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          The  For Sale sign in front of our farm made my eyes sting, as it always did. I made sure to park my old Ford truck right in front of our house, blocking it from view.


          The farm had been my mom’s dream. Once, it had been my dad’s dream, too. He’d left the Marines a few years after I was born, and they’d bought the farm with their savings.


          After my mom died, it became a source of comfort for me. I could see all of her dreams in the worn buildings and overgrown fields. But for my dad, the farm was just a painful memory. He was ready to move on.


          Well, it was still my dream. And I’d be damned if I’d let him take it from me.


          I would use the little bit of money that Mom had left me, as a down payment to buy the farm. I’d finished high school last spring, and it was supposed to be my college fund.


          As far as Dad was concerned, I was on my way to college in fall. But I’d actually be in the next town, taking courses on animal husbandry and commercial livestock production.


          I had a solid plan, but I’d never convince him until he saw how serious I was.


          The vinyl phone number on the sale sign had started to fade and chip. I was more than happy to send it on its way faster. After slamming out of my truck, I hastily scrubbed at it with my thumbnail.


          The phone number was so chipped now that any potential buyer would have to guess where to call.


          I pulled my empty egg crate from the truck bed and trudged to the hen house to put it away. We still had a handful of chickens and ducks regularly laying eggs. I couldn’t sell them; the farm was in disrepair and would never pass inspection.


          But the church in town was more than happy to accept them as a donation. They used them in their baked goods and at the soup kitchen.


          The journey to and from the hen house was a bit more tedious than usual in my sandals and sundress, but we had a guest coming today.


          Dad had said his best friend Adam would visit for a few days. They’d met in the military, but Adam had stayed in, until his retirement last month.


          Adam had stopped by a few times when Mom was alive, but I’d been too young, then. I only remembered calling him Uncle Adam, and the sound of his voice.


          I imagined he must look similar to my dad now: softened with age, with a dad bod, if not a full-on beer belly.


          As I came around the yard again, I realized another truck was already in the driveway. I’d been too busy sabotaging the sale sign to notice.


          I heard my dad laugh inside the house, and then deeper laughter, that sounded vaguely familiar. I plastered a polite smile on my face as I pulled open the screen door and stepped inside.


          “You wanted another stout, right?” I heard Dad shout from the kitchen.


          “Yep. Keep ‘em coming.”


          I turned to find the source of that voice, and my throat went dry.


          I was expecting someone who looked like my dad. Not this rugged, fierce man who was all hard, lean muscle.


          His lingering humor faded as he stared back at me. His expression transformed so fast that I was afraid I had something on my face.


          I’d dabbed on a little mascara that morning in my attempt to clean up nice for a house guest. Maybe I’d forgotten and rubbed it across my eyes. It wouldn’t be the first time.


          “Uncle Adam?” I asked uncertainly as he stood and walked to me.


          My eyes dropped to his faded jeans and flannel shirt, lingering too long on the tiny bit of exposed chest from the top undone buttons.


          “Hey, Casey,” he said softly as he stopped in front of me. His eyes traveled up and down my frame, from my hair to my toes.


          “You don’t have to call me Uncle Adam anymore,” he said in a low voice. His eyes were molten when they met mine. “I sure as hell ain’t your uncle, sweetheart.”


          Holy shit.


          I looked down at my feet to hide my reaction as my stomach somersaulted. No guy had ever looked at me like that before. My toes curled up in my sandals before I willed my body to relax.


          Adam turned away immediately at the sound of my dad’s footsteps, accepting the longneck beer bottle from him a few seconds later and returning to the recliner.


          “You’re back from church, Case? Just in time.”


          My dad sank onto the couch with his own beer. “Case, do you remember Uncle Adam? You were maybe...”


          He squinted, holding his hand to his knee. “Maybe this high the last time he came around.”


          “He seems a little familiar, I guess.”


          That was a lie. This mouthwatering man would have been a star attraction in my fantasies if I’d remembered anything besides his voice.


          “Church, huh?” Adam leaned back and spread his legs wide, getting comfortable. I barely managed to avoid looking at his crotch. “Didn’t take you for a church girl, Casey. I thought a girl your age would be out dating and partying after graduation.”


          I lifted my chin. “I was dropping off eggs for the food donation. And I don’t have time for any of that.”


          It was true. I didn’t have time, I reminded myself. Especially for the way Adam had heat rolling off my body in waves.


          He must be at least in his mid-forties and looked like a heartbreaker. Not to mention, he was my dad’s best friend.


          These were all waving red flags guaranteed to get me in trouble. Maybe a year ago, I’d have been all for it.


          But I had plans, now. An entire notebook of plans. I didn’t need Adam clouding my head and ruining my judgment.


          I thought my reply was curt and prudish, but his nostrils flared as he gave me a hot once-over again.


          It felt like he was stripping me naked from where I stood in the middle of the living room. I had to sit.


          I grabbed one of the beers my dad had brought from the fridge, and claimed a chair in the corner.


          I glanced at my dad, daring him to say anything as I used the wood edge of my chair to pop the cap off the bottle. I took a long swig.


          Laughter bubbled up out of Adam that rippled over me, making my nipples harden. “Are you running this house, or is she running you?” he asked my dad.


          Dad shrugged in resignation. “Fuck knows I wouldn’t have kept this place going without Case.”


          I saw the glimmer of sadness in his eyes. Grief had worn him down like a pebble in a stream. He didn’t want to fight it anymore.


          Dad just wanted to get away from his memories. He’d mentioned retiring down in Florida a few times.


          And he could, once he let me buy the farm.


          Apparently they’d ordered in. Pizza and wings showed up at the door a few minutes later, along with more beer.


          I claimed a couple slices and listened to them relive the old days. They slipped into former military habits, calling each other by their last names as they recounted stories.


          It was nice to see Dad laugh and smile. He didn’t laugh hard like this anymore. Some of it made me laugh hard, too, especially the stories Adam told.


          Every time I’d laugh, Adam’s eyes would linger on me in a way that made my stomach flip so hard I had to bite my lip.


          Everything he did left me hot and bothered. He ate his food like he wished it were me, and his eyes told me so on nearly every bite.


          I didn’t understand how my dad didn’t notice his best friend fucking me with his eyes across the room.


          But Dad was a lightweight, and his words were slurring after the four beers he’d downed.


          I was daydreaming about what Adam’s eyes promised when I realized Dad was talking about the farm.


          I mentally pushed off my pleasant buzz as he rattled on about acreage and equipment, and sat up with growing unease. “What’s going on? Is Adam helping you sell the farm?”


          “Adam is here to buy the farm, Case.”


          The pizza and beer were a sickening lump in my stomach. “What?” I whispered.


          My reaction drew Adam’s attention to me at once, and he frowned.


          “Yep. He wants to buy it. He comes from a long line of ranchers in Montana. Grew up on a cattle ranch, and helped run his family’s estates over the years.”


          I ignored him, staring at Adam. He stared back at me.


          Dad was still rambling on. “How many head of cattle do you have now? Hell, even fifteen years ago, it was –”


          I stood abruptly, gathering empty bottles and food boxes. “Dad’s asking way over market value for the farm. You’ll be buying at a loss with all the repairs it needs. It’s a money pit. You should find another farm to buy.”


          “Case,” my dad called after me as I stalked into the kitchen.
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