      I looked down at my dirt-covered jeans and shook my head. “How do you think a rancher should look? Definitely not like you.” Gabe’s family had owned a multi-generational dairy farm, and he had enough hands to look after his entire place if needed. I didn’t have the funds to even straighten up the place, never mind pay for any more help than what I already had. I could barely afford them. To be truthful, I was barely making ends meet. The bank had refused to lend me any more money until I paid what I was overdue on. I’d fallen behind on payments shortly after Ella had passed and hadn’t been able to get caught up.

      “Why, so I can look like you?” I chuckled, scratching my sweaty back against a beam that supported the covered porch.

      Gabe laughed. “What’s wrong with looking like me?”

      “Nothing at all, pretty boy,” I kidded. “What are you doing here?” I questioned, positive that it had to only be about nine in the morning. He should be on the farm, not out here at my place.

      “Well, I came to talk to you. Mallory called. She wants me to come into the city for a few weeks. I told her I’d only come out to complete our separation, but apparently, she now wants to talk things over,” Gabe said, using air quotes as he rolled his eyes.

      “So, she changed her mind about the divorce?” I asked.

      “I guess. I don’t know for sure. She was vague on the phone, along with a lot of tears.”

      “I see. How long are you going to be gone for?”

      “Well, I do not know how long this is going to take. Last she told me, she wanted a separation, so I gave it to her. Now, who the hell knows what she wants? Perhaps she has forgotten all the reasons she wanted one to begin with,” Gabe said, letting out a sigh.

      “I’d have told her you were busy. I mean, the woman knows you have a farm to run.”

      Gabe nodded. “Yeah, she does.” He hung his head. “Which is part of the reason she left. She couldn’t stand not being the centre of attention all the time.”

      I’d become cold since I lost Ella. Back when she was alive, there wasn’t anything I wouldn’t have dropped if she needed something. Now, the farm came first, that was it. There wasn’t anything else, or anyone. Besides, watching Mallory walk out on Gabe shortly after his grandmother had passed a month ago had pissed me off. She knew he needed her.

      “I need a favour, Connor.”

      “What’s that?” I questioned, feeling my stomach growl. I hadn’t had breakfast yet and was suddenly starving.

      “I need you to take care of things at the farm while I’m gone. At least check on things, make sure the work is getting done.”

      I chuckled. “Look, I’m a rancher, yes, but I know absolutely nothing about dairy farms. The horses I can easily look after, but you’re probably better to get your sister for this. Want something to eat?”

      I opened the front door of the house and made my way into my kitchen, with Gabe trailing behind. I pulled the pack of fresh sausage out of the fridge along with eggs and pulled a clean pan out of the pile of dishes that sat in the one sink.

      Gabe stepped into the kitchen and looked around. I knew he was judging me. He’d been doing it since Ella died. I wasn’t the best at keeping the place clean, nor did I care. Most nights I was way too exhausted to eat, never mind clean up the place. I needed a place to put my head at night. That was it.

      “No bacon?” Gabe questioned, sitting down.

      That question six months ago would have stopped me in my tracks. Instead I just shook my head. “Nope, and we aren’t getting on that topic again,” I replied.

      I still couldn’t stand the smell of bacon cooking after stepping into the house the day I found Ella dead. In fact, my stomach turned the second I even caught a whiff.

      “So, why can’t Cadence look after things? She should be back home soon.”

      Gabe met my eyes. “Like all the women in my life, she’s decided she isn’t coming back from our grandparents’. I tried to get her to stay when she was here for Ella’s funeral, but she refused. I tried again when I went out there a month later when Gramps died. I figured after Grams went, she’d be packing up, but now she claims she won’t return. She says that the farm meant too much to Grandma and Gramps. She doesn’t want to let it go.”

      I nodded, throwing the sausage in the hot pan. “At least she has her shit figured out,” I muttered, wiping my hands on my jeans. “You’ve got to give her that.”

      Gabe let out a laugh. “My sister does not have her shit figured out. That much I can tell you.”

      “Sure she does. She’s going to make a go of it out on the dairy farm at your grandparents’. That’s something.”

      “I know Cadence, and I know her well. She’s hiding from something. Something here,” Gabe replied. “I just can’t figure out what it is.”

      “Probably from her brother’s fucked-up ex-wife.” I chuckled, not able to help myself.

      Only Gabe didn’t laugh. Instead, his face turned serious, which made me stop laughing. “Sorry, that wasn’t called for.”

      “It’s fine. I know Mallory isn’t everyone’s favourite person. I also know she pissed you off when she packed her shit and left.”

      That was putting it lightly. They’d met at school. I, for one, couldn’t stand her, and I knew Cadence felt the same. She’d told me that many times. Mallory came from an affluent home on the outskirts of Willow Valley, and I’d told Gabe from the start that she’d never be happy with a farmer, but he insisted. Things went well for the first couple of years before Gabe took over his parents’ farm here. Then the trouble started.

      I quickly plated up the breakfast I’d cooked and carried both plates to the table, setting one down in front of Gabe.

      “I just need to know you can help me out for a bit. It won’t take much of your time, I promise.”

      “No problem. We can go over a plan on Monday,” I said, digging my fork into my food while Gabe did the same.
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        * * *

      

      I lay on the couch Sunday night flipping through the channels, debating whether I should just go to bed. Morning came early, and not only did I have the cattle to tend to, but I also needed to visit Gabe. I flipped a few more channels, wiped my hand over my face, and switched the TV off. I was just about to climb the stairs up to the bedroom when I heard a knock on the front door.

      I glanced at my watch and frowned. It was after nine. An odd time to have company, I thought, knowing few people from the town came out this way this late at night. Getting up, I walked over and opened the door to find Gabe standing there.

      “What’s up?” I questioned.

      “Got a minute?” he asked, running his fingers through his already disheveled hair.

      “Yep. Want a beer?” I asked, knowing from the look on his face that this was indeed a beer drinking situation.

      “Please.”

      I grabbed two beers from the fridge and brought them out to the porch, where we sat down. “What’s going on?”

      He twisted the cap off the bottle and, in one quick minute, downed half the bottle. “I did something kind of stupid,” he muttered.

      “Okay.” I took a long draw on the beer bottle, wondering what stupid thing Gabe could have done. I prayed Mallory hadn’t come back to town, and that they hadn’t fallen into bed together.

      “Mallory called, told me she changed her mind again. Told me not to bother coming out.”

      I chuckled. “Un-fucking-believable,” I muttered under my breath. “Let me guess, you confessed your love for her—yet again—and then begged her to take you back.”

      As much as I felt Gabe was like a brother to me, I absolutely hated seeing him so whipped by a girl that he’d literally beg for her to take him back. The bitch walked out on him when he needed her. That, in my book, would be where I drew the line. It irritated me when he told me he was going to talk to her. I’d told him time and time again just to draw the line, but he claimed it wasn’t that easy. I begged to differ, but then I’d never get into a relationship with a girl like Mallory to start.

      “No, I didn’t beg her to take me back. It’s worse than that. She went on and on the other day about how things would have been different had I stayed in the Army. I knew Ethan Alexander had invited his military buddies to do an enlistment call in Willow Valley a few weeks ago.”

      My eyes flew to my best friend. “Gabe, what the hell did you do?”

      He was quiet for a few minutes, drinking his beer, then he looked over at me. “I was feeling pretty low after the call with Mallory. Call it my moment of weakness. I miss her, Connor. Anyway, I had to go into town, and well, I stopped at the hall and may have enlisted.”

      I glued my eyes on him, not believing what he’d said.

      “I mean, it’s not like I’ve never been in the military before.” He shrugged. “I know what I’m in for.”

      “You did what?” I questioned, taking a large mouthful of beer myself. Gabe had joined the military when we’d been young guys, right after his mother had passed on. He’d been having a hard time coping. I could remember that Mallory was so proud that she was dating a military man. Anyway, he ended up leaving the Army because Cadence needed to go help her grandparents, and someone needed to help her father with the farm.

      “It was stupid, I know, but at the time it felt right. Everything has gone for shit. I needed something familiar back in my life.” He shrugged before taking another drink. “Plus, I figured, if it was needed, I could hit her back with the fact I’d gone back into military life. Sort of, I told you so.”

      I knew exactly how he was feeling. I knew how I felt after losing Ella; he didn’t need to explain it. Hell, I’d grasped at everything for a while. “I get it. You feel lost. However, you have something familiar. What about the farm?” I asked, meeting my friend’s eyes. “Besides, who the fuck cares what she thinks? She’s a whiny, shallow bitch, man.”

      I never held back what I was feeling with Gabe. He didn’t hold back either. It was part of why our friendship worked so well. If one of us didn’t like something that was going on in our lives, the other said it. Nine times out of ten, the other agreed. We just needed the push to see what the other was seeing was right. It was how we each stayed in balance when things seemed off-kilter.

      “I did and I still do. Anyway, I figured nothing would come of it, but last night, after I got off the phone with Mallory, I got a call. I’m being deployed on a peacekeeping mission after I finish re-training in a few weeks, and…”

      “Here it comes,” I mumbled, knowing exactly what was coming.

      “This time, I really need you to look over the farm.” Gabe looked at me, sadness lining his face. “I need this, Connor, you don’t understand.”

      I leaned forward and rested my forearms on my knees and looked down at the boards on the porch. Gabe was wrong. I understood wholeheartedly. I just didn’t know if I could do it. My hands were full here. There weren’t many hours left in the day to do things.

      “I know what you’re thinking. You can’t handle it all. I’m working on figuring that out. You are also right about Mallory. The minute I told her I was being deployed; her tune changed. She suddenly said she’d been wrong to tell me not to come, that she wanted to see me to work things out. That’s why before I came over here, I dropped the signed papers from her lawyer in the mail.”

      I nodded.

      “I’m glad you see it too, about Mallory.” I nodded, taking another drink.

      We both grew quiet as we looked out over the farmland. I’d help my friend, he knew it. I owed him after everything he’d done for me. There wasn’t much more to say. Gabe knew I’d been struggling. That was why he’d been here daily since Ella had passed—to check on me. He may not know that I noticed, but I did. I couldn’t get mad either. He was being a friend. The friend I needed.

      “Are you going to be okay?” he questioned.

      “What do you mean?”

      “If I leave, are you going to be okay?”

      I leaned back in my chair and nodded. “Do I have any other choice? She’s been gone for over a year. It’s time that I pick up the pieces and move on. I know you’re worried. It’s written all over your face, but I’ll be fine.”

      “I know. I just feel like I’m abandoning you in your time of need. It’s just…”

      “It’s just you have to do this for you. I get it, Gabe, I really do. Why do you think I do nothing but work? It’s my way of coping. This is yours.”

      “I just wish your way of coping had changed.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” I asked, emptying my beer.

      “Oh, I don’t know, perhaps you could cope by, getting involved with a woman. A relationship may do you good.”

      I looked off into the distance. “Nah, I don’t think so,” I muttered, getting up and returning with two more beers. The last thing I needed right now was to have a conversation about my personal life. Gabe should know better than to start on me about dating again.

      “Sorry man, I just thought that it may help you cope with things.”

      I passed him another beer and sat back down. “Now I’ll do what I can to help you out, but you say you are trying to figure something else out? Care to shed a little light on that subject?” I asked.

      “I’m heading out to see Cadence, to see if I can convince her to return home. If she does, I know she’ll need help. Our farm is twice the size of our grandparents’.”

      First, he started with my personal life and then he mentioned Cadence in the same sentence. He better not be thinking what I thought he was. I took another mouthful of beer and cleared my throat.

      “You aren’t suggesting that Cadence and I…”

      Gabe shrugged and sort of smirked as he tipped the bottle back.

      There had been a time that I’d had a crush on her, but she gave no hints. Then Gabe made it very clear to me and some other guys at school she was off-limits. In fact, I remembered him muttering something about the bro code after he gave another kid in town a black eye for hitting on his sister. After that, I knew better than to think about touching his sister, as did every guy in town. I enjoyed having my balls intact. Since I hadn’t been willing to ruin our friendship, I pushed my feelings to the back of my mind and gotten involved with her friend Ella.

      “Cadence, from what I remember, can look after herself,” I muttered. “She’s looked after your grandparents’ farm just fine with no help from anyone. She doesn’t need my help.”

      “Yeah, but it’s different here. More moving parts, bigger operation, and I’d just feel better knowing that I can count on the only man I trust here to be there if she needs something,” Gabe said, looking at me.

      I chuckled.

      “Please, Connor.”

      I hated seeing my friend beg, but at least he was begging me and not some woman who would only slap him across the face when he got close enough. I drank back the rest of my beer and nodded my head.

      “Fine. Let me know once you figure it all out. I’ll help her for a bit, but once Cadence is all settled in and things are going well, I’m done.”
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      Gabe stood on my front porch smiling back at me. “What are you doing here?” I asked as I looked at my brother.

      “Can’t I come out and visit my sis?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and looked at my brother, who now stood there with his arms open, waiting for a hug. When I didn’t immediately step into his arms, he gave me a goofy smile instead. The one that told me he was here for different reasons other than just a friendly visit. “Can I at least come in out of the rain?”

      I stepped to the side to let him in. It had been pouring hard most of the morning. So hard, in fact, that I cleaned up the kitchen and completed most of my housework before I even thought about going out to check on the cattle.

      “I don’t have a ton of time, Gabe. I have to get out and get started on all the daily chores that need to be done. So, are you going to tell me what exactly I did to earn a visit?” I asked, while grabbing the mop and dunking it into the pail of water that sat in the middle of the kitchen floor.

      “I just thought it would be nice to come and visit. Can’t a brother come and visit his sister?” Gabe asked as he leaned up against the counter. “Haven’t seen you for a bit.”

      “Uh-huh. Although in the five years I’ve been here, you’ve never just come to visit me.  Besides, since when has it mattered that you haven’t seen me for a bit?” I wrang out the mop and began washing the kitchen floor.

      He grew quiet, then met my eyes as I dropped the mop back into the pail. “Cadence, have you given any thought to returning to Willow Valley?”

      I stopped dead. Was he kidding? He had to be kidding. Were we really back on this topic again? “I see you’re not wasting time. At least you are getting right to the reason you are really here.”

      “Come on, Cadence,” he said, leaning up against the counter.

      “Gabe, I told you. My life is here now, not in Willow Valley. I’ve built it that way. I have friends here. I have a home here,” I said, looking around the kitchen.

      Gabe looked around the kitchen and crossed his arms. “Cadence, you can’t be serious.”

      “Why not? This place is perfect for me. I’m happy here.” The house was the same way it had been before Grandma passed. I hadn’t done a thing to it, because in my mind it was perfect the way it was. Just not perfect for a woman who was only twenty-six.

      “Cadence, this place needs updating. Besides, friends move. Are you still seeing that guy you were dating? Fuck, what was his name…?” Gabe questioned.

      “Daniel?”

      “That’s it…yes. Are you still seeing him?”

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but no, I’m not. I haven’t been for a while. Besides, what does he have to do with anything?”

      Gabe shrugged. “Nothing. He has nothing to do with it. I was only thinking that it would be easier for you to move back home if you were indeed single.”

      “My home is here, Gabe. I told you once before and I’ll tell you again. In fact, I’ll tell you every time you bring it up, I’m not coming back to Willow Valley.”

      Gabe grew quiet while I once again rung out the mop and started washing the floor again. He cleared his throat, breaking the silence of the room.

      “Cadence, I don’t think you’re understanding. I’m not asking.”

      I stopped and looked at my brother. Irritated beyond belief, I shoved the mop back into the bucket, this time spilling water out onto the floor. “Well it sure sounded like a question to me.”

      “It isn’t a question. I need you to return home.”

      I stopped dipping the mop in and out of the water and turned away from my brother. Then my mind began spinning with horrible thoughts. Was he sick? Oh god, was he dying? Was it cancer? Not cancer. That’s what took both dad and Gramps, and it was horrifying to watch. There was no way I could do it again. I couldn’t watch that happen to him. He was so young, and he was the only family I had left. I looked over my shoulder at my brother, noticing a heavy look on his face. What on earth could cause that expression otherwise? Fear filled me as I silently prayed that he wasn’t sick.

      “Why?” I asked as I held my breath, afraid to move.

      Gabe let out a breath, then ran his hand through his hair. “I’ve been called to go back to the Army. I’m heading on a peacekeeping mission in a few weeks. I need you, Cadence. The farm needs you.”

      “I thought you said you were done with the military.” Relief flooded me as I leaned the mop against the counter and put my hands on my hips.

      “I was.”

      “You were? Let me guess, it was, until the devil herself dumped you?” I looked at my brother, who averted his eyes. “I’m right, aren’t I. You’re going back in because of her, because of Mallory.”

      “The reason doesn’t matter. What matters is that you come back home and⁠—”

      I turned my back on my brother and walked across the small kitchen and looked out the back door window. I didn’t want to go back. I’d fought so hard to leave that small town and the ghosts that I’d left there. My own ghosts and demons that every once in a while, appeared in my mind, haunting me. The most recent one from a year ago.

      “Gabe, it’s not that simple,” I muttered. “This farm means a lot to me.”

      I could see Gabe nod out of the corner of my eye. He understood, or at least I hope he understood. “I get it, but the family farm…it’s bigger. It produces a hell of a lot more than this. It can provide a much healthier income for you and⁠—”

      “This is all I need, Gabe. I don’t need a large operation, just like I don’t need a lot of things. I’m happy living this simple life. Besides, I promised them,” I said, tears filling my eyes at the thought of selling this place to return to Willow Valley, to the place where I’d had my heart torn into pieces. The opportunity to leave there hadn’t appeared until Grandma and Gramps needed help, and I’d been grateful for it. It came at a time that I couldn’t stand looking at my face in the mirror. I also couldn’t stand looking at my best friend or her boyfriend, a guy I’d had a crush on my entire teenage life. A guy who never even knew I existed.

      Gabe turned around and made his way back to the front door. With his hand on the knob, he stopped. “Just tell me you’ll think about it.”

      I said nothing. I just stood there. He didn’t know what it was he was asking of me. It had been hard enough going back there to say good-bye to Ella, who had once been my best friend. A friendship that I allowed jealousy to overtake. He also didn’t know it had taken me months to get myself back to a place of happiness after I’d returned from her funeral, especially after what had happened.

      “Just tell me that. I’m going to go out to the barn and do some work. We can talk about it later.”

      He didn’t wait; he opened the door and then closed it behind him, leaving me in the kitchen. I watched as he made his way out to the barn in the rain. There was something else in this ask. I just didn’t know what it was, but I prayed it had nothing to do with Connor Darling.
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      I pulled Grandma’s blue casserole dish from the oven and lifted the lid. The smell of delicious cheesy casserole filled the air. I’d taken the opportunity to make it, knowing that Gabe was here for dinner—at least for tonight. It wasn’t very often I got to have Grandma’s Cheesy Beefy Biscuit Casserole, and lately I’d been craving it. Plus, I’d needed something to occupy my mind, because once I’d started thinking of Connor, he’d invaded my thoughts the entire day.

      “What on earth is that smell?” Gabe questioned, coming into the kitchen.

      “Dinner,” I said, pulling down two plates and placing them on the small table. “Grandma’s Cheesy Beefy Biscuit Casserole.”

      Gabe walked over and lifted the lid, taking a smell. “I don’t remember it smelling like that.”

      “That’s because Grandma and I perfected it. Just wait till you taste it. It’s better now.”

      Gabe grabbed two cans of soda from the fridge and brought them over to the table. I placed the dish on the table and shoved a large spoon into the mix, waiting while Gabe helped himself first, before taking some for me. I sat down and had just stuck my fork into the gooey mixture when Gabe looked over at me.

      “Well, did you give what we talked about any thought?”

      I let out a sigh. “Here we go… I figured I’d at least have the night to think it over, perhaps at least get through dinner. What’s the rush?”

      “Cadence, you act as if I don’t have a timeline. I have to leave on their schedule, remember? I need you there when I leave. That means we need to act on getting this place up for sale. The cattle can come home with you.”

      “That goes without saying. Of course they’d be coming with me.” I sat back and placed my fork down on my plate and scrunched my napkin in my hand. “Gabe…I just…there is something else, isn’t there?” I said, looking at my brother. “I feel this is all too rushed. You want me there for another reason? It’s not only because you are leaving?”

      Our eyes locked as we sat in my small kitchen. He kept his eyes trained on me and then quickly averted them. He shook his head and stuck his fork into the meat and cheese, taking another mouthful before looking at me. “No,” he said, his mouth still partially full.

      I couldn’t help but laugh. Did he really think I was this stupid? Gabe only ever spoke with his mouth full of food when he was lying. He’d done it since he was a kid. It used to piss off our father, and now it was pissing me off. “You better tell me or else…”

      “Or else what?” he said, giving me a knowing look as he cracked open the can of soda in front of him and took a drink.

      “Or else I won’t go. You can’t force me to sell something you don’t own.” I met my brother’s eyes. I wasn’t playing games anymore. He either needed to tell me everything or nothing was going to happen.

      “Cadence.”

      I shook my head. “No, Gabe, I’m serious. You’ve hired enough people to manage everything on that farm, whether you are home or while you are gone. You already have help. It’s not like it’s just you. You don’t really work; you oversee things now. So, there is no reason you can’t put your top guy in place as a manager and have him check in with you. You don’t need me there at all!” I stared into his eyes. “Why is it so important that I come back to Willow Valley?”

      Gabe leaned back against his chair, ran his hand over his face, and then let out the breath he was holding. “Don’t kill me.”

      I frowned. “What?”

      “You’re right. It’s not just about helping me with the farm while I’m away.”

      “I knew it,” I said, slamming my small fist down on the table. “So you’ve lied to me?” I questioned, feeling irritated. Gabe could barely look me in the eye now. I’d known there was something else.

      Gabe shook his head. “I wouldn’t say lied, just maybe didn’t give you the entire picture.” He gave me a crooked smile.

      I focused on my plate, on the food that once had looked so good. If I looked at my brother, I feared I may punch him. I knew there was something more. Something else he wasn’t telling me. I swore if he uttered the words ‘Connor Darling,’ I’d scream.

      “It’s Connor,” he said, as if on cue.

      I gripped my fork so tightly in my hand, I was sure that my knuckles were white.

      “So, no, it’s not just about helping me. I’ve asked him to look over the farm, but I’m worried about him. Ever since Ella died, he’s not the same.”

      “Why would you expect he’d be the same? It was tragic. It was horrible. Losing both your wife and your soon-to-be child at the same time. I can’t even imagine the pain he must have felt.”

      “I know. However, the only time I see even a glimmer of the man he once was, was when he is around me. The only other time was when you were back at the house for the funeral. I just fear that if I leave, he will really retreat into himself. He isn’t getting better. He needs to be surrounded by those that love him.”

      “There was no glimmer of the man he once was when I was at that funeral, Gabe. He was a disaster. So, tell me, exactly how do I fit into this, because I’m failing to see how me being there will help him?”

      I waited for Gabe’s response. When he said nothing, I got up from the table and dumped my plate into the sink. Was he suggesting that perhaps I go back and that Connor and I…?

      I cleared my throat and turned back to face my brother. “You aren’t suggesting what I think you are?” I questioned.

      He smirked. I let out a huff and wiped my hands on the towel that sat on the counter and, without looking at my brother, I left the room. He wouldn’t dare suggest what I was thinking. At least he’d better not be.

      “Aren’t you going to eat?” he called from the kitchen as I stood at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Lost my appetite, thanks. Enjoy your dinner!” I yelled back and climbed the stairs.
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      It was well past my bedtime, yet I couldn’t sleep.

      Once I’d left the kitchen, I’d gone out to the barn and sat with the cows. I’d finally come in and watched some TV alone, then I’d gone up to my room, only to come back down once I knew Gabe was in bed. Now, I sat in the living room, in the dark, holding a cup of hot tea while my brother slept soundly in our grandparents’ bedroom.

      I stood up and grabbed the blanket off the end of the couch and wrapped it around me then sat back down. I took a mouthful of warm liquid and closed my eyes. It had been a year since I’d been in Willow Valley, and yet I hadn’t been able to get what had happened out of my mind. The memory was as clear as day in my mind, and if I thought hard enough, I could still feel the feelings I’d had.

      I stood in the kitchen washing dishes. I was sure Ella’s parents had used every serving dish and platter Connor and Ella owned. It had been a nice celebration of life, I thought as I placed more dishes into the sink to soak, while scrapping little remnants of food off others. Once finished, I wiped down the counter I’d finally cleared and went back to the sink, carefully washing each dish.

      Ella’s parents were thankful I’d come. After all, they’d been like parents to me growing up. Ella was like the sister I hadn’t had.

      “Cadence, love. Thank you for coming. Ella talked about you all the time. She would be happy to know you were here,” Mrs. Connor said to me as she carried another load of dishes into the kitchen.

      “Of course. I had to be here,” I said. I blinked away the tears that blinded my eyes and quickly wiped them away. I hadn’t spoken to Ella since they’d gotten married, and now I regretted my decision to allow my feelings to tear apart my friendship.

      “It was good to see you. Mr. Connor and I are going to head out soon. It’s been a long day and there are only a few guests left. We are both⁠—”

      “No need to say anything,” I said, cutting her off before she could say any more. “It’s been hard on everyone,” I muttered, walking over and throwing my arms around her neck.

      “You will keep in touch, won’t you? I mean, just because Ella is…” She hugged me tighter as she broke down into tears once again.

      I fought back my own tears and pressed my lips to her cheek. “Don’t you worry, I’ll always be here. We can even set up a call every week if you like. We can even do it through Zoom. That way, we can be face-to-face.”

      She ran her hands over the back of my head, smoothing my long hair, just like she’d done when I was a kid. “I’d love that, Cadence.”

      “Paula, we should get going,” Mr. Connor said, stepping into the kitchen, giving me a sad smile.

      I gave her one last hug and watched as Mr. Connor wrapped his arm around her, guiding her out of the kitchen. I turned and walked back over to the sink and was about to put my hands into the hot water when tears fell from my eyes. I’d held it together the entire day, until now. Guilt now consumed me. I hadn’t spoken to Ella in four years, aside from the occasional email. I’d been so devastated when Connor and she had announced their engagement, I’d had no choice but to cut ties. I’d even refused to be her maid of honour, using my grandparents as an excuse. I never came to her baby shower either. Now, I’d never speak to her again.

      I heard the door swing open. “Cadence, how’s it going in here?” my brother asked, dropping a garbage bag just outside the back door.

      “Fine. Just about finished. You?”

      “Okay. I’ve got to run a couple of people back to the inn for Connor. You be okay here while I do that?”

      Did I have a choice? I’d told him I’d help with the cleanup. I didn’t back down on my word. “I’ll be fine. How long will you be gone?”

      Ignoring my question, he came up and put his arm around me. “Oh, and when you’re finished, Connor is out on the front porch. Go talk with him. He told me he wanted to see you. Probably wants to thank you for all you’ve done today.”

      I gripped the cloth in my hand and nodded. “Fine. You be back soon?” I asked again.

      “No longer than an hour. See you then.”

      I finished up the last bit of the dishes, washed down the counters, and made my way into the living room. Everything was back to normal. The house was quiet once again and almost everything was back in its place. I walked over to the wall where they kept all their framed photos and looked at my best friend’s wedding picture. They both looked so happy, and suddenly I was sad I missed seeing the day they got married.

      I looked around the room, spotting many pictures of them on the mantel above the fireplace. I walked over and looked at each one of them, and then I spotted one of Ella and me. I smiled. It was from the fall fair the year before they’d started dating. I had the same one, only I’d shoved it away, sure that Ella would have done the same. Six months later, she’d started dating Connor, and we’d had our big fight. The one that started the decline in our friendship.

      I heard something and turned to see Connor standing out on the porch. His hands rested on the wooden railing as he looked out over the cattle fields. I sucked in a breath. I’d not said a word to him all day because it was easier for me to avoid him. The house had been full of people vying for his attention, anyway. With everyone here, I’d been able to duck in and out of the room without being seen, but now I had no choice.

      I sucked in a breath and made my way to the door. Pushing it open, I stepped outside, the cool night air hitting my warm skin. Connor didn’t move. Instead, he stood there, his large muscular hands gripping that wooden railing, every muscle in his body tense.

      “Connor?” I said, my voice low. “Gabe said you wanted to talk to me once I finished cleaning up everything?”

      He said nothing, but he turned to reveal his gorgeous blue eyes, red and full of tears. I didn’t move. I could barely breathe, and it felt like I was glued to the spot in which I was standing. He stared at me for a moment, then made his way over to me. Without warning, he wrapped his arms around me and pulled me into him. Ever so slowly, I allowed my arms to wrap around him, my hands to land on his strong back. It was then I felt his body shake. I wrapped my arms around him and held him tight. He’d not broken down once during the day, so it did not surprise me he had now.

      We stood there for a long time, holding one another. It was when he backed away from me and we made eye contact that something changed. It was the most intense look I’d ever seen; so intense I could feel it. Instead of pulling away from me like he should have, his lips crashed into mine.

      I wiped the tears from my eyes as I sat in the dark. As all the times before when I thought about that moment, I could still feel his body against mine, and I could remember feeling angry and jealous. She’d gotten to experience what it had been like with him. In all ways. The fun ways, the tender ways, the intimate ways, while all I got was to comfort him after she was gone. The entire time I hugged him that evening, along with that one kiss that ended faster than it had started, all I could think about was how much I hated her.

      There were so many reasons I didn’t want to return to Willow Valley. He was only part of it. I was the other part. I’d never let go of that hate toward her. I also had to contend with the anger toward my brother. He never would have allowed me to date any of his friends, especially Connor, and now, it seemed, he was encouraging it. Throwing us together in some terrible experiment. I ran my hand through my hair and looked at the clock. It was almost three; I had to be up in an hour.

      I placed my mug down on the table and leaned back against the couch. I hoped I could look at things a little differently in the morning, and I’d try.

      I’d just thrown the blanket down on the back of the couch when I heard the bedroom door open and looked to see Gabe step out, his hair a mess. “What are you doing up?” he questioned, his voice thick with sleep.

      “Thinking,” I muttered. It wasn’t odd that my brother was up. He was always early to rise.

      “I see.” He came over and sat down, running his hands through his messy hair. “What about?” He yawned.

      “What you asked me.”

      “Ah, I see. And…”

      I closed my eyes and leaned back against the couch. Gabe never knew about my crush on Connor, and now didn’t seem to be the time to tell him. He also didn’t know about that kiss that night. He also didn’t know that as his truck was roaring up the driveway, Connor followed me into the house, apologizing profusely, begging me not to tell Gabe. Yet he needed to know what I thought he was trying to do.

      “Gabe, I’d come home for you anytime. This Connor stuff, well, to be honest, I don’t want to be Connor’s second choice,” I blurted out, not really caring what the hell my brother thought.

      Gabe looked at me, rubbed his eyes, then leaned back against the couch. “Cadence, you aren’t his second choice, but I believe you just might just be his second chance, because right now, the man is completely dead inside.”
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      It had taken me a couple of weeks to pack up and to get in touch with an agent willing to put up Gram and Gramps’ place on the market. The house needed work, and Gabe said he’d pay for all the renovations and updates if I was moving back. He’d even hired the crew to take care of everything. All I had to do was manage it. Once the renovations were finished, the agent I’d hired would list the property, and the plan was to have it sold by Christmas.

      I’d left the hotel I’d spent the night at and had just filled the tank with gas. When Gabe left two weeks ago he’d taken the cattle and my cattle trailer. He said it would be easier for him as he’d drive straight through. He also told me it would give me the opportunity to take my time and not stress about making the drive, if I’d decided to come back home. He wanted to make it as stress free and as easy as possible for me.

      I climbed into my truck, placing the cold pop I’d just bought in the holder. I reached into the bag and pulled out the bag of chips and ripped it open. It wasn’t the best lunch I could have bought, I thought to myself as I popped two chips into my mouth and started the engine.

      I pulled away from the pump and back out onto the street, noting the sign for Willow Valley only a few more hundred miles. I turned on the radio and searched until I found some music I liked and settled in for the rest of the drive.

      Almost three hours later, I pulled onto the road that led into Willow Valley. I blew out a breath as my stomach hitched. I’d given it thought on my drive out. The Willow Valley Bed and Breakfast would be fine to stay at while Gabe was gone, I thought to myself. It was easier than moving back into our parents’ house.

      “And more expensive, too.” Gabe’s words ran through my mind as I drove through Willow Valley.

      I finally pulled into the driveway of the bed and breakfast, surprised to see that the place looked closed. I frowned. I could see a note on the door, so I climbed out of the truck and made my way to it, where my stomach sank.

      Because of personal family issues, the Willow Valley Inn will remain closed until further notice. Sorry for the inconvenience.  Sincerely, Bessy Tulip.

      I climbed back down the stairs and looked around at the small town. This wasn’t how this was supposed to go. I was supposed to get a room far enough away, but close enough that I could run and check on things.

      I climbed back into my truck and drove down to The Crispy Biscuit. I wasn’t sure if getting food would be a wise idea because, suddenly, I felt very sick to my stomach. The matter only intensified when I stepped foot into the small diner.

      The owner, Brooke, stood behind the counter, a large smile on her face as her eyes landed on me.

      “Cadence! It’s so nice to see you.”

      I smiled. I wasn’t used to this small-town life anymore. Everyone knew everything about each other. There were barely any secrets, and when one person found something out, it spread like wildfire.

      “You too.”

      “What can I get for you? Did you want to have a seat?” she questioned, grabbing a menu.

      I nodded. I wanted to take as much time as possible before getting to my brother’s place. She led me over to a booth against the wall and left me with the menu, finally returning with a hot cup of coffee.

      “So, Gabe told me you were moving back here. It’s nice to have another familiar face back in town,” she said, taking a seat across from me.

      “Thanks. Yeah, it will be a change.”

      “I was sorry to hear about your grandparents.”

      I smiled. “Thank you. Yes, it was hard, but they are both in a better place now,” I said, looking down at the menu.

      “And about Ella. I know you two were so close. I still remember you both coming in after school when you were younger.”

      I smiled, not wanting to be rude. “Yes, we were close.”

      “Gosh, and Connor, poor man. He hasn’t been the same since. Not that I’d expect him to be. The entire town mourned for him. I can still see his face when he came in the morning they’d found out about the baby. He was so excited. He bought coffee for the entire diner, along with sweets.” She softly smiled.

      I nodded. If she didn’t stop, I knew I would either cry or get angry. I cleared my throat and picked up the mug, taking a sip of hot coffee.

      “Then when we heard the news that she hadn’t been well, we all did what we could to help. Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough. I still remember seeing him for the first time after it had happened. It was like someone had sucked the life from him.”

      I couldn’t hear any more. I remembered seeing the sadness on his face. It had almost killed me. I just couldn’t. I placed the menu down on the table and met Brooke’s eyes. “You know, I think I’ll have the eggs, home fries, and toast with sausage.”

      I wanted her to stop talking; I didn’t want to hear any of this. I certainly didn’t want her to ask me questions regarding Ella.

      “Okay, great. Well, it’s nice to see you back in town,” she said, standing up and making her way over to the counter where she placed my order and then started serving some walk-in customers.

      I took my time eating, and once I’d finished, I quickly paid the bill and left. I was sure that by the time I drove out to Gabe’s, the entire town would know I was back. I would need to get used to that again. As I hopped into my truck, I could tell it was already starting. Trinity was standing outside of The Crispy Biscuit with another lady talking to Brooke, the three of them looking in my direction. I blew out a breath, started my truck, and pulled away from the curb.
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      It was Monday. I’d gotten up early, as always, and had done half a day’s work out on my ranch before sunrise. Then I’d gone inside, showered, eaten, and then made my way over to Gabe’s. I’d been helping him steadily every day since he returned from seeing Cadence. We hadn’t talked about the outcome of his visit, or if she was going to return. I’d just known he didn’t seem to be overly happy when he returned, so I’d assumed that she’d told him no. Shortly after he’d gotten back, the military had extended his departure date, which had given me more time to learn more things from him. I’d been grateful for that. I hated being unsure of the things that needed to be done.

      Music blaring on the radio, I drove down the long driveway toward his house. I was about to park my truck in my usual spot right behind him but couldn’t. An unfamiliar truck sat parked there instead. Had he found someone to manage the farm? God, I hoped so. Every night since I’d started helping him, I’d gone home exhausted.

      My body ached as I climbed out of my truck. I was hoping for less pressure, and perhaps I was going to get the good news today. As usual, I walked up the steps to the front door, knocked, and walked inside.

      “Gabe? You ready to get to work?” I yelled.

      “Come in and grab a coffee!” he shouted from somewhere in the house. “Be down in a minute.”

      I didn’t have time for a coffee. I wanted to get to work, but I stepped inside anyway. I was about to make my way into the kitchen when I heard the clinking of utensils. It hadn’t sounded like he was in the kitchen. Perhaps he was finishing up some sort of lunch meeting with his new manager, I thought to myself—not that he or I held many of those. I stepped through the door to the kitchen, expecting to find Gabe. Instead, my eyes landed on curvy hips in a pair of jeans.

      I allowed myself to look. Something I rarely had done since Ella had died. To follow the curves of those hips, down to the floor, then back up. Then the woman turned to the side. It was just enough that when she reached forward, I caught a peek at the curve of her large breast in her shirt. Had Gabe been holding out on me? Did he have a friend with benefits he hadn’t told me about? That would be enough to piss Mallory off, I thought to myself. I was about to clear my throat and introduce myself to this incredibly sexy woman when she spun around. Immediately, I raised my hand, waiting for her to shake it, only to encounter a pair of green eyes I’d know anywhere.

      My hand slowly dropped to my side as she looked at me. “Cadence?” I questioned; my voice low.

      When I’d last asked, Gabe still hadn’t alluded to whether she’d return. For that, I’d been grateful. I didn’t know how the hell I’d work side by side with her day after day, anyway. Not because we didn’t get along, because we did, but because of the secret I’d held from him since I was in my teens.

      It was only because of Gabe I’d ever started dating Ella to begin with. It had really been Cadence I was interested in. Instead, I sucked it up, went on a few dates with Ella. After a bit of a rocky patch, and realizing I’d needed to let go of the dream I had of having Cadence as mine, we ended up falling in love and, well, here we are.

      I’d never told another soul about this, but I’d crushed on Cadence badly. I’d wanted her then, and now there really wasn’t anything that was stopping me. The last time I’d seen her had been at Ella’s funeral. I barely remembered that day. It had been a fog, and I’d barely noticed half the people there. The only one I remembered being there had been Cadence. Her soft smile, the way she spoke to everyone, the way she’d looked at me. Then Gabe left us alone. We’d shared a kiss—a kiss that shouldn’t have happened, but it had. I’d been feeling so dead inside that, just for a minute, I wanted to feel something again—anything. Even though it was completely inappropriate, I’d done nothing but think about it for months. When I heard Gabe’s truck roaring up the driveway, I’d pulled away and apologized profusely. She, of course, nodded, said it was okay, and then ran off into the house. An hour later, she was gone, and that was the last time I’d seen her.

      Just like that night, she didn’t respond. Instead she walked across the kitchen, opened a cupboard, and pulled a mug out, placing it down in front of the coffeemaker.

      “Would you like a coffee?” she questioned, turning again and meeting my eyes. “Gabe just had to run upstairs to get changed. A little barn mishap.”

      “Sure.” I removed my hat and held it in my hands, pulled out a chair, and sat down before making eye contact with her again. “Is that your truck in the driveway?”

      She glanced at me over her shoulder and nodded, giving me a small smile. “It is. It’s good to see you, Connor.”

      I couldn’t smile, and I couldn’t tear my eyes off her. The room was full of tension, and I could barely breathe. “How about we skip the coffee, Cadence, and go straight for a whiskey? What do you say?” I grumbled, thinking back to that night and that kiss. I wondered how many times she’d thought about it over the last year. I wondered how many times she’d regretted it. Part of me did, but I felt a larger part of me did not. I also knew that the worst part about it was the fact I said nothing to her. Sure, I’d apologized, but I hadn’t been able to explain myself.

      Cadence tore her eyes from mine and pushed herself off the counter. “On second thought, I think I’ll just go on out and check on the cattle. Maybe the horses too,” she whispered, hanging her head as she pushed the back door open.

      I pinched my brow. Ever since Gabe had mentioned Cadence to me, I’d thought about her. About what it might be like to have her back here. I’d even hoped that perhaps having her back here maybe in some ways would waken me from the nightmare I’d been living since Ella died. Give me the chance to feel alive again. It had worked once before. I just wanted the chance to feel anything again. It was as if I were on autopilot, and everything I did was because it needed to be done.

      I got up from where I sat and wandered over to the back door. I watched as she made her way to where Gabe kept her horse. She then went over and grabbed a few apples off the one tree in the back, carrying them over to her horse. Climbing up on the lower rung of the fence, she held out the apple. The horse made its way over to her, taking the apple from her, and she rested her head on his.

      I heard footsteps behind me and turned just in time to see Gabe step into the kitchen. “Cadence, did you get Connor a coffee?” he asked, looking around. “Where the hell is she?” he questioned, annoyance in his voice. “Ask her to do one thing and she bails.”

      “It would have been nice to have a warning,” I gritted, taking one last look at her before turning to Gabe.

      “Warning for what?”

      “Last you said, she wasn’t coming back,” I said, running my hands through my almost dry hair.

      Gabe chuckled. “Yeah, I know. However, I brought the cattle back here with me. She didn’t want me to and said she would probably come back and get them. However, she showed up late last night, with all her shit inside.” Gabe shrugged. “No warning.”

      “Wonderful,” I muttered, more to myself than to him.

      “Is there something wrong with her being back here?” Gabe asked, shifting his stance and crossing his arms over his chest.

      “No,” I abruptly answered. “Just…”

      The room grew quiet as we stood there facing one another. I knew he was waiting for me to finish what I was going to say. Instead, he gave me a smirk and cleared his throat.

      “I’m glad she came to her senses. I needed her here. It took a lot of convincing. You don’t even know. Hell, she spent five years caring for our ailing grandparents. She was alone there and still is. What if I go on this mission and I don’t come back? Last she needs to find out is that I got killed and that she’d need to come back home under those circumstances.”

      “True, but why not tell her that?” I said, sitting down with a mug of coffee. “Why not just be open and honest with her, instead of building up some false idea in her mind?”

      “I can’t tell her that. She’ll flip out. I told her there wasn’t any danger in me going. I’d rather her back here, with people she knows and can trust, than in the Midwest, alone, if she gets the call. Plus, if anything happens, I want to know she’s taken care of, that the farm is self-supporting. My grandparents’ place, while self-supporting, didn’t make enough to keep her comfortable. I’ve been sending her money for almost a year to help pay for things.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and looked at my best friend. “What the hell do you want from me, then? I mean, clearly she can look after this place on her own. Hell, she’s been dealing with your grandparents’ place all alone.”

      Gabe shook his head. While he knew damn well that Cadence was completely independent and could look after anything that came her way, there was still something he needed to say. I could see it in his eyes.

      “Gabe, just spill it. I don’t have the time for these games.”

      “Connor, I need you to promise that you’ll look after her. That you’ll help her around here. That if something should happen to me…”

      “Nothing is going to happen to you, so cut the crap,” I said, sitting back down at the table. I could feel his eyes on me, staring into me as he waited for me to say something else. Exactly what did he mean by looking after her? I cleared my throat and met his eyes. “The farm I can manage, but what exactly do you mean by look after her?”

      Gabe said nothing. Instead, he made his way to the back door and looked outside. Then he cleared his throat. “Connor, it’s been over a year.”

      I frowned. Was he seriously going to talk to me about a relationship with his sister? Did he know about the kiss we’d shared? Had she told him? Had I ever let it slip to him how much I’d liked her while growing up? I searched my mind, praying I hadn’t mentioned it to him one night while we’d been drinking.

      “What is that supposed to mean exactly? It wouldn’t matter if it had been ten years, Gabe. What are you getting at?”

      Still searching my mind for any memory of telling him, my mind instantly went back to that kiss. It never should have happened. I knew that. It was my wife’s celebration of life! What had I been thinking? What sort of man was I? If anything I had ever done deserved a punch, it was that, and I knew Gabe would be the one to straighten me out if he ever found out.

      “We’ll talk about it later,” Gabe said. “We’ve got to get to work.”

      “Not so fast. Sit down.”

      Gabe looked at me, afraid to move. He sat down across from me and looked me in the eye. “What?”

      “Don’t what me, Gabe. Tell me exactly what you meant by take care of her.”

      Gabe looked around the kitchen. He was on edge. I could see it. He shifted from one side to the other, then looked at me, nothing but concern in his eyes.

      “I wasn’t trying to be an ass when I said it’s been a year. I’ve just given it a lot of thought, and before I go, I want to know if my sister is in good hands. If you catch my drift. She’s never really had a good guy in her life, and I know you could be that for her.”

      What the fuck? Was he serious? Was he really sitting here telling me to get involved with her, when all those years ago, it was her I’d wanted, and he was the only reason I’d never had her?

      I met his eyes, trying to figure out if he was serious. When his look didn’t falter, I knew he was telling me the truth. He was giving me permission to date her. I allowed the idea to run through my mind. There was no way I could do it. No way I could betray Ella that way. I wasn’t ready for anything, and everyone would agree. I got up from where I was sitting, tucked the chair back in under the table, and placed my mug in the sink.

      “We should get started. I really need to get out there, get this work done. I have to be back home by three for a delivery,” I mumbled as I walked out the door, leaving Gabe alone at the table.
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