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			A single mom’s fresh start in Gold Valley, Oregon, comes with a cowboy from her past

			Jilted once, Garret McCoy has sworn never to fall in love again. But that doesn’t stop him from wanting to have a little fun, Recently widowed and with two headstrong kids, Lauren Bishop wants three things—a break from her never-ending to-do list, a cup of coffee and a moment to appreciate the gorgeous cowboy who just walked past her. Unfortunately, he catches her in the act…and he isn’t a stranger. 

			Calder Reid is more than intrigued when the sexy woman checking him out in the local coffee shop turns out to be the object of his boyhood fantasies. When he was a gawky kid, Lauren was a beautiful swan. But now he’s more than man enough to satisfy her every need. The chemistry between them is undeniable, but can this hard riding cowboy convince commitment-shy Lauren to take a second chance on forever?

			 

		

	
		
			Praise for #1 New York Times bestselling author
Maisey Yates

			“Yates’ new Gold Valley series begins with a sassy, romantic and sexy story about two characters whose chemistry is off the charts.”
—RT Book Reviews on Smooth-Talking Cowboy (Top Pick)

			“Fans of Robyn Carr and RaeAnne Thayne will enjoy [Yates’s] small-town romance.”
—Booklist on Part Time Cowboy

			“Passionate, energetic and jam-packed with personality.”
—USATODAY.com’s Happy Ever After blog on Part Time Cowboy

			“[A] story with emotional depth, intense heartache and love that is hard fought for and eventually won…. This is a book readers will be telling their friends about.”
—RT Book Reviews on Brokedown Cowboy

			“Yates’s thrilling seventh Copper Ridge contemporary proves that friendship can evolve into scintillating romance…. This is a surefire winner not to be missed.”
—Publishers Weekly on Slow Burn Cowboy (starred review)

			“This fast-paced, sensual novel will leave readers believing in the healing power of love.”
—Publishers Weekly on Down Home Cowboy

		

	
		
			 

			Welcome to Gold Valley, Oregon, where the cowboys are tough to tame, until they meet the one woman who can lasso their heart.

			Cowboy Christmas Blues (ebook novella)

			Smooth-Talking Cowboy

			Mail Order Cowboy (ebook novella)

			Untamed Cowboy

			 In Copper Ridge, Oregon, lasting love with a cowboy is only a happily-ever-after away. Don’t miss any of Maisey Yates’s Copper Ridge tales, available now!

			 

			From HQN Books

			Shoulda Been a Cowboy (prequel novella)

			Part Time Cowboy

			Brokedown Cowboy

			Bad News Cowboy

			A Copper Ridge Christmas (ebook novella)

			The Cowboy Way

			Hometown Heartbreaker (ebook novella)

			One Night Charmer

			Tough Luck Hero

			Last Chance Rebel

			Slow Burn Cowboy

			Down Home Cowboy

			Wild Ride Cowboy

			Christmastime Cowboy

			 

			From Harlequin Desire

			Take Me, Cowboy

			Hold Me, Cowboy

			Seduce Me, Cowboy

			Claim Me, Cowboy

			 

			Look for more Gold Valley books coming soon!

			 

			For more books by Maisey Yates, visit www.maiseyyates.com.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			LAUREN BISHOP TOOK her cup of coffee from the pickup counter at Sugar Cup and collapsed at the nearest table. She set the coffee and her planner down in front of her, staring morosely at both. There was so much left to do. And right now, she resented that cheerful, pink-and-white planner more than she could remember resenting anything.

			Including her late husband.

			Maybe she should just spill her cup of coffee on the thing. Hope that the dark liquid bled into all the pages, made them stick together. Made the ink run and made everything unreadable. And then she would have a good excuse for why she hadn’t gotten everything done. Her entire life was contained in that book.

			Doctor appointments, orthodontist appointments—both of which required that she arrive early to fill out new patient paperwork—client information, phone calls with banks, a meeting with the school district...

			Moving was hard. The last time she’d done it alone she had been nineteen years old, stupid, in love and with nothing more than what she’d been able to stuff into a knapsack. Everything else was expendable, at least in her idiotic teenage head. She’d felt like an adventurous sojourner and not an empty-headed child who was headed for disaster.

			Now, she wasn’t moving alone, but she was the only adult. If it weren’t for her parents, she would have lost it completely.

			But at least Ava and Grace were taken care of. They were angry at her, resentful that she was making them leave, but time spent with their grandparents was helping at least.

			None of that took care of the long list of projects Lauren had set out before her to make their new house habitable. To make everything official. They had signed an agreement with the previous owners to be able to do repairs in the house before closing, and with paperwork still unsigned Lauren was holding her breath hoping that nothing fell apart.

			If so, she was just out... So much money. And so much time.

			And probably living in her parents’ house for the next several years. Possibly until Ava went to college.

			Assuming she would even be able to afford to send Ava to college.

			She had come to the coffeehouse not just to get a hit of caffeine, but to sit in silence and make some phone calls, go over the work that she had to do. It just didn’t seem at all appealing.

			She sighed and leaned back in her chair, looking around the room. Looking anywhere instead of at that horrendous little book that told her what she should do and where she should be at all times.

			It had come with stickers. As if putting daisies on it would make it less overwhelming. She’d tried that for about two seconds, and had then decided it was just one more stupid thing she had to keep track of. Not only did women have to be organized, they had to be fancy while doing it?

			That was a big hell no from her.

			The little coffee shop was full of people sitting at tables, with groups or by themselves. Most of them with shiny silver laptops in front of them. Drinking coffee, talking, on the phone or to someone else. It was definitely the unofficial office space of everyone who worked for themselves in Gold Valley.

			She tried to see if she recognized anyone. She wasn’t sure if she was hoping she did, or hoping she didn’t. On the one hand, having a conversation with someone she hadn’t seen in years would give her an excuse to delay in her responsibilities. On the other hand, then she would have to talk to someone about her life.

			That fell so low on her list of things to do it wouldn’t even make the planner.

			The door swung open and she turned her attention there, grateful for yet another distraction. But distraction didn’t even begin to cover it.

			The man who walked in was...

			Unreal.

			From his cowboy boots, to the way his jeans conformed to all the very masculine places on his body, to that tight black T-shirt that showed off his flat, solid-looking midsection, muscular chest and broad shoulders, to his black cowboy hat settled on his head.

			All that, and his face was good, too. A chiseled jaw with a bit of a five o’clock shadow. Lips that made her own tingle in response.

			It had been more than three years since she had been kissed by a man.

			That thought came out of nowhere, and was one she honestly hadn’t had any interest in over the last three years. She was too overwhelmed by Mount Planner. Too underwhelmed by what the reality of love and marriage had been. And far too involved in the parenting of her daughters to have those kinds of fantasies.

			But she was having one right now. Big-time.

			The man moved deeper into the coffeehouse, moving up to the counter and giving her a solid view of his broad back and very compelling ass. She would have said she didn’t spend a whole lot of time looking at men’s asses. But right now, this particular ass seemed about the most important thing in the world.

			Certainly more important than the pink-and-white planner.

			She did her best to look away from him enough times that anyone casually observing her in the coffee shop might not think she was totally checking him out. But whatever. He wasn’t looking at her. He wouldn’t know. And anyway, she had already established that she didn’t know anyone in here. So why not?

			She was a thirty-five-year-old woman with two children, who had been married unhappily, widowed and left on her own to deal with all the fallout. If she wanted to check out a guy, she was going to do it. And she wasn’t going to feel embarrassed about it.

			He turned around and she looked away quickly. Not embarrassed, sure, but she had pride.

			She looked back up, and her eyes connected with his perfect blue ones. The color of unwashed denim. She had only ever seen eyes that color in one family.

			But there was no way...

			“Lauren Bishop.” And then he smiled. That mischievous grin that she’d seen once on a dirty-faced little boy. But he was not a little boy now. Oh no. This man standing before her was... Well, he was all man. “I haven’t seen you in... Too long.”

			Oh. No.

			No. No no no no.

			That was wrong. So...so wrong.

			Calder Reid.

			Ew. No. No.

			Of all the men she could have possibly checked out, it had to be the one she used to babysit.

			She couldn’t remember how much younger he was than her. Maybe five, six years. Probably nothing in the grand scheme of things. Except she had babysat him. And now, she had looked at his ass.

			“It has been a while,” she said, keeping her voice measured.

			Seventeen years, actually.

			Which didn’t make her any less appalled she had gawked at his butt.

			His name was called by the barista, and Calder grabbed his cup of coffee from the counter before moving closer to her table. He pulled out the vacant chair across from her, taking a seat without asking. She wrapped her hands over the top of her planner and pulled it across the table, closer to herself. As if she could use it as some kind of shield.

			“Are you visiting?” he asked.

			“No,” she said.

			“You moved back?”

			“Yes.” She had no idea how much Calder knew about her life. She didn’t think her mom was in contact with anyone who would send direct gossip down to his family.

			She had no idea what was going on with his family, which was probably a pretty good metric for how much he knew about her. She had no idea if he’d ever gotten married, though judging by the bare left hand, he wasn’t married now. Or, maybe he was. There were plenty of ranchers who didn’t wear rings for safety reasons. And, she assumed he was a rancher based on what he was wearing.

			“Well, welcome back,” he said, leaning back in his chair, his large hands circling the coffee cup in front of him. They were very, very large hands. It was easy to imagine them against her skin. Rough and calloused and... She was insane.

			She blinked, trying to get a hold of herself. “Thank you.”

			“Are you working here?”

			“Here?” she said, gesturing around them.

			“Not in the coffeehouse. In town.”

			“Kind of,” she said. “I’m a freelance web designer. So, I can work anywhere.”

			“That sounds nice,” he said.

			“Yes,” she said. “I make my own hours, no dress code. I can live wherever I want...”

			“A lot like being a rancher, then,” he said. “That’s what I do. I work the family ranch now. I have my own place on the property. I’m not living in the house or anything. But, of course, animals and the sunrise make my hours, I have to live on the damned ranch and, while there is no official dress code, it’s the kind of work that makes it pretty important for you to keep things strapped in. You don’t want to lose any parts.”

			Her face got hot. Was she blushing? She did not blush. But also, she didn’t usually think about what were essentially a stranger’s parts while she was sitting across from him thinking about how attractive he was. He’d always been a bold kid, brash. On a preteen it had been funny to moderately irritating. On a man it was...oh boy. “Yeah,” she said, looking away. “I can see how that would be...a consideration.”

			“Definitely,” he said. His lips quirked upward into a smile and he leaned in, shifting his hands so that they were practically stroking the coffee cup. And it was killing her. Because there was no way she could stop herself from thinking about those hands stroking her. “Since you’re new to town again I imagine you haven’t made a lot of new friends. Maybe I could take you out tonight?”

			Was he hitting on her? Little Calder Reid was hitting on her.

			Of course, Little Calder Reid was also not little at all. He was clearly over six foot and muscular enough to wrestle a steer down to the ground. But nonetheless, in her memory, he was Little Calder Reid.

			“I...” She lifted up her hand. “I have to stop you there.”

			“Do you?”

			“Yes. I am busy tonight.”

			“Tomorrow night?”

			His eyes collided with hers again, and she felt it. Like an electric shock. Where everything inside you froze for one moment. Her blood. Her heart. Her breath. And she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that he felt it, too. This insane, instant chemistry. There was attraction, there was checking out a hot guy, and then there was this. She wasn’t sure she had ever experienced this. It was the stuff of romantic comedies and romance novels. Stuff that happened in fiction. Something she had never thought might happen in reality.

			“No,” she said softly, gritting her teeth to keep any more words from following. She’d said no. And that really should be enough.

			Her heart kicked back into gear, going over the appropriate speed. The sad thing was it didn’t feel like enough, because she wanted to throw out all of her justifications, all of everything and say yes to whatever it was he had in mind.

			“Breakfast. I draw the line at brunch. I’m not really a brunch guy.”

			“No,” she said. “I’m... I have kids, Calder.” She waited for him to respond to that, but his handsome—Lord it was handsome—face was unreadable. “And, I have a feeling that...that isn’t all that you’re asking about.”

			He leaned back, and then in again. “Are you married?”

			Another piece of baggage to chuck on the pile. He would run the other way. “Widowed.”

			“I’m sorry,” he said. He genuinely sounded it.

			She never knew how to respond to that. She was very sorry that Robert was dead. He was the father of her children, and nothing could ever change that. But she was angry with him, too. Angry that she had been right about where his behavior was going to end up. He had been irresponsible, always. And what she had found exciting and fun when she had been a teenager had become stressful, worrisome and painful as a woman.

			“Thank you,” she said. He didn’t want her life story. And anyway, she didn’t want to give it to him. “I’m actually here because I’m in the process of closing on a house, but there are some repairs that need to be made first, and I’m in kind of a precarious arrangement with all of it. There’s home-improvement stuff to do, so that the bank will agree to the loan and... It could all fall through, and I’m pouring time and money into it.”

			“What needs to be done?”

			“A lot of things. There’s one room that only has subfloor. I need steps built up to the back door...”

			“I can do that.”

			“I don’t... Calder. That’s very nice of you, but I don’t have a lot of money to pay you. I’m just going to look up YouTube videos. I can figure it out.”

			“No,” he said, his voice firm. “I don’t want your money. I want to help you out. It sounds like you’re in a tough spot, and all of that would be easy for me.”

			“I just... I can’t...”

			“I’ll come over tonight.”

			“I really...”

			“I can bring food.”

			She frowned. “You want to fix my house and you’re going to bring me food?”

			He shrugged. “Yes. Consider it a welcome back to Gold Valley.”

			“I’m not in a position to...” She didn’t know what to say. And she didn’t know how to say it. Not without sounding full of herself. And not without sounding hopeful.

			“No charge,” he said, his voice steady. “I mean that. No expectation. You need help. I have time and the skills. It’s a good thing we ran into each other. Though if I’m going to help, I’ll need your number.”

			She could decline. But she needed help. And wanting help from him had nothing to do with how darn pretty he was. Nothing at all.

			Anyway there was something... Well, it was flattering. None of her old friends were waiting in line to help her. She’d left town so long ago it wasn’t like she expected it. Still, this unexpected...kindness. Attention. Whichever. It felt good.

			It felt better than sitting here filling in planner pages.

			“Okay. Give me your phone.” She took it from him and called herself from it. “There. Now I’m in your call log.”

			“Perfect.” He stood up, tapped the table, then picked up his coffee cup. And then, he tipped his hat. By the time he turned around and left, her head was spinning.

			And she couldn’t help but think that it was a very good thing she had run into him. Except...

			Except she felt kind of dizzy. And she didn’t think it was just because of how fast all that had happened.

			He wants to help you. And you need help a hell of a lot more than you need a kiss... Or anything else.

			It was true.

			And anyway, she had taken care of Calder when he’d been a little boy. Now he was taking care of her.

			There. That should kill any and all ridiculous attraction she felt.

			It should. But it didn’t.

			But, ridiculous attraction or not, suddenly the list of things in the planner seemed a whole lot less insurmountable.

			And she was just going to take that as a win.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			LAUREN BISHOP WAS back in town.

			There had been a lot of women in his life between that moment when she had walked into his family home when he was twelve years old, his new babysitter and also the most beautiful creature he’d ever seen in his life, and now.

			But she was still the ultimate fantasy. She always had been.

			Of course, he’d been a kid and had felt every inch the twelve-year-old standing next to the tall, beautiful seventeen-year-old she’d been.

			But now, he was much taller than she was, and he definitely didn’t feel like a kid around her.

			She had kids. She was a widow.

			He supposed that was something he was going to have to think on. When he thought of Lauren Bishop—and God help him, late at night sometimes he did, because she’d been the very first object of desire he’d ever had—he thought of them as equals.

			But they weren’t. And that was a helluva thing. She’d done more living than him. Had more baggage.

			That easy, fun hookup he’d fantasized about... Well, that was looking unlikely.

			But for now... He was consumed with the fact that he wanted to help her. He wasn’t exactly the most altruistic son of a bitch in general. In fact, usually, when helping a woman he would have an ulterior motive.

			Well, if he were honest it wasn’t that he didn’t have one now. It was just that... He had meant what he said. He didn’t want payment. Not in the form of sex. If she wanted to have sex, fine. He was all for putting to bed one of the oldest fantasies he possessed. Literally, if the opportunity presented itself.

			But there was something about her. About the way she had looked sitting there, and hell, the way she had been checking him out. And, she had been checking him out, there was no doubt about that.

			He took a deep breath and looked around him, at the mountains, standing sentry all around the fields, which rolled forward in a lush green spread toward the fence line of the Reid family ranch. This place hadn’t changed a lick in the last couple of decades, and given that, he supposed he shouldn’t be very surprised that the way Lauren Bishop made him feel hadn’t changed much either.

			Of course, the big difference was that now he knew exactly what feelings like that meant. He knew exactly what to do with a woman now.

			The idea made desire pool low and hot and heavy in his gut.

			“You got plans for tonight?”

			He turned and saw his brother Tanner standing there, looking at him speculatively.

			“Yes,” he returned. “Why?”

			“Savannah and Jackson were planning a dinner to plan a dinner. It’s almost Lily’s birthday.”

			“Oh.” He frowned. “Well, I’ll make sure I’m around for the squirt’s birthday but I might skip the planning stage. I promised a lady I would come help fix some things in her house.”

			Tanner arched a brow. “Is that a euphemism for a booty call?”

			He shrugged. But, for the first time since Lauren had set him so firmly on his ass, he felt a little bit more balanced. Because the fact of the matter was, it was not a booty call. He actually wanted to help.

			Mostly.

			He felt a little bit superior to Tanner in that moment. Mostly because he doubted Tanner could say that he had ever helped a woman for the sake of it.

			“I’m just helping out,” Calder said.

			She needed something, and he could give it. His whole damned family was so stunted in that area. His father going from marriage to marriage, ignoring his boys. Treating them more like ranch hands than sons half the time.

			Calder had always wanted to help. To try to make an impact. His father hadn’t let him. Granted, fixing floors and throwing some paint on the wall wasn’t an emotional fix, but it was what Lauren needed, and he was happy to give it.

			“Is that so?” Tanner looked completely skeptical.

			“It is so. Is that so hard to believe?”

			Tanner snorted. “Hell yes.”

			“You remember Lauren Bishop? She used to babysit me.”

			“Oh yeah,” he said. “Pretty. Blonde. You used to drool on her when she walked in the door.”

			He frowned. “I never drooled on her.”

			“I think you did.”

			“That was just because I had braces and it was impossible not to drool sometimes, you asshole.” Tanner looked amused, and Calder made a deliberate effort to calm down because his brother didn’t get to make him that mad. Not about bullshit from seventeen years ago. “But anyway,” Calder continued. “She’s back in town.”

			“And you can’t honestly tell me that you are hoping to do something other than satisfy your hot for babysitter issues?”

			“Hoping to and planning on are two different things. She’s trying to fix up a house. She’s a single mom.”

			“Oh,” Tanner said, frowning.

			“What’s that for?”

			“It’s just... I know you’re not going to take it there now.”

			“Do you?”

			“Yeah. That’s not your thing.”

			“I don’t... What’s not my thing?”

			“Single moms you have to be careful with. Single moms are either supertemporary or very permanent. But if it was the supertemporary thing, you would already know that sex was happening.”

			“You know this from experience?”

			Tanner arched a brow. “I’m not a monk.”

			“Yeah, you’re not me either. So it’s not like you have a hell of a lot more experience.” That was just a fact. Tanner was... He was the oldest. As a result he was a little bit more... Measured in his activities. Jackson had been the real manwhore in the trio of brothers, but that had all come home to roost in the form of a baby he hadn’t realized one of his one-night stands had given birth to. Until the woman had dropped her off on Jackson’s doorstep and fled. Leaving him holding the baby.

			He had been in over his head for a while, trying to adjust to fatherhood, until he had hired Savannah Sturm to be his nanny. Savannah was now his wife, the baby was about to turn a year old, and Calder had never seen Jackson happier.

			Which really was something to think about.

			“Still,” Tanner said. “I get around. I just do it with a little less of a show than you two.”

			“Why is that? So you can avoid Chloe stamping around and passing comment on your behavior?”

			Their younger stepsister lived on the property, and it was pretty obvious to Calder that she had a bit of a crush on Tanner. Inappropriate as that was. Tanner didn’t seem any the wiser, though, and seemed to regard Chloe as little more than a gnat buzzing in his ear.

			“Chloe passes judgment on what I do no matter what,” Tanner said. “But we’re not talking about me.”

			“I’m just helping her out,” Calder said. “Her husband died, Tanner.”

			He didn’t know how long ago. He didn’t know what the story was. It hadn’t been pure sadness on her face when she had said she was widowed.

			There was something else.

			She had looked fragile, but angry. And he had wanted to dig, had wanted to find out what exactly had gone on. That was uncharacteristic. He had watched his father live out a series of relationship dramas. There had been many wives, many stepmothers. A whole lot of angry fights. Calder had never really had the desire to enter into the institution of matrimony. He figured the Reid men collectively had exceeded their personal allotment of marriages, anyway.

			Also, having never seen it last... He’d been cynical about it from the get-go.

			Granted, Calder’s father had been married to Chloe’s mother until the old man had died. But, he had half wondered if his father simply hadn’t had the energy to cycle through wives anymore at that point. Calder had always liked his relationships easy. And nothing about Lauren Bishop would be easy.

			“I’m sorry to hear that,” Tanner said. “Must be rough. And really rough for her poor kids.”

			Calder’s stomach twisted. He might not know about losing a parent when he was a kid, but he knew what it was like to have one walk away. It was tough. There was no way you can go through that and not feel loss. Anger. Abandonment.

			He thought back to the anger on Lauren’s face, and he wondered if she felt something of the same, even though she had lost her husband to death. He wondered if her kids felt the same, too.

			“I’m really not going to mess around with her,” Calder said.

			“Good,” Tanner responded. “I can come with you if you want. Lend a helping hammer.”

			Calder bristled at the thought. All right, maybe he wasn’t holding out hope that anything would happen between himself and Lauren, but being alone would certainly raise the odds. And anyway, he wasn’t sure he wanted to share the glory of helping with Tanner.

			He possessed only so much altruism in his body. If he wasn’t going to get laid, he would be the knight in shining armor. If it was going to be courtly love, then he would be the only knight at the round table.

			“I got it,” he said.

			Tanner shook his head. “You can’t help yourself, can you?”

			“What?”

			“You’re hoping. You might not be actively trying to get something going, but you’re sure as hell not closing the door.”

			“Hey,” he said. “If the woman wants to have a no-strings fling at any point while I’m helping her out, I’m not going to say no. I’m not going to instigate either, but I’m not going to say no.”

			“Just so we’re clear.”

			Tanner just laughed. “Well, enjoy swinging a hammer tonight.”

			He watched his brother turn and walk away, and he let the previous conversation roll over him.

			Lauren had kids. She had lost her husband.

			All of it should make him want to run the other direction and not pursue anything. Not the potential of no-strings sex, not even nailing a picture frame to the wall. Because hell, for all he knew, she might be looking for a replacement husband. And he certainly wasn’t going to fit the bill.

			Of course, she was the one who had tried to chase him off with the mention of the kids earlier. So, her looking for a husband was unlikely.

			Even still, he knew plenty of men who would run the other direction for fear that she was on the prowl for something permanent.

			He didn’t feel compelled to run. In fact, he found himself looking forward to doing repair work more than he ever had in his life.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			LAUREN DIDN’T KNOW what to do with herself, not just because her house didn’t contain any furniture. Though that didn’t help at all.

			It was empty, and she had nowhere to sit but the floor. There was a blanket laid out there on the carpet, because Calder had said he was going to bring food. But that meant the two of them were going to be engaged in some kind of weird indoor picnic. And it was going to make her protestations from earlier seem awfully hollow.

			Because there was no way that didn’t look like she was hitting on him.

			Was she hitting on him?

			She was not the kind of girl who hooked up just because she saw a man and thought he was hot. And sure, most of that was related to having been married for thirteen years, but regardless, because of circumstances, she hadn’t really experienced anything like that. And she couldn’t say that she was that eager to either.

			But Calder made her feel eager to. Unbidden, she had a flash in her mind of what it would be like. To experience all that strength pounding into her.

			She bit the inside of her cheek and closed her eyes. She never thought about things in those terms. She hadn’t had a fantasy that graphic when she was married. Of course, then, sex had been pretty casual. Easily accessible.

			Her husband had always been up for it, more or less. The question was always whether or not she was in the mood after spending two days being ignored, or if he came home with beer on his breath. How able she was to ignore the fact that he had probably been driving.

			Robert had never been cruel. At least, not intentionally. He had just never aged past eighteen, when the height of a good time to him was going out, getting drunk and riding on the dunes with his buddies. Disappearing for a few days to go on a hunt. To go camping. He thought nothing of making big purchases without checking with her. Thought nothing of going out drinking every night and coming home late, totally missing family dinners.

			Didn’t see why he should be expected to show at the kids’ birthday parties, because they were boring. He could never get it through his head that she didn’t really think they were fun but she threw them anyway. Because love was about giving. Not taking.

			He’d never understood that.

			The fact of the matter was he had been a terrible husband. And that would have been almost forgivable if he hadn’t been such a neglectful father. He had loved the girls, in a strange, hands-off kind of way.

			He had showed off their pictures to anyone who came into his garage. Had talked about them like his world revolved around them, but his actions had never once matched up with that. He wasn’t the one driving them to sports and lessons. He wasn’t the one sitting through recitals. The money he made working for the body shop paid for all that stuff, and in his mind, that had been enough. Except, there was a certain point where she had been making as much as he was, and then later more with her home business, and he had never quite realized that. That it saved them when he went out and did dumbass shit like buying a toy trailer without asking. Without checking to see what they owed on their taxes.

			Those thoughts made her feel guilty because she couldn’t think about anything without remembering the frustration she had felt toward him at the end.

			Couldn’t think about the way she had felt about him in the beginning. Couldn’t think about the fact that that first time they’d had sex had been really nice.

			Fun.

			He had been fun. In the beginning.

			And more than that, he’d been her choice. So everything that followed...it was her consequence and she had to own it.

			Sometimes she could remember why she’d made that choice.

			How he felt like a chance to escape her somewhat sedate and restrictive upbringing. Something wild.

			But as their family had grown, as their list of responsibilities had grown, fun hadn’t been enough for her anymore. And he had never been able to understand that. He had always said that she was the one who had changed. And he wasn’t wrong. She had changed and he hadn’t. But considering they had gotten together when they were still teenagers, he should have changed. For their children if not for her.

			Instead, he was dead. He was dead because he drank too many beers and had thought doing a round on the dunes in his four-wheeler was a good idea.

			It damn well hadn’t been.

			There was a knock at the door and she stood, grateful for the interruption of her thoughts. The Robert rabbit trail of thought was unhappy. No matter how she looked at it. Even down to the fact that she wasn’t able to mourn him the way that she wished she could.

			Because he hadn’t been the husband and father she wished he had been.

			She sighed and walked over to the door, her chest tightening a bit when she saw the vague impression of Calder through the mottled glass.

			She could see that he was carrying a large brown paper bag. The food, she presumed.

			She pulled the door open.

			“Hi,” she said, the word starting strong, then fading to a whisper as she took in the sight of him. Damn he was hot. Really, really hot. He was wearing that same black T-shirt and black cowboy hat he had on earlier, and he was carrying food. Which frankly, just made him all the more attractive.

			“Burgers,” he said. “I forgot to check if you were like a vegetarian or something.”

			“Not,” she said.

			He nodded and came in without waiting for her to invite him. His eyes fell to the blanket on the floor and she shifted uncomfortably.

			“I don’t have any furniture in here yet. Technically, the house isn’t mine. But the owners agreed to let me have a key, and let me do all this work. My real estate agent is opposed to it, because the bank could still ultimately decline the loan.”

			“Why are you doing it?”

			“It’s a short sale. And it’s a killer deal. And it’s kind of an endless circle, because the bank won’t give me the loan unless these repairs are done, but the owners can’t afford to do the repairs. So, I’m going to do them so that it passes inspection. And I might lose all my money. And my whole investment.”

			“Not if I have anything to do with it.”

			“I really do appreciate your offer to help,” she said.

			He walked farther into the room, setting the bag down on the blanket, and sitting himself down, as well.

			“Thank you,” she said.

			“Honestly—” he waved a hand “—it’s no problem.”

			“Well, it was a big problem to me. So, you can’t minimize it. It’s everything to me.”

			He began to get the food out of the bag, burgers and fries. Identical as far as she could tell. And two cans of Coke. It made her smile that he’d brought soda. Soda and not beer. Like he was giving her a callback to an innocent, simpler time.

			Too bad sitting near him like this didn’t feel simple or innocent.

			“Where are your kids?” he asked, the question doing something to break the weird sex haze she was in.

			“They’re with my parents.”

			“Boys? Girls? How old?” he pressed.

			She blinked. “Are you really interested?”

			“I am. I don’t know anything about your life after you left town.”

			“Well, I don’t know anything about yours either.”

			He seemed to take that as an offer to trade. “My dad passed a year ago or so. I’m running the ranch with Tanner and Jackson. Jackson has a daughter. He’s married. Tanner is still single.”

			She hadn’t known the Reid family well, but she vaguely remembered Calder’s dad. A big, serious man who always wore a Stetson, no matter the occasion. “I’m sorry to hear about your dad.”

			“Yeah. We’re all sorry. But, I’ve never been married. No kids. Just a rancher like my old man.”

			“There’s no just about being a rancher,” she said. “You and I both know that being a rancher is hard work.”

			“I suppose. But you know what they say about idle hands. I’ve always figured as badly as I behave while doing hard work I better never let my hands grow idle.”

			His blue eyes clashed with hers, the spark there undeniable. He was trying to make her think dirty things. And it was such a basic line. She should not let something like that affect her. Thrill her. And yet it did.

			She swallowed hard, trying to do something to minimize the chain of heat moving through her body.

			“Well. I guess it’s good to know your strengths. And your weaknesses.”

			The corner of his mouth tipped up. “I never said I had weaknesses.”

			She cleared her throat. “Girls. I have girls.” There, that would get her back on solid ground. “My oldest is fourteen. Ava. And Grace is twelve.”

			His eyebrows shot up. “Wow,” he said. “I guess I didn’t imagine...”

			“Were you thinking I had babies?”

			“I guess so. I know you’re older than me, Lauren, but with time, the age gap seems pretty small.”

			“You were doing better before you mentioned my age,” she said, narrowing her eyes.

			He lifted his hands. “I didn’t mean it like that. I was just saying... I don’t have kids. Like I said. So, it just kinda blows my mind to imagine someone I consider close in age to me having...teenagers.”

			She hopped out a laugh. “Yeah, it blows my mind, too, sometimes. When it’s not terrifying me to my soul.”

			“How long has your husband been gone?”

			She looked up sharply, meeting his gaze, then grabbing hold of the paper bag, digging around inside for the food.

			“I’m sorry,” he said. “You don’t have to answer that if you don’t want to.”

			“No,” she said. “It’s just... Most people dance around it. Most people don’t just ask.”

			“I figure as people we can get a lot more accomplished if we would just ask. I don’t see the point in dancing around things. Of course, I don’t really see the point in dancing.”

			She picked a french fry up out of the bag and crunched it. “Really?”

			“Nope. Dancing is just a prelude to what people really want to do. I don’t do pretense.”

			She nearly choked on the fry. “Then why are you here?”

			It felt bold to say that. Like she was applying motive that might not be there. And she might well embarrass herself by doing that. Assuming that this...younger...hotter guy wanted her.

			That was the thing. She was a mom. A mom in her midthirties. She had stretch marks and dimples on her thighs and stuff. And he was like...

			Well, he was fantasy material.

			The true hilarity was the age difference had worked to his disadvantage years ago. He had been a kid. And now... Now she just felt ridiculous lusting after him, really.

			Assuming that it wasn’t one-sided.

			But, hell. She was going for it. Because she felt like there was a vibe, and she was just going to assume there was. “Isn’t this a pretense?”

			He looked her over, slow and lazy, and she felt it like a touch. “No,” he said. “I want to help you. Now... Would I say no if you tried to kiss me? I sure as hell would not. But I swear to God I’m not manipulating you. I’m not pretending anything.”

			“You’re not?”

			“Hell no. I’d fuck you right now if you were into it.”

			Her internal muscles clenched. Hard. That should have been impertinent, and not at all hot.

			But she felt very, very hot.

			“Well...”

			“See? No pretense.”

			“Not really sure how we got from my dead husband to you being willing to fuck me.”

			“When you put it like that it does seem odd. But it seemed natural in the moment.”

			She tilted her head to the side. “You don’t embarrass easily, do you?”

			He shrugged. “I don’t think I embarrass at all.”

			She sighed heavily. She didn’t know what the hell kind of conversation they were having. Covering everything from his dad’s death to her children, and his total willingness to do it with her on the floor. So she might as well keep on making it weird. “Three years. He—my husband, Robert—has been gone for three years.”

			Calder nodded slowly. “I do know what it’s like to lose someone like that. I’m sorry. I mean, my dad died, but your parents do tend to die before you. That’s the order of things. And when you’re an adult. Not when you’re a kid like it was for your girls. I’m really sorry about that.”

			“I’m sorry they lost him, too,” she said.

			He didn’t say anything, but a flicker of understanding ignited in his blue eyes.

			“I think it would be best if I just took help with the flooring,” she said slowly.

			“Probably,” he agreed.

			“Just...so we’re clear.”

			“Perfectly clear,” he said. “No pretense, like I said.”

			“Then let’s finish eating and I’ll show you where the work is.”

			* * *

			CALDER COULDN’T FIGURE out whether or not he’d made a misstep by making it so clear that he was into Lauren. But then, like Tanner had said earlier, a woman in her position was going to be interested in only two things.

			Something purely physical, or something permanent.

			He was attracted to her, and the attraction had only intensified when he had walked in tonight and seen her.

			He loved everything about the changes the years had sculpted into her body. Her hips were wider, her breasts larger, her cheekbones a bit more sculpted. There was a world-weariness to her eyes that he didn’t like, but there was also something else. A depth. It intrigued him. Called to him. And that had nothing at all to do with sex. So he didn’t know what the hell to do with it.

			He was pretty deep into the flooring job, and all that physical labor hadn’t done anything to dampen his libido, so he supposed he could take comfort in the fact that even if sex wasn’t the only thing on his mind when he looked at Lauren, it was on his mind.

			Three years. Her husband had been gone three years. Which meant her girls would have been eleven and nine when that happened. And she was having to go through raising a preteen and a teenager all alone.

			He knew sweet fuck all about raising kids. He certainly wouldn’t be of any help to her.

			She didn’t ask, asshole.

			Well, he wasn’t even thinking about offering. Not at all. He hammered harder at the flooring, bringing the gap between the two wooden slats to a close. It was pretty easy work, as it went. There was just no making it go faster than it could.

			While he was doing that, she was painting in the other room. Not necessary, she said, but she preferred to get it done before the floor was in for ease. And, he had a feeling that she was avoiding him. Which, after the way he had run his mouth, he couldn’t blame her.

			Except, he knew that she wasn’t completely turned off by the idea of sleeping with him either. No, not completely.

			He had seen the interest there. Seeing that little spark in those lovely brown eyes.

			She wanted him. That was obvious.

			But there was a hesitance to it, and he wasn’t quite sure what it was. Unless it was the same hesitancy he was feeling. Knowing that there couldn’t be a middle ground.

			He didn’t particularly want middle ground. Not at the moment. He’d have her on the ground. That would work.

			Shit. He really needed to get himself together. Yeah, she was a fantasy, always had been. But, she was also a complication. And there were any number of women in town who wouldn’t be complicated. Why was he fascinated by the one who would be? One who had just come back into town?

			It was all a holdover from old adolescent feelings. That was all. It was all it could be.

			They hadn’t exchanged very many words. She couldn’t actually be unique, or special. Not really. Not so quickly. He was too damned old to be getting tied up like this by his hormones.

			Twenty-nine and with a lot of experience under his belt. But no matter how many times he repeated that simple truth to himself he still felt... Way the hell too much.

			“Would you mind...?”

			He turned around and saw her standing in the doorway. She hesitated, tucked a strand of blond hair behind her ear. “Would you mind helping me reach something?”

			He looked down at his project, dropped his hammer onto the subfloor and stood up.

			“Not at all,” he said, his gut tightening.

			No pretense. There was no pretense between the two of them. Not at all. Which meant that if the woman wanted sex, she would say so. And if she wanted him to reach something for her, she would say that. So that was it. That was all. And still, heat flooded him.

			He followed her into a bedroom, which was clearly an addition, since the ceilings were a hell of a lot taller than any of the other rooms. The slab foundation was exposed, and he imagined this was the next floor-length project.

			“I need to get tape around the light fixtures, and I just can’t get myself into a position where I can reach them,” she said, gesturing to the ladder. “Nothing really works.”

			“Lucky for you, I’m a bit taller.”

			“True.”

			“I’ve got it.” He grabbed a roll of blue tape and began to climb the ladder, applying tape around the perimeter of the first recessed lighting can, before moving to the other.

			“My daughters are mad at me,” she said.

			“Really?”

			He was surprised she volunteered that bit of information.

			“Yes,” she said. “They didn’t want to move. They liked living in Hillsboro. Being closer to Portland. There was so much more to do. They had friends there. It’s one reason I took so long to come back. They were settled into their schools and... They had friends. But Grace is starting seventh grade, and at that age girls change a lot and have friend drama sometimes anyway. Ava is going into high school. I figured with Ava changing schools, that was the best time, if it was going to happen. And really, I know there’s no good time. But I couldn’t stay there anymore. There was nothing for me. My parents are here. Gold Valley is my home. I was tired of being in the place I was because of... Because of him. I didn’t move there for me. I moved there because he liked living there. And I was just tired of that. Plus, I couldn’t afford any houses in the area. So I was just going to be stuck in the rental, and I didn’t want that anymore either. I wanted to come home. I wanted to be somewhere that felt like me. The town and the house. And they both think that I’ve ruined their lives.”

			He nodded slowly, climbing down the ladder and shifting it so that it was by the next light fixture. “It’s my understanding that teenagers and preteens are supposed to feel like you ruined their lives.”

			“Yeah. I guess so. I remember feeling that way. And then I left home at nineteen and married the first asshole that I fell in love with. So, I was kind of hoping to avoid that sort of thing with my own kids.”

			“He couldn’t have been an asshole that whole time,” he said, realizing it wasn’t exactly his place to push on this. But she was talking. And he was... He was interested.

			“He wasn’t. You’re right. And actually... He would never have been an asshole if he wasn’t in his thirties. If he wasn’t a husband and father. He would have been a fun guy. A nice guy, even if he drank a little bit too much. But that kind of stuff isn’t attractive on a man that age. Not when you’re depending on him.”

			“I get that.”

			Really, he understood exactly where she was coming from. There was a reason he hadn’t gotten married and had kids. He hadn’t been sure he could handle that yet. His life had been serious. Far too serious. All manner of relationship drama with his dad, who had not been ready to get married and settle down. He had been a stable man in many ways, working the ranch his entire life. But he had been a bad husband. He had been a decently involved father, but Calder couldn’t help but wonder if part of that was due to the fact that he had sons who had been willing to work the place with him. What would have happened if he had daughters? He had been decent to Chloe, but she had been older, as had their father, when he had married her mother.

			If he had been a young man with daughters who had required something other than him to act as foreman more than father, he wasn’t sure how that would have gone. And in the end, the fact of the matter was their father had been more their boss than their dad. And that was a difficult thing. Calder had never wanted that for himself. And so he had avoided it. He didn’t have a hell of a lot of respect for a man who didn’t know himself well enough to know what he should or shouldn’t get into.

			“He should have stepped up,” Calder said.

			He shouldn’t have said that anymore than he should’ve started questioning her about her late husband, but he found he couldn’t help himself.

			“That simple?” she asked.

			He could feel her eyes on him. Not just looking at him, but checking him out. He’d never felt a woman’s gaze like that. Like a physical touch.

			Damn. He was fighting a hard-on and trying to keep on task and not making it about sex between them. But the problem was her. That she wanted him, too, even if she couldn’t admit it.

			“Hell yes, I think it’s that simple,” he said. “If a man has responsibilities he should rise to them. If not, I’m not sure that he’s a man.”

			He climbed down the ladder, stood in front of her and looked at her. Really looked. At the sadness in her eyes, that vulnerability. He wanted to fix that, too. But hell, he knew it wouldn’t be as easy as fixing a wooden floor.

			“You know, part of me always felt like it was, too,” she said, the words soft and choked. “And I have spent years making excuses for him. I did it while he was alive, and even though I’ve been angry at him in death, I’ve done it since he died, too. But I... Sometimes I think it would have been so easy. He just needed to grow up. He just needed to quit being selfish. I did it, Calder, why couldn’t he? I was young, too. But I took care of the girls, and I worked hard, and I didn’t hang out with friends every time I wanted to. And I didn’t buy things every time I wanted them. And I quit drinking so much, and I quit staying up late. And I just don’t understand why he couldn’t. He thought I wasn’t fun. He thought I was the one who changed. But I was just being... I was just being the adult. Half the time I felt like I had three children, and I didn’t like one of them very much.”

			She was breathing hard when she finished her rant, her shoulders rising and falling with each labored breath. “And then he went and got himself killed. I can’t even grieve him, not really. I was so angry at the pain that he caused. Me, my daughters. More angry than I am sad. Because he was the one who chose to get drunk before he got on the quad. He was the one who was still acting like he was eighteen when we were parents. It’s his own fault. It was avoidable.” She pounded her hand against her chest, punctuating her words. “And that’s a terrible thing to say, I know it. But sometimes I’m just so damn tired of trying to be the mature one. He’s not even alive anymore and that’s what I’m doing. Making excuses. Trying to cover it. I have to. I can’t say anything bad about him in front of the girls... He’s gone. And he’s their father. And...”

			She stopped talking, her brown eyes colliding with his. “I’m tired. I’m tired of doing the right thing. I’m tired of being predictable and organized and mature. I’m tired of my planner.”

			The air got thick between them, and everything inside Calder went tight. “Maybe I want to do something wrong,” she said, the look in her eyes changing, growing more intent.

			There was a breath, one moment, where he knew exactly what she was about to do next before she did it. And in that moment he decided a couple of things.

			The first was that he was 100 percent here for this.

			The second was that he wasn’t just going to be her mistake. Wasn’t going to be her little rebellion. She was a woman who had given everything to a man who didn’t deserve it. She had given him children. She had given him years of hard work and faithfulness, and a hell of a lot more forgiveness and credit than he deserved from the sounds of things.

			And Calder didn’t want to just be a moment of escape for her.

			They could start there. But what he knew in that moment was that he wanted to give her everything her husband hadn’t.

			Why he knew that with such absolute certainty, he couldn’t say.

			But he knew it wasn’t just lust. He knew it with a kind of baseline certainty he couldn’t begin to comprehend.

			But Calder was a man who dealt in certainty. And for a hell of a lot of years he had been certain that he didn’t want the responsibility of a wife and children. And as the feelings of certainty surrounding Lauren clicked into place, those other truths about himself shifted on its axis. And it didn’t even scare him.

			That was when she kissed him. It was like an explosion of heat and fire. Like nothing he had ever experienced before. And he had experienced quite a lot.

			Then, he let everything else fade into the background. Because the rest would take care of itself. But for now, he was kissing Lauren Bishop.

			And he was going to go ahead and glory in that.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			LAUREN FELT LIKE she was losing her mind. But, she also didn’t want to stop.

			She had never felt anything like this before. She felt reckless and crazy and wrong, and she wasn’t going to do anything to fight against it.

			Because Little Calder Reid was not little anymore, not at all.

			He was all man.

			Hot and hard and fixing things in her house.

			Telling her all the things she had needed to hear for so long. Things she hadn’t known she needed to hear. And he was here. He was here and he wanted her. He’d said that he did. In no uncertain terms, crude and explicit and somehow hot.

			Robert had used words like that, and it hadn’t felt the same. It felt thoughtless. Like he couldn’t be bothered to say something softer, more romantic. Like he couldn’t be bothered to seduce her.

			When Calder said it, it was like a promise.

			A filthy, explicit promise of pleasure.

			Like he had used cruder terms because he couldn’t help himself. Because he had been driven to it by his desire for her. And maybe that was all her projecting what she needed, but it didn’t really matter.

			Because this was about feeling. About need.

			So she wasn’t going to rationalize it. She couldn’t. Not even if she wanted to. She grabbed hold of his face, pushing her fingers around through his hair and holding on to him, kissing him deeper. He growled, reversing their positions and backing her against the wall, his hand, large and rough on her face as he angled and took the kiss deeper. Sliding his tongue deep inside her mouth, the friction so hot and wet that it made her tremble.

			He braced his other hand on her hip, dragging his thumb slowly back and forth across her rib cage. Her T-shirt was between his touch and her skin, and still, that slow movement of his thumb made her shiver. Made her tremble.

			She felt it. Everywhere. She didn’t even know how that worked.

			This was crazy. She didn’t do things like this. Ever. But hell, she was now. Why not? There was no one here. It was like an insane, ridiculous fantasy, except it couldn’t be.

			Because he was too hot, hard and pushing her into the drywall to be a fantasy.

			She wouldn’t be surprised if there was a little Lauren print left behind. At least he hadn’t backed her up against the wall she had recently painted. Because that would be hard to explain. Showing up at her parents’ house later tonight with a paint splotch in her hair.

			But of course he hadn’t done that. His every movement was too smooth. Too practiced.

			Except it didn’t feel like it. It felt raw and real and just for her. And she needed that.

			She needed something to be about her.

			Because the bottom line was every single one of those things in her planner was something she had to do. They didn’t make her feel good. They just had to be done. She didn’t want to be painting at eight thirty at night.

			She just was.

			But this was more than a box she had to check off. She needed to get done. She wanted to do this. With him.

			And dammit, she was going to.

			Because she didn’t want to be a widow. She didn’t want to be a single mom. It had never been the plan.

			So why couldn’t she have this? In the long line of shit she hadn’t signed up for, why couldn’t this be one of the things? Having a moment of wild, uncontrolled lust with Calder Reid.

			It was a hell of a lot better than any of the other random surprises life had thrown at her.

			At least this one had a nice ass.

			There was no more thinking after that, because he pushed his hand beneath the hem of her shirt, and that calloused skin made contact with the sensitive flesh there, and suddenly, she couldn’t speak, let alone think. She was melting. Her center completely liquid with her desire for him.

			It was all going so fast, and thank God, honestly. Because if he went slower she might start thinking. She didn’t want to think. She wanted this. She had never been this insane. Ever. His hands were electric, skating over her skin and leaving a trail of sparks behind. He pushed her shirt up, dragged it over her head, and she had a moment of insecurity.

			Her stomach wasn’t flat.

			But those hot blue eyes didn’t go to her stomach, but to her breasts. And what she saw there was pure male appreciation. The kind she hadn’t seen in...

			Well, she had been celibate since her husband’s death. And before that, it had been the two of them together for more than a decade. He might have been turned on by her, in the way that men were turned on by women. But he didn’t...appreciate her body. Not like that. Calder’s eyes said more with a hot look than her husband had said with about a thousand words.

			And maybe she shouldn’t compare the two men. But, it was unavoidable to an extent. She hadn’t been with anyone other than Robert in a very long time. And it was difficult not to revel in the differences.

			He groaned, unbuttoning her jeans, and drawing the zipper down slowly.

			Giddy satisfaction went through her when he shoved his hand down between her legs, into her panties, his fingers insistent and quick, finding that sensitized bundle of nerves between her slick folds with unerring accuracy.

			He stroked her.

			Made her shake.

			Made her cry out.

			He was good. So, so good. There was a wealth of experience and knowledge in that touch. With each roll of his wrist. That man knew just what he was doing. Just how to touch her. All she could do was hang on to those broad shoulders as he coaxed a response from her that she wasn’t sure she’d known her body was capable of. He moved his thumb over her, then pressed two fingers deep inside her. She gasped at the invasion. It had been a while. But it was good. So good. He moved his hand in a steady rhythm, drawing his fingers in and out of her body, making her feel more. Better.

			Making her feel like she might break apart into a thousand pieces if he didn’t make good on the climax he was promising.

			She looked up, her eyes colliding with his, and she broke. The sound that escaped her lips would have been humiliating if she weren’t so completely lost in the shattering pleasure overtaking her.

			She was shaking, and not entirely in control of her actions when she reached out and grabbed hold of his T-shirt, ripping it over his head. She needed to see him. Needed to touch him. The intense climax had done nothing to dampen her desire. If anything, it made her a crazy woman. She wanted more. She wanted everything.

			She ran her hands over his muscles, over all that hot, hard skin. The chest hair there. Lord. He was just so much a man. She had never touched a man who looked like this. Had never even known to fantasize about it.

			Women aren’t visual.

			She’d lost track of the amount of times her mother had said that when she had cautioned her on the clothing that she wore. Women aren’t visual. Men are. That was why women had to be careful. About what they wore, and how they acted.

			Well.

			She felt pretty damn visual right now. And tactile. And desperate for sex. Raw, hard sex. She needed his cock inside her. She needed it more than she needed to breathe.

			She didn’t recognize this creature he had transformed her into. She didn’t care. She loved it. She felt wanton and wild and utterly out of control.

			She hadn’t put this in the damn planner.

			And it felt glorious. She moved her fingers over his washboard stomach. And she didn’t care if she wasn’t perfect. He was. And he was all for her. He pushed her jeans down her legs, dragged her panties down with them. And she didn’t feel self-conscious anymore. How could she? Especially when she reached out and covered his denim-clad legs with her hand, taking the evidence of his desire for her in hand. He was so big. So hard. For her. How could she feel anything but accomplished right now?

			She unbuckled his jeans, and his arousal sprang free. She wrapped her fingers around him, felt that hot, hard length in her hands.

			He was everything she hadn’t realized she was missing.

			She pumped his erection, once, twice. He groaned, his beautiful head falling back, his lips going slack.

			She needed him inside her. Now. More than she needed to breathe.

			She needed...

			A sinking feeling hollowed out her stomach. “Condoms.”

			“I have them,” he said. He reached down, grabbed hold of his jeans and produced his wallet, pulling out a plastic packet. “I promise they weren’t for you.”

			She laughed. “Ordinarily that would be offensive.”

			“Oh, I know. But I wanted to make sure that you knew I wasn’t plotting this.”

			“Just part of your average cowboy survival kit.”

			“Yes’m. I’ve always got a Swiss Army knife because you never know when you might need to repair something. And condoms, because you never know when a nice lady might need a good orgasm.”

			She couldn’t even be mad. She was glad. Glad that he was kind of a slut. Glad that he had brought protection. Glad that he knew what the hell he was doing. When he tore the packet open, and wrapped his hand around himself as he smoothed the latex over his length, she gloried in everything about him. Every last inch.

			He pressed her up against the wall then, kissing her hard, grabbing her wrists and drawing her arms above her head, pinning them hard against the drywall as he positioned himself between her legs. “I figure the floor’s a little hard,” he said, using his free hand to grip her hip, then sliding it down her thigh, lifting it up so that she was open to him. He arched his hips forward, pressing the head of his arousal into her slick entrance. “This will do just fine.”

			He thrust up inside her, and she gasped. He was big. So, so big.

			She loved it. Because she felt him everywhere. Fully possessed.

			And as he began to pound inside her, as the pleasure began to build in her again, she lost herself completely. There were no worries. There were no more appointments. There was nothing but this. She was just a woman. And he was just a man. She was all feeling. That heavy length pounding hard and deep. Fingernails dug into his skin. Slick sweat and desire.

			He shuddered out his release, slamming into her one last time, and she broke, her internal muscles pulsing around him as she came harder than she could ever remember coming before.

			She felt like she was outside her body. Outside herself. Because good, sensible Lauren Bishop would never screw a guy up against the wall that she didn’t even know.

			Knowing him seventeen years ago did not count.

			And yet, as he stared deep into her eyes, still buried inside her, she couldn’t escape the feeling that he might know her better than she knew herself.

			That he might know her in ways no one else ever had.

			He released his hold on her, slowly, withdrawing from her.

			“I don’t even know what to say,” he said.

			“Don’t say anything,” she said. “I’m... I’m sorry,” she said, a rush of regret filling her.

			What had she just done? She had just acted like a giant hormone. That wasn’t her. It felt perfect for a minute. Liberating and everything. And now it just felt...humiliating.

			“That was a mistake.”

			He looked at her, lifted a brow. “I haven’t even taken the condom off yet and you’re telling me it was a mistake?”

			Her skin flushed, her face going hot. He was right about that. He was standing in front of her, still totally naked, with all of the evidence of what had just occurred...right there.

			“I just... That isn’t me. I’m responsible. I’m...”

			“What about that was irresponsible?”

			“It just is,” she insisted. “How would I ever explain behavior like that to my children?”

			“The way I see it, Lauren, you’re an adult and you don’t owe your kids an explanation for things like that.”

			“My mother would be disappointed in me.”

			“You don’t owe your mother an explanation either. What we do in the privacy of...your almost home is our business.”

			“I...”

			It wasn’t that she hadn’t disappointed her parents before. Running off and marrying Robert hadn’t exactly been a popular decision. They had accepted it, sure. There were no other options at the end of the day. What had been done had been done. And when he had died, her parents had been very supportive of her. They had spent a lot of time at her house. They had stayed there for weeks at a time helping her get affairs in order, helping her take care of the girls. It wasn’t that their love had ever been conditional. But all the things inside her that had been unspoken, all the anger at him... She knew that they had felt the same—that Robert had brought it on himself. And that Lauren was grieving because she had made a bad decision when she was nineteen years old. That all that pain had really been self-inflicted in many ways. Because she should have chosen more wisely from the start. She should have gone to college. She should have done something with her life that wasn’t just running off and being impetuous for love. A love that she had clearly felt more strongly than her husband ever had because if he had loved her even half as much she loved him he would have changed. For her. For the girls.

			And the fact that all of that was tied up in this stolen moment made her angry in a lot of ways. But it was also unavoidable.

			“I can’t just do things like this.”

			“Why? You need the house fixed. And that was fun. Why can’t we do both?”

			“Because I can’t... There’s no room in my life for this. There’s no room in my life for... I can’t play around with man children. Okay?”

			“Man children?”

			“Yes. You’re... What are you?”

			“Twenty-nine,” he said.

			“Exactly. Twenty-nine. I’m thirty-five years old, Calder, I have children. I have responsibilities. I can’t just... I can’t just screw around with some guy because he’s hot.”

			“Why? Why the hell can’t you? You’re not just a mother. You’re a woman. And you don’t live for your parents, and you can’t live just for your children.”

			“That’s where you’re wrong. Somebody has to live for those girls, Calder. God knows my husband never did.”

			“Are they taken care of right now?”

			“Yes... But...”

			“But nothing. Look, Lauren, if that wasn’t good for you and you don’t want to do it again, fine. But if this is just a bunch of excuses... I’m going to call you out.”

			“It was good. You know that.”

			“Then I don’t see what the problem is.”

			“You don’t understand because you don’t have any real responsibilities to anyone but yourself. And that’s what I mean by man children.”

			“That’s not fair. Just because I’ve never had that kind of responsibility doesn’t mean I couldn’t handle it if I did. It doesn’t mean I’m too terminally selfish to try to understand your situation.”

			“My experience indicates that it doesn’t happen that way.”

			“Your experience is limited. And unfortunate. I’m really sorry that you had a bad experience in your marriage. But that’s not every man. And it sure as hell isn’t me. I’m attracted to you,” he said. “That’s obvious.”

			That declaration sent a wave of desire rolling over her. And it shouldn’t have. Because she should be taken care of. She hadn’t had an orgasm like that in... Ever, maybe. And every orgasm she had in the past few years had been self-induced.

			So she should honestly be set for the next little while, but already, she wanted more. He was naked, they were both naked, and they were yelling at each other. It was weird. She was upset. She felt unsettled. And she still felt turned on. She didn’t know what to make of any of it.

			And it was very hard to argue against Calder right now. Because he was beautiful. Because he wanted her. Because he made her feel good. Like a woman. And not like... Well, a walking to-do list.

			“My time is so... Stretched. I work, I work on this house, I keep appointments for myself, for my children. And then with every moment I have I try to spend it with them. I don’t have a whole bunch of moments to trade around. To devote to... This. So when I say there’s no point... Everything in my life has a point.”

			“What about you?” he asked. “What about you feeling good? What about you having a little bit of fun?”

			“I can’t be like him. They can’t have another parent who only thinks about their own pleasure. They just can’t.”

			“There is middle ground, Lauren. There is. There’s more than just devoting every spare moment to other people, and thinking of no one but yourself. Your kids deserve to have a happy mother. And you deserve to be happy.”

			“And you think that a little bit of sex with you is going to make me happy?”

			That was bitchy. And completely uncalled for.

			But, the corner of his mouth lifted upward, and he looked her over. “Yeah. I think I could do a pretty damn good job of making you happy, Lauren Bishop.”

			“I’m sorry. You’re going to have to find another sad, lonely woman to devote your time and abs to.”

			He tilted his head to the side, frowning slightly. “My abs, huh? I assumed my dick was the star of the show.”

			Her lips twitched. Well. She’d never think of him as Little Calder Reid ever again. That was for sure. “All men do. Don’t get me wrong. It’s a really good one.”

			“Oh, I’m aware of that.”

			She laughed. And she didn’t feel like laughing at all. At least, she hadn’t a second ago. She didn’t know how she could be angry, turned on and amused all at the same time.

			Something thick and hot stretched between them. Need. Oh, she wanted him. She wished she could have him. But there was...no point.

			“I just can’t,” she said, finally. “I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t apologize to me. Apologize to yourself.”

			He began to get dressed, and she felt like an idiot standing there naked. But, she wasn’t sure she could bend over and move around to get dressed in front of him either. Things bunched up and rolled when she did that. She would rather stand there in more prime positioning naked.

			Conversely, while Calder moved around, nothing jiggled, or rolled. Muscles shifted and bunched, smooth golden skin moving over that tight physique.

			And damn, that man’s ass.

			It was a thing of beauty.

			The man was like a sculpture that had been brought to life.

			She wished she had touched his butt more. Wished that she had looked at him longer. She wished they’d had a bed.

			Sex against the wall was all well and good. But there was so much they hadn’t... Done. So much they wouldn’t get to do because she was being practical.

			It was like finding the world’s best playground and only going on the swing. And only swinging once.

			It was depressing.

			Completely dressed, Calder straightened and treated her to a grin. “I’m going to go finish that floor.”

			She blinked. “What?”

			“I’m going to finish the floor. And then tomorrow I’ll do the flooring here.”

			“But I just... I just said we weren’t having sex anymore.”

			“You also told me how stressed you are. And explained this whole situation. I’m going to help you, Lauren. I already said I was doing it for nothing. I didn’t have sex with you as payment. I wanted to have sex with you. I’d do it again. But if you don’t want to, that’s fine. You better understand this about me. If I say I’m going to do something, I will damn well do it. I’m not playing games with you. If I start a job, I finish it.” It was the conviction in his voice that shocked her. The absolute certainty. He held her gaze. Unflinching. “I started this. I’m finishing it.”

			He moved toward the door, then paused. He reached out, gripping her chin, and tilted her face up toward him. Then he dipped his head low and kissed her, firm and hard on the mouth. He lifted his head, those eyes blue eyes boring into hers. “You know my feelings. If you change your mind, you can count on the fact they won’t have changed.”

			“You don’t know that,” she whispered.

			“I do. Yes, I’m twenty-nine. I’m younger than you. I’ve never been married. I don’t have kids. But I know my damned mind.”

			Then he walked out of the room, and a few minutes later, she heard the sound of him pounding boards together.

			And she honestly felt like the pages of her planner had been torn out and scattered all over the place. Like she had no idea what her world was anymore.

			Or what she wanted.

			And the strangest part about all of it was that she wasn’t even that sad about it.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			WHEN LAUREN GOT up the next morning she had half a mind to try to avoid her mother. But, it was impossible. As soon as she got up, she saw her mother in the kitchen. Her daughter Ava was already up, sitting at the table with a mug of hot chocolate and a piece of buttered toast.

			“Good morning,” Lauren said.

			Ava looked up at her, then back down at her breakfast. The stony, teenage silence was getting old. It had been all she had gotten from her daughter since they’d moved back to Gold Valley.

			“Nice to see you, too, Ava,” she said, determinedly overbright. “It’s a beautiful day outside. I hope you do something other than lie on your bed and morosely text.”

			“There’s nothing to do here,” she said.

			“If you’re bored,” Lauren’s mother put in, “you can always pick up a few extra chores.”

			Ava made a growling sound in the back of her throat and picked up her toast, devoting all of her focus to it.

			“Don’t growl at your grandmother,” Lauren said.

			Her mother gave Lauren a sympathetic look but didn’t make any comments to Ava. Delores Bishop would not have held her peace at all, had Lauren growled at her when she was a teenager.

			But, her parents had definitely mellowed a little bit as grandparents. She supposed that was the way of the world. It stuck in her craw sometimes, though. Because she certainly hadn’t been allowed to have moods and attitudes.

			And really, if her mother had chastised Ava, Lauren would have probably resented her stepping in and co-opting her role as parent. So there was that.

			“What’s your plan today?” her mom asked.

			“I have to go back over to the house. There’s flooring to finish. And once that’s done, we can actually schedule the inspection. Then, hopefully we’ll get a close date and... All of our things can come out of storage.”

			“You did the right thing moving back,” her mom said. And, Lauren supposed that made up for her ease on Ava.

			“I know,” Lauren said.

			Unbidden, flashes of last night burst into her head. All the wrong things she had done with Calder Reid.

			Her mother would not be in support of that.

			But it didn’t matter because Lauren wasn’t going to be doing that again. No, she was not.

			“I’ll take the girls downtown,” her mom said. “Maybe we can do some school shopping.”

			Lauren imagined that Ava would have a lot of opinions about school anywhere other than Portland. But she was going to have to deal with it.

			“Thank you,” Lauren said. “For helping out. If I had to do all of this by myself, I don’t think I’d be able to.”

			Ava got up, saying nothing as she shuffled out of the room.

			“Hopefully, someday my kids won’t hate me,” Lauren said.

			Her mom sighed. “Someday, they won’t. But, you didn’t think that I knew what was best for you either.”

			Ouch. That stuck hard in Lauren’s ribs. Even harder because in many ways, Robert had been the wrong choice, and her mother had been right. But if she hadn’t married him, she wouldn’t have Ava and Grace, and she didn’t regret that part of her life one bit. Which made it all... Complicated.

			Which, she supposed, was actually a decent thing to realize.

			That sometimes her kids would do something she didn’t approve of.

			That they might even be bad choices, or not the ideal choices. And there would be good in that anyway.

			Her mom and dad, to their credit, hadn’t cut her off for what she did. They’d come to her wedding. They’d dealt with Robert’s hard-drinking friends and relatives who’d felt that was required at a wedding.

			Once they’d realized her mind was made up, they’d supported her.

			“I loved him,” Lauren said. “I mean, I wasn’t just rebelling against you. Just so you know.”

			Her mom, turned to her, hugged her quickly. “I know that. I mean, I didn’t know that for the first couple of years. But when you actually married him, had the first baby...”

			“I would’ve stayed with him,” Lauren said, quickly.

			I know,” her mom said. “And you would have been unhappy.”

			She thought of last night again. Of Calder. Not of the sex, but the way he’d worked on the house. The way he’d promised to finish what he’d started. He was so different from her late husband. “Not with everything,” she protested. “Not with the girls.”

			“You deserve better than that.”

			“Why?” Lauren asked, going over to the coffeemaker. “I didn’t make the right choices. I didn’t choose the right man. I chose the exact kind of man you warned me about. So, I’m not exactly sure why I deserve happiness now. Don’t you reap what you sow?”

			“Yes,” her mom said. “I believe that you do. But I also believe that you don’t deserve to be miserable for your entire life. Should you suffer forever?”

			“I thought I was going to have to.”

			Her mom shook her head. “I was strict with you because I worried about you. And some of my fears for you did come true. And I very much didn’t want you to lose your husband. I especially didn’t want the girls to lose their father. He was...”

			“He wasn’t quite bad enough to spit on his grave,” Lauren said. “But... Now I realize that things are easier without him. And I feel bad. I feel guilty. I’m glad that I got back here. Glad that I’m not with him. I don’t think I would’ve been brave enough to leave ever. Because it’s not like he was abusive. He was just...”

			“You didn’t love him.”

			Lauren shook her head. “Not anymore.”

			“No matter how it happened, that part of your life is over now. Don’t you deserve something better? Something different?”

			She couldn’t take those words on board. Not now.

			The sad truth was, as she stood there in her mother’s kitchen, all she could really think was that she deserved to be exactly where she was standing. Really, she deserved to be married to Robert still, while he lived. To have to live with her choices for the rest of her life.

			This was actually a little bit of deliverance that hadn’t required any action, bravery or thought on her part.

			If she was a little bit lonely, if her girls were angry at her...

			Well, those were the seeds she had planted.

			It was all fine and good for her mother to say she wanted Lauren to feel differently now, but she hadn’t raised her to feel differently. She had raised her to think deeply about her choices, and to understand that what she did in the moment was going to impact her future.

			And Lauren hadn’t listened. Because it had been inconvenient. Because it had been prescriptive, and unfair. And Lauren had been convinced that she knew better.

			And still, standing there in the kitchen she could get back inside the head of that eighteen-year-old girl who had basically run away from home to marry that charming redneck she’d met on the beach. The one who’d stolen her heart and her virginity in very short order. Of course it had felt unfair when her parents had told her she was being crazy. That she needed to think about her future. That her future might not be the easiest with a man like him.

			But she had felt like they were Romeo and Juliet. Destined and doomed all at the same time, and she had felt like she had no choice but to follow her heart. She’d had such pure conviction, even now she could feel it echoing inside her.

			Wasn’t it right to fight for love?

			But she had been wrong. Catastrophically.

			Even three years on the other side of it she was still sorting through what all of that meant.

			Well, she had decided what it meant. That she couldn’t just follow her heart. That she needed to make plans and follow those instead. That she needed to think.

			That she needed to think about other people, and a whole lot less about what she felt she deserved. What she felt she knew.

			“I better go,” she said.

			“Do you want your dad to come over and help?”

			Right. And explain the giant, burly cowboy working in the house.

			“You know he can’t get down there onto the flooring. He’ll never get back up again. We already discussed this.” That was true.

			“Yes,” her mom said. “Although, he would never admit it.”

			“No. Which is why it’s just better if I let him have his pride and enlist you guys to watch the girls.”

			“Yes, you’re right about that. But I worry about you.”

			“I’ve got it handled,” she said.

			But as she gathered her things, and headed out toward her car, she wondered if she had anything handled at all.

			* * *

			BY THE TIME Lauren showed up, Calder had been waiting in the driveway with doughnuts and coffee for twenty minutes.

			She pulled up and stepped out of the car, her blond hair blowing over her face, her expression cautious when she saw him. And his stomach felt like it had been kicked by a horse.

			“I brought breakfast,” he said.

			“That was... Really nice of you but I already...” She shook her head. “I guess I didn’t. I had coffee. But I wasn’t really feeling hungry.” She eyed the doughnuts. “I’m feeling a little bit hungrier now.”

			So was he. Starving. But, not for doughnuts. For her.

			He really, really didn’t want for things to be finished between them. Once wasn’t enough. He didn’t think there would be an enough, not with her.

			Of course, he had to sort out what that meant. Because it wasn’t just her.

			Though, here it felt like it.

			It was tempting to believe he was making a place here just for the two of them.

			He waited for that idea to terrify him. But it didn’t.

			He wondered if his dad had felt confident every time he’d found a woman he wanted to marry. And his father had done it more than once. He wondered if his father had ever once questioned his own authority or motivations. His own judgment. He doubted the old man ever had.

			And he should have.

			It made Calder wonder if he should question himself a bit more right now than he was.

			“Let’s go inside,” he said. “I think doughnuts and coffee are best had on a blanket.”

			“Why are you being so nice to me?” she asked, cautiously reaching out and taking the cup of coffee from his hand. Their fingertips connected, and desire stirred in his stomach.

			“I like you,” he said. “And I haven’t said that to a girl since seventh grade.”

			“Hey,” she said as they walked toward the house, their shoulders bumping together. “I thought you liked me when you were in seventh grade.”

			“I did,” he responded. “But you were a little bit out of my league. I figured I would aim for an easier target.”

			She shook her head. “Then you say things like that, and you sound a lot more like a regular old guy.”

			“Yeah, I am.”

			They paused in the doorway, looking at each other. He was just a regular old guy. Not actually any better than her late husband, not in a measurable sense. It wasn’t like he had ever been put to the test. Wasn’t like he’d ever been asked to give up anything he enjoyed in order to be a better partner.

			He’d never been in a real, long-term relationship.

			In the abstract, he didn’t see the appeal in it.

			Lauren Bishop wasn’t abstract.

			“I think the world is full of regular guys who try to do just a little bit better when they meet a woman who’s extraordinary,” he said. He wasn’t sure who the hell had put those words in his mouth, because he wasn’t any kind of poet. But they were true enough.

			She gave a little half role to her eyes, then looked down, as the two of them took their seats on the blanket, and she opened up the box of doughnuts, purely as a distraction method, he was sure. “And what makes you think I’m extraordinary?”

			“This house is a pretty good indicator. The way you’re working on it. The way you’re working for your kids. You know, I love my dad, Lauren. I really did. I do. But I don’t think he was going to win any father of the year awards. What he did he did for the ranch. He didn’t do it for us. As far as the women he married... He did that for himself. What he found with Chloe’s mother... That was something else. It was something special. It just so happened that she was an extraordinary woman. But make no mistake, as someone who lived through being abandoned by his real mother, someone who lived with a father who was distant at best... I see that what you’re doing here is extraordinary. For your kids. And just from the little bit you told me about what you’ve been through...”

			“So your attraction to me is still... A caregiver thing?” She wrinkled her nose.

			He laughed. “No. Although, I guess you couldn’t prove different.”

			“Thank you. For everything. You’re being astonishingly nice.”

			“It makes me pretty damned sad that the act of me bringing you coffee and a couple doughnuts seems extraordinarily nice. You deserve better than that.”

			“There’s been a lot of talk today about what I deserve.”

			“Oh yeah? It’s pretty early in the morning for there to have been a lot of talk at all.”

			“My mother. She thinks... That I need to forgive myself.”

			“Do you?” He met her gaze and she looked away.

			“I don’t know. Though, I’m not sure that I’m punishing myself so much as... Just trying to make sure I don’t make the same mistakes twice.”

			He thought of everything she’d told him about her husband. And he turned his next words over carefully. Because she wasn’t a woman he could play with, and he didn’t want to. He wanted...

			His life had been fine until she had shown up. Totally fine.

			And now it felt empty. And the only moment he felt like there was something real, something full, was when he was sitting with her.

			“The thing is, at any point your husband could have changed. He could have fixed those problems. You did what you could. You make it sound like you were the only adult, the only person, involved in that relationship. And that just isn’t true. He could have done better for you. He could have done better for Ava and for Grace. Those are not your mistakes. They’re his.”

			Her daughters whom he hadn’t even met. And why should he have met them? He’d been in her life for two days. And they might have had sex, but that didn’t mean anything. In his world, historically it hadn’t meant anything at all.

			So why did it now?

			He couldn’t exactly say why. He wasn’t sure he cared about the why right now. All that mattered was Lauren.

			“I mean, you’re right. He could have changed. But he didn’t. And, as a result, my daughters...”

			“You have your daughters,” he said. “And it sounds to me like you’ve done your very best to give them the best life you can. You’re a good mom.”

			She huffed out a laugh. “You’ve never even see me with them.”

			“It doesn’t matter. I bet you lose your temper with them a lot. I bet that sometimes it’s frustrating, and sometimes it’s fun. But...you handle it.”

			“How can you possibly know that?”

			“Because here you are,” he said. “Handling all this.”

			Silence fell between them and she picked up a doughnut, taking a bite out of it and chewing slowly. He was transfixed. By the way her pale pink lips closed around the soft treatment. By the way she chewed. He wanted her. Bad.

			But he also wanted her to know that this was different. Not just another fling. Not just another anything.

			She looked up at him, caught him watching her. And he smiled.

			She looked away, color bleeding into her cheeks. He didn’t know what the hell was going on with him.

			She was blushing, and his chest felt tight watching for more signs that she might be affected by what was happening between them.

			There was a little crumb of doughnut on her lower lip. He reached out, brushing it off with his thumb. She ducked her head, and his cock started to feel heavy. Her skin was so soft beneath his. He wanted to keep touching her, but he didn’t want to push it either. He lifted his thumb to his own lips, licked the crumb away.

			“Calder...”

			But then, she seemed to think better of thinking. Instead, she started to lean forward, her lips achingly close to his.

			She jumped, a buzzing sound cutting through the moment.

			“I need to get this,” she said, pulling her phone out of her purse. She looked at the caller ID and frowned, then slid her finger across the screen. “Hello?”

			She listened, strange, daunting horror going over her expression. “When? When was the last time you saw her? Did she take her phone? She’s not answering?”

			Calder stood, ready to spring into action, because he knew exactly what it sounded like, and he was ready to fix it.

			“I can track it. As long as she didn’t turn it off or something. I’ll handle it.” She sighed heavily, her hand on her forehead. “Just let me try this. Stay with Grace.” She hung up the phone. Her hands were shaking, her face pale. “Ava is gone.”

			“That’s the fourteen-year-old?” he asked.

			“Yes. She’s gone. She ran away. At least, that’s what we assume.” She stood up and put her bag over her shoulder. “Hopefully she didn’t run away with a man she met on the internet, but what do I even know? She ran away. I guess I don’t know her very well at all.”

			“You said you could track her phone.”

			“Yes,” she said, already heading for the door.

			“I’ll drive.”

			“You don’t have to...”

			“Lauren,” he said, his voice stern. “You use your phone to track hers, see if you can find out where she is. I’m going to drive you wherever that is. If we can’t find it, I’m going to drive you to the police. We’re going to look until we find her.”

			“You don’t have to do this,” she said.

			“I fucking want to,” he said, the words hard and definitive in the space.

			He thought she might argue, but she didn’t. Instead her lips firmed into a grim line and she looked down at her phone.

			They walked out to his truck, and he opened the door for her. She was swiping at her cell screen, doing something to track the phone he assumed. He wasn’t really up on all that kind of stuff. It wasn’t like he and his brothers had a shared family plan.

			Mostly, his use of phones was limited to swiping right.

			“It’s not coming up,” she said, her tone flat and shaking. He could tell she was trying her best to say calm but was about one second away from losing it completely.

			He pulled out of the driveway, indecisive about where to turn.

			“What does it say?” he asked.

			“It just says that her phone is offline. But I can’t believe that she’d keep it offline. She texts her friends all the time. I’m not really totally sure she knows that I can track her with it. She’s fourteen. She’s not a mastermind. I know that I’ve used this feature to find it for her when she misplaced it...”

			“It could just be spotty service,” he said. “Out here it’s not always great.”

			“What if she’s hitchhiking? What if she got in a car with someone? What if she was meeting someone?”

			“We’ll handle all that if we find out it’s the case. Right now, we don’t know anything. And you need to breathe.”

			“Don’t tell me to be calm,” she snapped.

			“I won’t tell you to be calm, Lauren,” he said, reaching his hand out and pressing it over her thigh. “I just told you to breathe. You have to keep breathing, okay?”

			“Oh, there it is,” she said, holding her phone up to her face. “I can see it. On that...” She was zooming in frantically on the screen, and he stole it from her. He zoomed back out. “Highway 62,” he said, keeping one hand and one eye on the wheel while he glanced at the phone. “Past...” He zoomed in slightly. “Past Get Out of Dodge. So, that’s up the road apiece. It doesn’t look like she’s driving.”

			“She’s just walking on the side of the road?”

			“There are some woods to walk in. She might be just off the road. But, we can find her.”

			“Thank you,” she said. “I’m not safe to drive.”

			“Of course you aren’t.” He turned left. “We’ll find her soon. I promise. She’s not far away.”

			“I can’t believe she would do this. I don’t know what she’s thinking. I knew that she was mad at me, but I thought she understood. It’s not... It’s not a democracy. This is a dictatorship. I’m not going to... Not going to be dictated to by a fourteen-year-old who doesn’t understand...” There were tears in her voice, the words growing thick. “Who doesn’t understand that I was going to go crazy if I stayed there. I couldn’t live that life anymore.”

			He didn’t know jack about kids. But he knew what it was like to grow up in a house where parents made mystifying decisions. He knew what it was like to feel helpless. Like you couldn’t fix the damage happening around you. “Maybe you should talk to her about that.”

			“All she has left of her father are memories of him. I can’t ruin them.”

			“The fact that you would ruin his memory by telling the truth is his own fault. That’s called a legacy.” His chest tightened, awareness filtering through him that what he was saying applied to him in many ways, too. “People shouldn’t have to behave themselves talking about you after you die. You should do enough good things that they have good things to say.”

			“He’s her father.”

			“And I bet she remembers the reality of the situation. She was what... Eleven when he died? I’m sure she saw some of it.”

			Lauren sighed heavily, her eyes fixed on the trees outside the window. “I know you’re probably right. That kills me. It kills me because I did love him. In the beginning. It kills me because I wanted a better father for my girls. And... It would be really nice if we could just rewrite it. He’s not here. What’s the harm?”

			“The harm is to you, and even though you keep acting like that doesn’t mean anything, it does, baby. It does. You matter.”

			She swallowed hard, her breath stuttering as she sucked in deep.

			“Can you refresh her location?” he asked.

			“Are we close?”

			“Yes. We’re getting pretty close.”

			She studied her phone carefully. “It hasn’t moved much.”

			He nodded, going slowly. “That means that she’s definitely walking.” He looked into the trees, keeping an eye out for something. Anything.

			And then he saw it. A figure in a bright white jacket, blond head bent low, loose strands of hair blowing in the breeze. A pink knit hat on her head. Her arms were crossed, and she was wearing a backpack.

			“There she is,” he said, pulling off the road quickly. And Lauren was out of the truck like a shot.

			“Ava!” She stumbled toward the woods. “Ava Marie.”

			But once she reached her, she didn’t yell. Instead she grabbed hold of her daughter and pulled her up against her chest, crying, broken and miserable, and he didn’t feel like he had a right to witness the moment, but there he was all the same. And that was when it clicked into place. Every bit of it made sense. Because he didn’t feel like he was standing on the outside of this, even if he should have.

			This was his. This whole situation.

			And this was why—this unfiltered display of who she was down to her soul—this was why Lauren was special.

			She loved.

			And he wanted some of that. Just a bit. For himself.

			He wanted to fix this. And he wanted her to love him.

			How many times had he wanted the same in his own life? His father had looked for a quick fix in marriages, and long hours worked on the ranch. He had never looked to Calder. Calder wanted to fix this. He could. He cared enough to.

			“I was scared to death,” Lauren said, holding Ava’s shoulders and looking into her eyes. “What were you thinking?”

			“I don’t want to be here,” Ava said, her tone full of anger and the kind of fear that he recognized. That fear teenagers carried when they realized too late the kinds of consequences their actions might have had. When you can only stand back in awe and terror at what you had done, because your brain had finally caught up with your emotions.

			“Where were you going?” Lauren asked.

			“Back to my friend’s house. I figured when I got close enough I’d call Sarah’s mom and have her come get me.”

			“And Sarah’s mom would have just sent you back.”

			“I know,” Ava said, angry tears in her voice now. “I know that. But I thought maybe... I just...”

			“I can’t go back,” Lauren said. “I’m sorry if you don’t understand that. But that’s not my home.”

			“Well, it’s mine,” Ava returned, defiant.

			“I know that it has been. I promise that we’re going to go back and visit. I do. But I needed to be with my parents. You need to be with me. We’ve lost enough, Ava. And I couldn’t live in that place where we had that other life. I couldn’t deal with the reminders. I have to move on. I have to get away from my sadness. From my anger.”

			“Anger?” Ava asked. “What are you mad about?”

			He watched, as Lauren took a fortifying breath. Making the decision. “I’m so angry at your dad, honey. I’m angry at him for being irresponsible. I’m angry at him for not being there for us more when he was alive. And I’m angry at him because no matter how much I thought he could’ve done better, I still miss him. Mostly for you. Mostly for Grace. But it would be better if he’s here, and he isn’t. I just couldn’t take all that anymore.”

			Ava said nothing, her head bent low. Then she took a breath, her shoulders shaking.

			“Do you know what the worst thing is?” Ava asked, her voice small. “It’s that... As long as we were still there in the house in Hillsboro... It wasn’t that different with him gone. Because he was never home anyway. And he never did anything with us. So... As long as we were in that house it seemed like he might still walk in. And I kind of wanted him to. Even though... I know he didn’t come to school plays and things. But he was my dad.”

			“I know,” Lauren said. “I know he was. And he will always have a special place in my heart for that reason.” She cleared her throat. “I think it’s better, though, if we don’t live thinking that he might walk in.”

			“I miss everyone,” Ava said, her tone full of misery.

			“I know. We’ll make friends here. And if you don’t... If you don’t we’ll go back.”

			“But you just said you can’t live there.”

			Lauren nodded. “I know. But if you are miserable, I’ll be able to find a way to move back. We’ll find a different house. We’ll make it different enough.” She sighed heavily. “You have to talk to me. Don’t just go taking off. You scared me. I’m just thankful we found you as quickly as we did.”

			“I was just angry,” she said. “I didn’t think.”

			“Why don’t we get in the truck?” Calder asked, conscious of the fact that he was witnessing this and he maybe shouldn’t be.

			Suddenly, it was as if Ava saw him for the first time.

			“Who’s that?” she asked.

			“This is Calder Reid,” Lauren said. “I used to babysit him.”

			Ava looked him up and down. “Really? He doesn’t look younger than you.”

			“I am,” he confirmed. “As a matter of fact.”

			“He’s been helping get the house ready,” Lauren said, overexplaining in his estimation. He doubted Ava really cared.

			“Oh,” Ava said.

			“It’s very nice of him. There’s a lot of work to do.”

			“Yeah,” Ava agreed. “That is really nice.”

			They got into his truck, the three of them, Lauren right next to him, her leg brushing against his. He wanted to touch her, offer comfort, but he had a feeling that with Ava in the car that would be extremely unwelcome.

			“I’ll drop you back off at your car,” he said. “And, I’ll go inside and start working.”

			“You don’t have to,” she said.

			“I’m going to, though,” he said, making sure his tone offered no chance to argue.

			She said nothing for a moment. Probably because she was trying to figure out a way to argue with him.

			“Thank you,” she finally managed.

			They took the rest of the drive in silence, and when they arrived at the house, Ava and Lauren got into Lauren’s car. Calder went into the house, surveying all the work that needed to be done. He could do this. Do this for her.

			This was different.

			She was different. And he felt different with her.

			He had a feeling that was the last thing in the world she’d want to hear.

			So he was just going to have to keep on showing her.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			LAUREN WAS EXHAUSTED by the time she was finished talking with Ava.

			Ava tearfully promised not to do anything like that again. And Lauren, for her part, had tried to be honest with her daughter, trying to explain why she had needed a fresh start so badly.

			She and Ava had cried together, and then she’d asked Grace to come and talk with them. They’d shared memories about Robert. Good and bad. Lauren had been careful, but she did try to come up with a way to honestly express why the situation with their father was complicated.

			The fact of the matter was Robert had died driving his four-wheeler while under the influence. The death was preventable.

			She needed to address that responsibility and choices mattered. She couldn’t just protect him and not use that to teach them. She had also tried to impress upon them that whatever they felt, it was okay. She was angry, but she also loved him. He was their father, and he would always be that. No one and nothing could change it.

			She’d talked to her mother after, and cried more. She didn’t have time to be in the middle of an emotional meltdown but she also couldn’t ignore it all anymore either.

			If this was going to be a fresh start, then it needed to be new. Open.

			She also needed to go to her house and deal with Calder and all of the work still to be done. The sooner they could be in their house, the sooner everything would be fixed. Maybe.

			It was so tempting to believe that. So tempting to believe that this one conversation might be the end.

			Her rational self knew that wasn’t true. Her rational self knew that this was just one conversation of many that they would need to have. A part of her wanted to believe that for now things were settled.

			She thought about that all the way back to the house.

			Calder’s truck was still there. She honestly couldn’t believe it. He had said he was going to stay and work, but... It had been hours. She was sure he would’ve left. She didn’t understand this unwavering devotion he seemed to have to fixing everything.

			It was alien to her. This kind of caring.

			If he wanted sex, surely there were easier ways to get it. With a younger, more beautiful woman who wasn’t carrying her amount of baggage.

			Women would line up to lick those abs.

			God knew she would.

			She didn’t deserve to think about that. Not now. Not when there was too much...

			She sighed heavily and turned the engine off. She went inside and heard the sound of a hammer going. Walking into the bedroom, she saw that it was absolutely and completely done. She didn’t even know where he was working.

			She followed the sound down the hall toward Ava’s room. There he was, putting up trim around the windows. “What are you doing?”

			“There’s a lot more that needs to be done, beyond what needs to be done to satisfy the bank, I mean. Thought I would help.”

			“Calder,” she said. “I mean, there’s no guarantee at all this is going to...”

			“I wanted to help. And I figure, maybe, if Ava sees that she has a place that’s hers...”

			“Calder, this is just scratching the surface on my life right now. I don’t know what else I’m going to be facing in the next few years with her. With Grace. Right now, Grace still feels like a kid, so I don’t have the same issues with her that I do with Ava. But Ava is... I mean God only knows what’s going to happen next, and then Grace is going to be a teenager. It’s going to be...two times that. It’s going to be ongoing like this. You’re twenty-nine years old. I don’t think you actually want to step in the middle of all this.”

			He nodded, his blue eyes appraising her. He set the hammer down gently on the window box and began to walk toward her. He cupped her chin, holding her gaze.

			“I don’t like to be told what to do,” he said. “Any more than I like to be told what I want.”

			His touch made her tremble. The way he looked at her... It wasn’t fair.

			“Why are you here?” she asked. “My life isn’t going to bars and having fun. It’s not...no-strings sex and getting to be naked in any room of the house. I have to be responsible and go to school functions, and any relationship I decide to have in the future will have to be contained to beds and bedrooms and possibly soundproof spaces so that I don’t scar my children for life.”

			“You think I need it to be that? Sex in weird rooms and nights out at bars? Because I don’t. I don’t need that.” He slid his hand up to cup her cheek and she turned her head away, taking a step back.

			“I wish I could have it,” she said. “I wanted to run away from home, too. That’s what I was trying to do coming back to Gold Valley. But it didn’t work. I thought maybe I could leave that life behind. Could leave trouble behind. But I can’t. I can’t.”

			“Maybe you can have a life that’s not all or nothing. Did you ever think of that?”

			“Only people who don’t have kids think that.” She shook her head. “She ran away. She was walking on the highway. Anything could have happened to her. She’s a fourteen-year-old girl. What if... What if some creep had been driving by and...”

			“I would have hunted him down and killed him with my bare hands,” Calder said, his tone suddenly intense, fierce. “You wouldn’t have been alone. You’re borrowing trouble, babe. You shouldn’t do that either. Because everything was fine. But if ever there was a time when everything wasn’t fine, Lauren, I would be there for that, too. I swear it. I wouldn’t let you go through that alone.”

			“Calder...”

			“What do you need?” he asked. “Right now, what do you need?”

			He was the only one who ever asked that. And she wanted to tell him.

			She knew what she wanted. She wanted to be with this man, skin to skin. Feel his body against hers, in hers, again. She just wanted.

			Wanted to feel like a woman, and not a rung-out husk like she felt now.

			She wanted all these things she couldn’t have.

			Desperately. Intensely.

			Outside this house, outside this moment, she wouldn’t be able to. But maybe just for now. Just for tonight.

			“I want you,” she whispered.

			It didn’t matter if it made sense. It didn’t matter if it should work. Or shouldn’t work. She just wanted this.

			She didn’t have to ask twice.

			He held her against his body, kissing her hard, kissing her like he was desperate, a man starving for air.

			His tongue was slick against hers, and his lips were so firm, fierce and decisive.

			He was her whole world right in that moment.

			The only thing that mattered.

			The way those firm, masculine hands gripped her, the way they moved over her body.

			She needed this man. Needed.

			She couldn’t remember ever needing a man before, and that terrified her.

			Sex had always been nice, but it hadn’t been this. This had sharp edges. It wasn’t just comfort. It was a challenge. It demanded as much as it gave, but she found she wanted it all the same. Maybe even more because of that.

			She found that she kissed him back like he might be her oxygen, too.

			In this moment, he damn well felt like it.

			He lifted her up, cradled her in his arms and carried her out to the living room, where the blanket was laid out on the carpeted floor. He set her down, stretching out beside her, his blue eyes intense as he looked her over.

			“Beautiful,” he said.

			“Calder...”

			“Listen to me,” he said. “You are the most beautiful woman that I have ever seen. I’ve always thought so.”

			“You’re a beautiful man,” she responded. “I know that maybe men don’t want to be called beautiful, but you are.”

			“Baby, you can call me whatever you want, as long as you keep looking at me like that.”

			He stripped her shirt from her body, her pants, her underwear and bra and everything else. Then he began to work on his own clothes, slowly revealing that delicious body to her gaze.

			All those muscles.

			Every inch of him. She was desperate to touch, taste, to explore every dip, every ridge, every beautiful place on that masculine body that she hadn’t been able to before.

			She knew exactly where she wanted to start.

			She rose up on her knee, pressing her palm against his abs and kissing him right in the center of his chest. He groaned, and she continued her exploration, moving down his body, taking her time over those gorgeous abs. She darted her tongue out, tasting, taking a slow, leisurely tour of every inch of him.

			His head fell back, breath harsh as his hands moved to grab hold of her hair, tugging, but she kept on tasting, her tongue swirling over him like he was a particularly sweet lollipop.

			“Shit,” he said, his hips bucking upward as he thrust deep inside her mouth.

			Arousal kicked her, and she couldn’t remember ever being so turned on by this act before. Usually it was a gift. And if anyone deserved a gift, it was Calder. But she found that it was more than just that. It turned her the hell on.

			His surrender. His enjoyment.

			His flavor.

			Everything.

			She tormented him and teased him until he was shaking, until he forced her away from him, words on his lips that she couldn’t quite understand.

			“My turn,” he said, growling at her as he pushed her back onto the blanket and lowered his head, taking one nipple into his mouth and stroking the other one, then trailing down her stomach, tracing a circle around her belly button before going lower.

			Lower.

			His broad shoulders forced her legs apart, and he looked at her. The open, carnal appreciation on his face sent a wave of desire through her. He wrapped his arms around her hips, pulling her toward his mouth, lowering his head and taking a deep, long taste that nearly had her coming with the first from.

			She gasped, crying out. He didn’t stop. He kept going. Fingers joining in with his lips and tongue. He thrust deep inside her, her orgasm swift and shocking, crashing over her like a sneaker wave. But he didn’t stop there. He didn’t stop until she came again. Until she was shaking and sobbing, until she had lost sense of everything. Everything except who he was. Who she was. Who they were together. In this world that contained nothing but the two of them.

			Where nothing but her next climax mattered at all.

			He collected a condom, then moved so that he was positioned over her, thrusting inside her in one easy stroke. She gasped at the invasion. So welcome, so intense. She felt like they were one body. Like she would never again be quite certain of where he began and she ended again.

			She wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

			And she had a hard time imagining what life would be without this. How had one man come to mean so much to her so quickly? It had nothing to do with a fixed floor, and nothing to do with anything half so simple as an orgasm. It had everything to do with this feeling of completion that she felt very deep inside her.

			And each stroke, each thrust of his body brought that truth back home harder. Deeper.

			She needed him. She needed this. Everything he had to offer. Everywhere. Every part of her. She loved him.

			It was as true as it was impossible. As unwanted as it was all-consuming.

			Her face was wet with tears.

			She couldn’t love another person. She didn’t have the room. She didn’t have the strength inside her to love one more person, and yet here was Calder Reid. Inside her body. Inside her heart.

			As he came, the sound feral and low, reverberating inside her, she found her own release, wiping away everything but that moment. While they lay there together, tangled on the floor, their naked bodies resting against each other, it seemed like maybe it was possible.

			She held her breath. In that space, in that moment, it seemed like this was real. Like it was her life.

			She was going to hang on to that moment for as long as she could because she knew that when her breathing became normal again, and when her heart rate settled, she would remember all the reasons that it wasn’t.

			She rested her hand over his heart and felt the steady beat against her palm.

			And pretended it was the only thing in the whole world.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			THE NEXT MORNING, when Lauren woke up, she wished that Calder was there. And that was a dangerous thing.

			She had left him late last night, after they’d started painting Grace’s room. He had been shirtless. She had ended up putting a stripe across his broad, bare chest and then laughing as he pushed her into the shower and made her help him clean up.

			It was not a task that she minded. But she’d found herself distracted with other places on his body. And then she’d been distracted because he was blessedly, wonderfully inside her again.

			Those moments with him felt simple. Good. She couldn’t remember a time when she had felt that...

			Carefree.

			Happy.

			Whole.

			But it was all gone this morning. Vanished completely.

			Because she was back to wanting something that she didn’t have. Wishing that she had something she couldn’t.

			She pushed last night’s revelations to the side. All of those inconvenient feelings. She didn’t need to deal with that. She didn’t want to.

			That morning, her parents and the girls decided that they wanted to go see the progress on the house. Lauren could think of no good reason why they shouldn’t.

			Dammit.

			So, the group of them caravanned over to the house after breakfast. And when Lauren pulled in the driveway and saw that Calder’s truck was there, her heart sank to her toes.

			“Who’s here?” her mother asked.

			Oh dammit all.

			“You remember Calder Reid?” Lauren was opting for being direct, because the fact of the matter was her mother would never make assumptions about her relationship with someone she used to babysit.

			She hurried them all out of the car, her nerves trembling as she did.

			“Oh, of course I do,” her mother said. “Such a nice boy.”

			Lauren could think of several things he had done to her last night that did not go under the header of “nice boy.”

			“He’s been helping you out?” her father asked. Sadly, Mark Bishop was no fool, and Lauren suspected that her father had more of an idea about the potential ulterior motives of a man assisting a woman with this kind of thing.

			“Yes.” She attempted to affect an expression that would hit right at the crossroads of casual and innocent. It was not easy. “We ran into each other at the coffeehouse a week ago. He offered to help me with some of the projects I had to do on the house.”

			He studied her closely, and Lauren kept her face purposefully blank. “Awfully nice of him.”

			Yes,” Lauren agreed. “It is.”

			Ava and Grace, for their part, seemed oblivious to the situation entirely. They were walking around, taking stock of the house, which they hadn’t seen since the first time they had all come to Gold Valley as a family and looked at it a couple of months ago, right before they’d made their offer.

			“It looks completely different inside now,” Lauren said, trying to sound bright.

			“Well, I would hope so,” Ava said, clearly not as contrite as she had felt yesterday.

			“Let’s see it,” her mother said.

			Lauren walked up to the front porch and pushed the door open, praying that Calder wasn’t in there naked or something.

			She should have texted him the minute she pulled in. She hadn’t been thinking. She had been too busy being thrown off by the fact that he was here.

			“Here it is,” she said loudly, hoping that he would hear and understand quickly that she wasn’t alone.

			“Very nice,” her mother said. Lauren said a private prayer of thanks for her mother voicing her admiration loudly.

			Calder appeared from the back bedroom, paint streaking his forearms. He was wiping his hands on a rag, and he was—thank God—fully dressed.

			“Howdy,” he said, smiling at her family, looking for all the world as if this was completely normal.

			“Howdy,” her father returned, extending his hand. “I was sorry to hear about your dad, son.”

			“Thanks,” Calder said. “We were all sorry.”

			“I hear you’ve been helping out around the place.”

			“Just a bit,” Calder said. “Nothing too tricky. Finishing up painting right now. And then, I think everything should be good to go.” He looked around. “This place should pass inspection with flying colors.”

			“That’s great,” her father said. “I was pretty worried when she bought this place, and did that deal...”

			“It’s worth the risk,” Lauren said. “And anyway, like Calder said, everything has turned out great.”

			“Looks like it has,” her father said.

			Calder looked so perfectly at ease it was only making her jumpy. That lazy confidence of his was...well, it was sexy. There was no denying it. But it also gave the impression he was somehow operating off his own plan at all times. And she had no plan. Not when it came to him.

			She did not trust his plan.

			“Hey,” Calder said. “We are all having a barbecue at my place tonight. I was wondering if you wanted to come out.”

			“Oh,” Lauren said quickly. “I’m not sure if...”

			“I live on a ranch,” Calder said, directing that at Grace. “We have horses. I bet my stepsister would love to take you out for a ride.” He looked back up at her. “If that’s okay with your mom.”

			Grace looked completely unapologetically rapt. Ava had that sense of teenage reserve about her, but Lauren could see excitement sparkling behind her eyes.

			“Horses?” Grace asked.

			“Like I said, if it’s okay with your mom.” He looked up at her, his blue eyes twinkling just a bit damn much.

			She didn’t know what she’d expected him to do when he met both the girls but it wasn’t this. He was...at ease. And he was clearly more than willing to get right in there and connect with them. Which she hadn’t expected at all.

			“Well,” Lauren’s mom said. “We have our cribbage game tonight, or we would love to come. But, Lauren, you should go.”

			Lauren blinked. “Should I?”

			“Yes,” her mother said. “You’ve been working so hard on this. I think the girls would really enjoy time at the ranch.”

			Lauren fought to keep from rolling her eyes. Because obviously her mother had thought sincerely that she needed to consult with her on whether or not she should go to a barbecue at Calder’s place.

			A barbecue that Lauren wasn’t entirely convinced was even real.

			Well, you’ll be having one now. But she didn’t quite know what he was doing.

			She also had no reason to reject that kind of hospitality.

			“I’d love to come,” she said. “We would. Thank you.”

			After that, she showed them around the place, and when the girls and her parents were wandering around the backyard, Lauren took the chance to question Calder.

			“A barbecue?”

			“It’s my niece’s birthday,” he said. “Anyway, I want you to come out and see the place.”

			“I have seen the place. When I used to babysit you.”

			His lips curved upward. He was clearly amused but totally unabashed. “Yeah, well, I would like you to see it now.”

			“You know I can’t...”

			“You can come to a barbecue at my house. The fact of the matter is we’re going to be neighbors. There’s nothing wrong with a little bit of hospitality.”

			“Sure,” she said “except, I’m not entirely convinced that’s what you’re doing here.”

			“I care about you,” he said. “I would like you to come out and meet my family. I... It means something to me to meet your daughters.”

			“I don’t think I can have it mean anything to me,” she said, her heart twisting a little bit.

			“Just come to the barbecue. Please.”

			The way he was looking at her... Hopeful. Like her answer would change something for him. It was different from having someone demand something. It was mattering to someone. Not just to her kids. Not because the person depended on her for basic survival. But...it was about her. And it felt too large for her to carry, but too important for her to turn away from.

			“Okay,” she said. “I’ll go to the barbecue.”

			“Good,” he said.

			Lauren had a feeling she’d somehow agreed to a whole lot more than just a barbecue. And she wasn’t sure how she felt about that.

			She only knew there was no going back now.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			“YOU INVITED A stranger to my baby’s birthday party?” His sister-in-law was looking at him like he was insane.

			“She’s not a stranger,” he said. “She used to babysit me.”

			Tanner was standing in the living room doorway, and his head whipped around sharp, his gaze connecting with Calder’s. “So, that’s how you know her? That’s what you’re going with?”

			“Yes,” he said.

			“Really?” Calder was about ready to punch his brother in the face. “So, that’s why you’re inviting her to the barbecue? A little bit of nostalgia about when she used to babysit you?”

			“She’s new back in town. I figured a little bit of a social gathering might be welcome. And I thought it would be nice if Chloe could show them the horses.”

			“Them?” Tanner asked.

			“Her girls,” Calder said.

			“Girls?” His stepsister, Chloe, looked up from where she was sitting across from their other brother, Jackson.

			“Lauren has two daughters,” he said. “And she’s having a little bit of a hard time with one of them. Ava ran away from home yesterday. I’m trying to help her out. I thought that she might enjoy coming here and seeing the horses. And judging by her reaction when I mentioned it, I was right.”

			“I don’t mind taking them out riding,” Chloe said. “Although, it might have been nice if you would’ve asked first. I have a life, you know.”

			Tanner snorted, pushing away from the wall and moving over to where Chloe sat. “No you don’t.”

			“Tanner, don’t be such a relentless ass,” Chloe said.

			“Yeah,” Jackson agreed. “It is tiresome. And relentless.”

			“If you’re going to have a fistfight, please don’t do it in front of Lily. It’s her birthday. I would hate for one of her early formative memories to be her father and her uncle punching each other out.”

			“She’s a Reid,” Tanner said. “I can’t promise that she won’t experience it at some point in her life.”

			Savannah rolled her eyes. “Sure. What was I thinking? That you guys might get civilized at some point.”

			“Never,” Jackson said, grinning broadly.

			“Maybe you can behave yourselves long enough to show Lauren and Ava and Grace a decent time,” Calder said.

			“What exactly is going on with you and Lauren?” Jackson asked. “Because you don’t normally care about stability. Or, random women’s children.”

			“I’ve been helping her get her house in order. What she’s been through... I can’t be neutral about it. I feel for her,” he said. “Her husband died a few years ago, and her daughters are having trouble adjusting to this move. I’ve been helping her out.”

			“And you care about her,” Chloe said, looking at him intently.

			It made him want to snap back at her that he knew full well she cared a hell of a lot more about Tanner than anyone in this room cared to acknowledge. But he wasn’t going to. He wasn’t going to let her make him petty.

			“Yeah,” he said. “Is that so hard to believe? That I might be a decent guy some of the time?”

			“Kind of,” Chloe said.

			He looked over at his sister-in-law. “Do you think that, too?”

			She looked at Lily, carefully avoiding his gaze. “Savannah,” he said. “You, too?”

			“Well, I can honestly say that I haven’t seen you do all that much out of the goodness of your heart. Not that you aren’t decently good. I just mean... It’s not like you go around rampantly doing good works.”

			“Well, thank you very much. Anyway. My guests are going to arrive soon,” he said. “So if you could all behave...”

			He heard a knock at the door, and his stomach twisted.

			He shot a look at Tanner, who was surveying him far too sharply. He ignored him and went to the door. Lauren was looking up at him with trepidation on her face, and Grace and Ava gazed at him shyly. He took his hat off and pressed it to his chest. “Ava,” he said. “It’s nice to see you again.” He looked down at Grace. “How are you, Grace?”

			“Good,” she said, her expression serious. “I’m in sixth grade, but about to be in seventh.”

			He nodded slowly. Grades were a very important thing when you were that age, if he remembered right. It was basically your whole identity. “Middle school, huh?”

			“Yes,” she said.

			“Are you excited to start a new school?”

			“No,” she responded, not elaborating at all.

			He laughed. “Fair enough. Why don’t you come in?”

			The three of them traipsed inside, and Chloe stood up immediately. “Hi, I’m Chloe, Calder’s stepsister. I heard that you girls might want to come and see some horses?”

			“Yes,” Grace said.

			“Sure,” Ava responded.

			Chloe looked up at Lauren. “Is it okay with you?”

			Lauren nodded. “It’s okay with me.”

			With great excitement, the three of them hustled out of the house, heading toward the barn.

			“She’s good with kids,” Calder said. “And even better with horses. They’re in good hands.”

			Lauren smiled slightly. “You know, it didn’t occur to me that they wouldn’t be. I knew that if you were okay with that it was fine.”

			He pressed his hand to his chest, mystified by the feeling of pressure there. “Good.”

			“Hi,” Tanner said, extending his hand. “I’m Tanner. I’m not sure if we’ve ever formally met.”

			“I don’t know either,” Lauren said. “But I’ve heard a lot about you.”

			Jackson lifted a hand. “Jackson.”

			“I’m Savannah,” Savannah said, taking a step forward. “Jackson’s wife. And this is our daughter, Lily.”

			“The birthday girl,” Lauren said, smiling.

			“Yes,” Savannah said. “She is.”

			“Thank you for letting me come to the party,” Lauren said. “I hope we haven’t crashed anything.”

			“No,” Tanner said. “We’re happy to have you.”

			Lauren looked right standing there in his family home. Of course, if he were to marry her...

			Yeah, that was about what he was thinking. Her and him, Ava and Grace. In the house that she had chosen.

			His chest burned with a sense of rightness, a sense of conviction.

			“I hope you’re hungry,” he said. “Because we have a whole bunch of burgers about to be finished.”

			“Should I get the girls?”

			“No,” he said. “Let them have fun. When they’re ready to eat I’ll fix them a plate. Take care of yourself first.”

			Calder decided to assist Chloe in helping the girls ride. She paired up with Grace, while he stuck close to Ava, the horses plodding in an easy circle around the arena.

			He’d been wanting to say something to Ava and he suspected it might be out of line, because Lauren certainly hadn’t said she wanted him around on a permanent basis. But something about Ava had made him think of himself as a kid.

			And yes, she had a mother doing her best, which Calder hadn’t had. But still.

			“You know,” he said, looking up as he watched her guide the horse gently. “You don’t have to fix your mom’s problems.”

			She looked down at him. “I’ve never tried to do that.”

			“I just wondered... I wondered if you wanted to run away because it felt a little heavy. And you didn’t know what to do. But you don’t have to do anything. You can just be a kid. Adults have their issues, and they have to work them out. You can’t do it for them. And your mom just loves you, she doesn’t...she doesn’t need anything from you, not like that.”

			It was something he wished someone could have said to him. Something he wished could have been true.

			Lauren loved her kids with everything. Their happiness was important to her.

			His dad...

			He didn’t think his dad had much cared about happiness.

			“She’s not happy, though,” Ava said.

			“I think time is the only thing that will fix that.”

			“I thought maybe if she didn’t have to worry about me...”

			“No, Ava. You’re not a burden, trust me. If I’ve learned one thing about your mom, you’re not a burden. You’re her world.”

			Ava smiled, not a wide one. But something small and hopeful.

			And Calder thought that just maybe he might have actually fixed something.

			* * *

			DINNER WAS WONDERFUL. Calder and his family were wonderful. Her girls had an amazing time with Chloe on the horses, and they were barely able to calm down enough to eat before they were begging to go outside again. Lauren hadn’t seen them that happy in... She couldn’t even remember.

			She couldn’t remember the last time she’d met someone she felt an instant friendship connection with, but Savannah was warm and funny. Easy to talk to. It made Lauren so very aware of the deficit of friends in her life over the past few years.

			Being a single mom had made her shrink her life down to necessities, and she’d unintentionally cut out a lot of people who cared for her. Moving somewhere new certainly hadn’t helped.

			She’d found the very idea of meeting friends daunting. But this wasn’t daunting. And really, the whole barbecue had been wonderful.

			Calder had been great with the girls, handling everything with cheerful ease. She appreciated it, even though she shouldn’t. He’d helped Chloe teach the girls to ride, and he was so...

			The involvement he’d given tonight was more than Robert had given ever as a father. And it twisted her in knots. Because she wasn’t supposed to want Calder for any of that.

			But seeing him with the girls it was hard not to.

			When they were finished, she joined in with Savannah, clearing the table and getting things prepared for the big birthday cake moment.

			“You don’t have to help,” Savannah said.

			“It’s fine,” Lauren said. “I don’t mind. I actually like cooking. I’ve been displaced for so long now I haven’t gotten a chance to do anything.”

			“I like cooking, too,” she said. “And I love being here. Throwing this birthday party is... I couldn’t imagine that I would be here eight months ago.”

			“What do you mean?” She could sense the intensity of the emotion radiating off the other woman, but she didn’t know why. She racked her brain to think if Calder had told her anything about his sister-in-law.

			“Did Calder not tell you? Jackson and I are only newly married. Lily isn’t my biological daughter. Jackson hired me to be his nanny. And... It was just kind of...”

			“Perfect,” she said.

			She didn’t know why that word occurred to her. Except the way that Savannah looked right now echoed something inside her. The feeling of a key turning in a lock. Putting everything into place. Securing it.

			“Yes.” Savannah smiled. “I came out of a pretty rough divorce. Wanted to start a new life here.”

			Savannah’s story was going a little bit too close to Lauren’s own personal scar tissue.

			“And you did,” Lauren said.

			“I did. And I got more than I bargained for. But, in a good way.”

			Lauren swallowed hard. “I’m not sure how you balance out...”

			She stopped talking. The woman was about to serve cake for her daughter’s first birthday party. She didn’t need to offer Lauren a counseling session. Anyway, it wasn’t like they even knew each other. But then, Lauren didn’t really have any friends, not here.

			“How did I balance out what?” Savannah asked, her tone kind.

			“Your need to be safe and not make the same mistake again, with... You know how it is. You meet somebody new and you have... Feelings. And you’ve been down that road before. Where you had feelings. More feelings than sense.”

			“I think...” Savannah began slowly. “I think you just have to trust that everything you’ve been through has taught you something. That you can never look at life, a friend, a man the same way that you would have years ago. Because you weren’t the same person.”

			Lauren nodded slowly. “Part of me wants to believe that... That things could be different.”

			“Calder?”

			Lauren tried to force a smile. “He’s great,” she said. “He’s really great.”

			“Then what’s the problem?”

			“I’m worried that I am,” she said. “That the girls and I might be. I mean, for him. He’s so young and I just don’t know why he’d ever want to take all this on long term.”

			Savannah looked at her. “Why don’t you ask him how he feels about that? I think his take on it will be more important than mine could be.”

			“I’m worried he’ll say one thing but it won’t actually be what he wants.” She sighed. She felt like such an ass saying that. Like Calder didn’t know his mind. She was sure in many ways he did. She was also sure men didn’t always know what they actually wanted.

			“Why is that?”

			“I have some experience with men thinking they’re up to a certain amount of responsibility but actually wanting nothing to do with it,” she said, perturbed by the bitter edge in her voice.

			“I have some experience with that, too. At a certain point, you have to trust yourself. More than that... You have to learn to trust another person again.”

			Well, that was impossible. It was just impossible. There was no way in hell she could do that.

			The vehemence and certainty of her own internal response shocked her.

			But what she knew was that she’d made choices. Flawed ones. That her judgment had been bad and if she was in a bad situation now, well...

			She ruminated on that through the whole dessert. She tried not to fixate on how happy Grace and Ava looked at the table, cooing over baby Lily, enjoying their cake.

			Chloe was their brand-new hero, a woman who was great with horses and had a fantastic sense of humor. Ava kept looking at Calder like he was a superhero. Captain America and Thor rolled into one.

			It wounded Lauren a little bit that she couldn’t be their hero, but she also understood the attraction to Chloe. She was young, and pretty, and a badass.

			And Lauren didn’t feel like any of those things.

			When Calder looked at her, she did. He made her feel... Well, he made her feel a little bit too much.

			When the birthday party was over, he walked her back to the truck, and he took her hand as they walked behind the girls.

			She almost pulled away, but he stopped her with that steady hold and level gaze of his.

			“Tonight was good,” he said.

			“It was.”

			“I’d love to have you out again,” he said.

			Those words made her ache everywhere.

			“The house is getting inspected tomorrow,” she said, moving to interrupt him, because it seemed easier than actually talking to him. Than getting into any kind of talk of the future.

			“I’m glad to hear that,” he said. “Do you want me to come out?”

			She shook her head. “It should be fine. Depending on how long it takes to get all the paperwork submitted... Well, we should have a close date.”

			“Congratulations,” he said.

			The girls turned, and he dropped her hand. It made her feel good to know that he realized that she wasn’t ready for them to see. She might not ever be.

			“I’m proud of you,” he said.

			She tried to laugh that off. “That’s a weird thing to say.”

			“Maybe. But I didn’t know if anyone had said it to you for a while. And they should. They should, Lauren, because you’re doing a hell of a job here. You really are. You’re doing a hell of a job with these girls. With your life.”

			She ducked her head. “Thank you.”

			She noticed Ava watching her, and she took a step away from him.

			“I’ll call you tomorrow and let you know how everything goes.”

			“Good,” he said.

			“I’m not ever going to be able to repay you for this,” she said.

			“I don’t want you to repay me,” he said. “I just want you to be happy.”

			“I was really happy tonight.”

			“That’s all I needed to hear.”

			She wanted to kiss him, but she knew that would be stupid. So she didn’t. She kept her distance and simply stuffed her hands in her pockets, nodding and walking backward to the truck.

			When she got in and started the engine, Ava turned to her. “Is he your boyfriend?”

			Lauren stiffened. “I... No,” she said.

			“Do you like him?”

			She flashed back to their naked, sweaty moments from the night before. She cleared her throat. “Of course I like him. He’s been helping out a lot...”

			“She means do you like him,” Grace said.

			She didn’t know what to say. She was all for this new talking-and-being-honest thing, except she didn’t know what to tell them about this. That sometimes you could like a man—a whole lot—and there was still just no way to work it out. Anyway, she had no idea what they would think about something like that. She was their mom, not a woman. Besides, even if they did acknowledge that she was a woman, they probably wouldn’t realize that women as old as her still had crushes and got fluttery and wanted a boy to like them back.

			“I don’t think there’s any room in my life to like someone,” Lauren said as she turned out onto the highway.

			“Why not?” Ava asked.

			Her daughter’s question surprised her. “Wouldn’t it bother you if I did?”

			Ava said nothing for a moment. “Their ranch is really nice.”

			“It is,” Lauren agreed.

			“And he’s nice. He helped you work on the house. I don’t remember Dad—” She looked away. Then she took a shuddering breath and looked back at Lauren. “I don’t remember Dad ever helping you with anything. Not housework, nothing. He seems to like to help you.”

			“He likes helping,” she said. “It’s who he is.”

			“Well, if you were going to be with someone it would have to be someone like that. It would have to be someone who made you happy.”

			“Would that make him our stepdad?”

			“No,” Ava said, matter-of-factly. “Only if she married him.”

			“That wouldn’t bother you?” Lauren asked.

			“I don’t know if it would bother me with him,” Ava said. She lifted a shoulder. “He talks to me like I’m a person and not a kid. And he didn’t get in the way when you came and picked me up yesterday. He seems like he wouldn’t be too annoying.”

			“Well,” Lauren said. “I guess that’s the highest compliment that can possibly be paid.”

			“It’s a pretty high compliment.”

			“I don’t want to rush into anything. And I think I’ve put you both through quite enough change as it is. I don’t think you need me dating on top of it.”

			“He does make you smile,” Grace said. “I like it best when you smile.”

			Lauren didn’t know what to say to that, so she didn’t say anything for the rest of the drive home. Her girls were apparently completely fine with Calder. And there was still a fluttery, panicked feeling in her chest. In fact, if anything it had increased. So apparently they were fine with her dating. They were fine with him.

			And the question was, if Ava and Grace were okay with it...?

			There were no more excuses except the ones that lived inside herself.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			LAUREN TEXTED HIM the next day with the good news.

			The house had passed inspection, and they had a close date. Furthermore, with the agreement she had with the previous owner, she would be able to move in before the official close date as long as she acknowledged the risks of not being covered by insurance during that time.

			Calder didn’t waste any time heading over there to wrap up any last-minute issues.

			He felt... So damned accomplished. That he had actually fixed something.

			He had always wanted to. To be of help. But it seemed like when he was a kid he had never done quite enough right. He’d never been enough.

			But now... With this... He had been.

			It was when it mattered, too. Because it was Lauren.

			He helped her move all of her things out of storage for most of the day, and the house was nearly full by evening.

			It would take days to get everything organized and put away. But for now, everything looked good.

			“The girls can come over,” she said.

			He had just set up a big bed in her room, and he had other plans.

			“Want to have the girls come over tomorrow morning?”

			“Tomorrow morning?” she asked.

			“I want to spend the night,” he said.

			He could see the fear flash through her eyes. The hesitance. He was willing to push it. He was willing to push it because this mattered. Because it was important.

			“I don’t know...”

			“I’ve had you against a wall, on the floor and in a shower. I’d like you to see what I can do in a bed with nothing but time, babe. That’s what I want.”

			She looked like she was going to protest again, but he brought his lips down on hers, kissing her deep and hard. He felt a rush. Like he was home. Like she might be home.

			It was a strange thought, because he had lived in Gold Valley all of his life. If any one place was home, it was here. If any man had ever been home from the day he was born, it was Calder Reid.

			But he had found something else with her. An escape and a refuge all at the same time. He didn’t know how to explain it, not in the least. But he didn’t really care to either. All that mattered was this. All that mattered was her. She kissed him back, tentative at first, and then growing bolder.

			“I love you,” he said. She froze, completely.

			He hadn’t even known he was going to say it until that moment. But then, the words just kind of slipped out of his mouth, and at that point, he had known they were true. So there was no reason to fight it. No reason at all.

			“You don’t... You can’t,” she said.

			“What part about wanting to be all in was ambiguous to you when I said that’s what I wanted the other day?”

			“It wasn’t,” she said. “But... But that doesn’t mean...”

			“Baby, it sure as hell does. I love you. I more than love you. I fucking need you.”

			“You need me? I’ve basically been one big... It’s been some kind of strange role reversal. I’ve basically been your babysitting project for the past few weeks.”

			“No. I’ve been helping take care of you, because you needed me to. And I suspect that if I needed you to, you would take care of me.”

			She shook her head. “No,” she said. “I wouldn’t. Because I’m already taking care of enough people.”

			“Then just let me take care of you.”

			“No,” she said. “That doesn’t work either. I’ve been in one-sided relationships, Calder. They don’t work. They don’t work because they’re not sustainable. Because somebody always ends up resenting someone else. And I just don’t... You’re going to end up resenting me.”

			“You’re treating me like I’m an idiot,” he bit out.

			“I’m not. I ended up in a relationship with somebody that I resented. Because he couldn’t give me what I needed. And we were miserable.”

			“You were miserable because he was an ass. You are not an ass.”

			“Calder...”

			“Let me show you,” he said. “Let me show you how good it can be.”

			He dipped his head to kiss her again, and this time she turned her face away.

			“You don’t want me to give to you. Because you don’t want a one-sided relationship?” he pressed.

			“Yes,” she insisted.

			“You’re a liar,” he said, anger pouring through him now. Because wasn’t this just like his life had always been? “This has nothing to do with that. It has nothing to do with me. It’s all about you, Lauren. I know that for sure and certain. This is about you. What is it, honey? Let me tell you, my father lived his whole life trying to fill a void. He used marriages, he used all kinds of shit, piling it all up in front of him. But he had sons who would have loved him just like he was. If he would have let us. I would have fixed it if he would’ve let me. If you would let me, I would fix it.”

			“You can’t,” she said. “You can’t because...”

			Something turned over inside him, realization dawning on him like the sun over the mountains. “Because you think you don’t deserve it.”

			“No,” she said. “Don’t turn this into you trying to fix my deep wound.”

			“I can’t fix it,” he said. “Until the day you decide that you deserve to have it fixed, I can’t.” He huffed out a breath. “I can’t. You know what? You just made me realize that. I’ve spent my whole life wishing that I could fix this kind of thing for someone I care about. But I can’t.” He shook his head. “My father spent his whole life punishing himself because my mother left him. It wasn’t until he married Chloe’s mother that he got his shit even a little bit together. Until then, it was just... All these destructive relationships. He wouldn’t let himself be happy. And it wasn’t any better for us. He was bitter, and he was alone. And there was nothing any of us could do but watch him self-destruct over and over again. That’s not what your girls want for you.”

			“Don’t you dare,” she said. “Don’t you dare make this about me and my daughters.”

			“Why not? You are.”

			“Because my life is about my daughters,” she said.

			“And they’d be against you moving on from their father?”

			She shook her head. “That has nothing to do with anything.”

			“I think it does. I think you’re desperate for excuses so that you don’t have to look down inside yourself and figure out what the hell the real problem is. But let me do you a favor. Right now, I don’t want to please you,” he said, emotion roaring up inside him.

			“Right now, I want to please myself. You want me to be selfish. Then dammit, I’m going to take what I want, Lauren.”

			He hauled her up against his body, her soft curves crushed up against him. “I’ve been all about giving to you, because that’s what you needed. And you know what? Something in me needed that, too. I wanted to take care of you, because I have been so desperate to fix things. But you’re right. My life can’t be all about that. So I want you to give something to me.”

			She was shaking, but he knew it wasn’t from fear. She looked up at him, her lips parting slowly. Then, she placed her fingertips against his mouth. He parted his lips, sucking her fingertip in deep. He kept eye contact with her the whole time, his heart pounding out of control. A beast roaring through him.

			He had always wondered what love would feel like. And now he knew. It was nothing like what he had imagined. It wasn’t sweet. It wasn’t quiet, or careful. It was desperate. And right now, it was brutal.

			Ugly, and a little bit selfish.

			But he wanted it. And she was right. He couldn’t just care about her and expect nothing in return. He wanted. He needed.

			He needed her to love him. With the same ferocity that he loved her. He needed her to care. He needed her to understand.

			That this wasn’t about anything she had ever experienced before. Whatever shit her husband had pulled with her... He wasn’t the same man. But he was a man. Not a boy for her to protect. Whether she was protecting herself or himself, he wasn’t entirely sure. But he was done with it. He swept her up into his arms, carried her back to the bedroom. She clung to him, her fingers wrapped tightly around his shirt.

			She didn’t protest.

			He half expected her to.

			After all, she had been in the middle of telling him all the reasons she couldn’t love him. All the reasons they couldn’t be. But apparently, she could still stand for him to fuck her.

			That only made him angrier. Because he had given her something of himself. Not just his body. But something deep and real, and he had never done that with a woman before. She didn’t want it. That was fine. He was just going to take now.

			He threw her down onto the bed and she reclined there, her knees bent slightly, her elbows resting on the mattress, her gaze unreadable. She stared at him, and he didn’t move. Not until she gave him a sign. Not until...

			Her tongue darted out, slicked over her lips.

			He wrenched his shirt over his head and began to work his belt through the loops. She stared at him, her gaze rapt. Sure. Because she could take his dick, but not his love. Or, his abs. She seemed particularly fixated on those.

			He moved onto the bed, and he stripped her bare. So pretty and perfect. She sat up, pressing her palms against his bare stomach, parting the fabric of his jeans and drawing his cock out. She looked up at him as she slid her hand over his length, her eyes meeting his. There was no fight there, not now.

			“Do it,” he said. “That’s what I want.”

			She lowered her head, obeying, taking him into the wet heat of her mouth. The delicious suction was almost too much for him to bear. She was so hot, and it was so good. Every damn fantasy he’d ever had rolled up into one. He didn’t know if he could withstand it. Didn’t think he wanted to. She was just so damn hot. So damn perfect.

			And she didn’t love him.

			He growled, bucking his hips, gripping her hair and forcing her to take him deeper. And she did.

			He’d tried to be nice. He was past that point. He’d given her everything. And he hadn’t wanted it to be a transaction. He had wanted...

			Suddenly, he couldn’t think anymore, and he didn’t want to. Because it was just the two of them. Her mouth on his body. She took him to the edge, and when he was about to come, he pulled out, not ready for it to end like that.

			“Get on your knees,” he said.

			“I already...”

			“Turn around and get on your knees.”

			She looked up at him, something a little bit like awe in those eyes as she stared at him. As if she were seeing him, really seeing him for the first time.

			She obeyed, turning her delicious ass toward him, her face toward the headboard.

			He shucked his jeans the rest of the way, taking care to grab a condom before he ditched them completely, and then he stroked himself twice before pressing himself against her damp, ready entrance.

			He gripped her hips, pushing inside her, that tight, wet heat threatening to overwhelm him as he went so deep he could barely breathe.

			Could barely see straight.

			If this was the last thing he ever did, he would be happy enough. He could die a damned happy man inside Lauren Bishop.

			Except she didn’t love him.

			And that would burn. In his last moments, whether they were in sixty years or six minutes, that would burn.

			He suspected it always would.

			He didn’t think about that. Not now. Instead, he lost himself. In the small sounds of encouragement she made. In the way that she moaned and arched against him. The way that she cried out when he pressed his hand between her legs and rubbed her clit hard, the way that she pressed her ass into him as he thrust deep.

			He had never expected a declaration of love to come with such an animalistic physical expression. But that was because love didn’t feel like he thought it would.

			This was dangerous. It wasn’t hearts and flowers, it was knives and bombs, and it had the power to destroy him.

			It made him want to destroy her right back. Destroy them both.

			Made him question what his motives were all along, and if he could trust himself, let alone if she could trust him.

			He was turned around and tangled up. Inside out. Because of her. Only ever because of her.

			When she came, it was sudden and welcome, because he didn’t have the strength to hold on much longer. And when he cried out his own pleasure, that “I love you” was on his lips again. But this time, it sounded less like a promise and more like a curse. It satisfied something inside him. Something angry and needy and demanding. Something that was for him and not for her.

			So he repeated it.

			Over and over again until it was the only sound in the room. Those words, over and over again. Until they broke. Until his climax overtook him, and there weren’t words anymore. Just a growl. One that came from deep inside him and seemed to say the exact same thing.

			When it was over, she collapsed onto her stomach, rolling away from him, looking the opposite direction. And he...

			He started to collect his clothes.

			Because he didn’t know what else to do. Because there was nothing else to do.

			“Are you... Are you leaving?”

			“I said that I loved you,” he said. “You said...”

			“You also said you were going to stay the night.”

			He shook his head, finding his jeans and pulling them on. “I can’t.”

			“But you said...”

			“Yes I did. And you said a lot of shit, too. You said that you couldn’t be with me and just take. Well, I took something. And now I’m leaving. Lauren Bishop, I think I’ve loved you my whole life. It’s stupid, because there’s no way I could have any idea what love was when I was twelve years old. And obviously it wasn’t this. But I’m offering myself to you. And I was never enough for my dad. He died never knowing that I felt like we didn’t even know each other. Never knowing that all I wanted was more of a relationship with him. I’m not going to do that again. I love you. And I want more. I want everything. I want to fix your floorboards and go to sleep with you at night. I want to be your husband. I want to be a father to your girls. I want every damned thing, and I hope it scares you. Because it sure as hell scares me.”

			It was like his chest was being torn in two. It was torture. And she was just lying there. “There is nothing nice about feeling all of this. About feeling it deep in my soul and knowing that you don’t feel it back. Nothing nice about it at all, babe. So you’re right. It can’t be half. And I won’t take half. I thought to myself... I thought maybe I would be happy to just let myself be the fixer. But I can’t be. Not now. Not anymore. So if you don’t want everything, you don’t get anything.”

			“You said you weren’t doing all of this for anything. You said...”

			“That was before I loved you. That was before I needed...” He shook his head. “I can’t go only halfway. Not with you. I’ve half-assed a lot of things in my life, but I will be damned if you’re one of them. Be my wife. Love me. Or let me go.”

			She curled in on herself, a look of desolation on her face, and for one moment he felt guilty. But he wasn’t going to give. Not on this.

			“I can’t.”

			He nodded once. “I’m really happy that you got your house. And if you ever need anything... Well, you can call Tanner. He’ll help out.”

			“You won’t?”

			“Until you know that you deserve it, until you can accept all this and not have me handing it to you, telling you to take it, we’re never going to make it anywhere. And there’s no point.”

			Then he turned and walked out, leaving a piece of himself behind.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			LAUREN WAS MISERABLE. Absolutely, utterly miserable. And she was trying her best to be happy. She and her daughters were having their first breakfast in their brand-new house, in their brand-new life.

			New life.

			She had gone and messed that up. She had spent her very first night in her new house having sex with a man she couldn’t have.

			A man she wouldn’t let herself have.

			And the truth was she did love him.

			She loved him like... She had never loved anyone like that, and that terrified her. It made her wonder what the hell her life even was.

			Because if she thought of everything as choices and consequences, if she thought of Robert as a mistake... Did that mean that Calder had always been the one? But how is that even possible, when he had been too young all those years ago, and in that time Lauren had lived a whole life, and had her girls, and couldn’t regret a single moment of it?

			Who was the mistake? What should she have changed? Was this the mistake?

			She honestly didn’t know, and she didn’t know where to go from there.

			“Mom?” Ava asked. “Are you okay?”

			“Yes,” she lied. “I’m fine.”

			“You don’t look fine.”

			“I’m fine,” she insisted, while a piece of her heart broke off and tumbled down to her stomach.

			“You look really upset.”

			“It’s just... I’m thinking,” she said. “I’m just thinking about our life.”

			“And it makes you sad?” Grace asked.

			“No,” Lauren protested. “I’m happy. I’m happy that we’re here.”

			“I’m happy we’re here,” Ava said. “At least, I think I will be.”

			“What changed your mind?”

			“Well, it was how you’ve been. In this house. What about Calder?”

			Lauren blew out a harsh breath. “Why are you fixating on him?”

			“You like him,” Ava said.

			“It doesn’t matter if I like him,” Lauren said. “I don’t have time for that kind of thing. Not right now.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because,” she said.

			“Because why?”

			“Ava Marie,” Lauren said. “It’s not a discussion. I don’t have time to date the man. I’m not going to... Marry him. It’s ridiculous.”

			“I didn’t say anything about marrying him.”

			“Well... I’m not going to.”

			“Did he ask you to marry him?” Ava asked. Grace was watching the exchange with an open mouth.

			“He... It doesn’t matter. I can’t... How am I supposed to know that I’m making the right choice?”

			“You always tell us to follow our heart,” Grace said.

			Well, her heart had been stupid, and how did she tell her girls that? Her heart didn’t deserve...

			Suddenly, it all hit her with more clarity than she cared for.

			Her heart didn’t deserve to be happy again. It had wasted its one chance.

			She had broken her parents’ hearts and run off with a man. She had been wrong about him. She had made her bed and lain in it determinedly. The consequence for her actions. She hadn’t let him go to be with a woman who would be happier with him. She hadn’t let herself go because she was so intent on punishing them both.

			Because she couldn’t let go.

			And she was doing the same thing now. Holding on while pretending to let go. A new surrounding wasn’t going to change her heart. She had to...

			She had to let it go. Because as long as her heart was still staking its claim in the past, as long as it was still clinging to her mistakes, obsessing over right and wrong and what she deserved, she was never going to get anywhere.

			And sitting there with her daughters staring at her asking her directly why she wouldn’t let herself be happy, there was just no good answer to give.

			All that self-sacrifice, all that trying to make up for bad decisions... It didn’t make her better.

			“Sometimes,” she said, tears making her voice thick, “I think grown-ups forget the simple things that we tell our kids. And sometimes I think those simple things are the truest things. You’re right, Grace. I would tell you to follow your heart. I’ve been scared of mine.”

			“Why?” Grace asked.

			A tear slid down Lauren’s cheek. “Because I think I love him. And because I’m afraid of getting hurt.”

			“Chloe said that when you fall off a horse you have to get back on it again. Maybe Calder is like a horse,” Grace said.

			Lauren slapped her hand over her mouth and tried not to laugh through her tears.

			“Why is that funny?” Grace asked.

			Ava looked slightly confused, but had that look on her face that said she suspected she understood why, even if the details were fuzzy, and was certain she didn’t want to know more.

			“Never mind,” Lauren said. “You know, I’m supposed to be raising you and teaching you things. But, I think you teach me more every day.”

			“You teach us a lot,” Ava said. “Even when I wish you wouldn’t.”

			Lauren pulled her daughter in for a hug. “I think that’s the best compliment you can give me.”

			“So, are you going to tell him that you love him?”

			She released her hold on Ava, looking down at her pancakes. “I guess that would be the brave thing to do, wouldn’t it?”

			“I think so,” her daughter said, her tone grave.

			“You’re really okay with it?” Lauren asked.

			“It will be different,” Ava said. “Maybe weird. But... This is already really different. So, maybe it’s the best time.”

			Lauren laughed. “I guess I can’t argue with the logic. Since I don’t have any of my own.”

			“Then, I guess you need to go tell him.”

			“Can I finish my pancakes first?”

			“That sounds reasonable,” Ava said.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			CALDER HAD NEVER worked so hard chopping wood in his life. But, he wanted to destroy something, make it match his insides, so chopping wood seemed as good of an option as any.

			“That bad, huh?” Tanner was there, looking him over like a smug son of a bitch.

			“Don’t you have somewhere better to be? I mean, honestly, you basically run the whole ranch, and I see you standing around snooping in my business more often than not.”

			“I don’t have anywhere to be.”

			“I could use some help,” Chloe said, coming out of the barn, with a horse on a lead. “There are stalls to muck,” she said pointedly.

			“And that’s your job,” Tanner said.

			“Well, if you don’t have anything to do, you could help me do it.”

			“As it happens,” Tanner said, “I have a date.”

			Chloe’s whole face turned red, and she turned on her heel, concealing her expression as quickly as possible. “Fine,” she said. “I’ll do it myself.”

			Calder watched Chloe leave, and he thought about asking Tanner if he realized just how messed up the situation with her was getting. It would derail the train Tanner had coming for him, that was for sure.

			But he didn’t want to make things tough for Chloe either.

			“What the hell is up with you?” Tanner asked.

			“I got dumped,” he said. “I would have thought that was pretty obvious.”

			“Did you really want to take all that on?”

			“Yeah,” Calder said. “I really did. I love her. It didn’t seem like a lot. It didn’t seem like a burden. It just seemed... Right.”

			“Teenagers? A widow? That just seems like... A lot.”

			“Yeah, well, I always figured if I ever fell in love it was going to be easy. It was going to be nice. More like what Dad found with Chloe’s mom. Not what he had with our mom. Not what he had with any of those other women he married. But this isn’t like any of that. I’d kill someone for her. For those girls. I’m obsessed with her. I don’t want anything but her. I want the hard stuff and the easy stuff. I want... Everything. And I didn’t know feelings like that existed.”

			“I’d rather never have them.”

			Chloe appeared again, right when Tanner said that, her eyes looking determinedly anywhere but at Tanner.

			“What?” she asked.

			“Do you agree with him?” Calder asked, because he was in a mean mood. “No love?”

			She lifted a shoulder. “If I did fall in love, it wouldn’t be with a hardheaded rancher.”

			Maybe Chloe wasn’t as much of a lost cause as he’d imagined.

			Calder smiled, but Tanner’s face remained blank. “Good choice.”

			He saw a car off in the distance, and when it drew closer, he recognized it.

			His heart jumped up in his chest. Like he was a thirteen-year-old boy about to catch a glimpse of his crush.

			Hell, when he had been a thirteen-year-old boy, the same woman had been his crush.

			“Excuse me,” he said, abandoning his ax and his brother and stepsister, jogging toward the house as fast as he could. By the time he got there, she was just pulling her car to a stop.

			Lauren.

			“What are you doing here?” he asked as she got out.

			When she looked up at him, her eyes were full of tears, her expression pleading. “I’m here for everything,” she said. “Because... That’s what you said I had to take. And that’s what I... It’s what I want. I want everything, Calder. Everything.”

			“What changed?”

			“Me. You’re right. That’s what needed to change. You are right that I—” she cleared her throat “—that I was punishing myself. I thought that I was just protecting myself, but it’s more than that. It’s deeper than that. I made a mistake, marrying Robert. Or maybe I didn’t. Maybe life isn’t that simple, and I’m trying to make it too simple. I almost melted my brain last night trying to figure out... If he was wrong for me and you were right, then was anyone the one? And was any of what happened with him supposed to happen? Was all of that a life I wasn’t supposed to live?” She shook her head, a tear falling down her cheek. She didn’t wipe it away.

			“And then I just realized that it was that road that led me here. That marriage. It led me to this house, with my daughters. And it brought me to this point, as this woman.” She cleared her throat. “I had a talk with Savannah the night of the birthday party. She said something that I didn’t think about enough until last night. I have to trust that the woman I am now is different enough that I’m not repeating the same mistakes. But more than that, the woman I am now is the woman who was meant to love you. Who was meant to be loved by you. I’ll never know if the woman I was would have been right for you. But this woman, this woman I am right now... She is. She wants you. I want you. I love you. And I have to stop living my life as a monument to my mistakes. And start being grateful for where my choices brought me. Because right now, with you, with Ava and Grace and the house, I’m happy. I’m whole.”

			“Lauren, your past matters to me. Because everything that built you matters to me. Everything you’ve been through, your pain, it matters to me. But what matters to me even more is your present. What matters even more is your future. Our future. It’s one we can build together. You don’t have to solve those questions by yourself. It doesn’t have to be simple. Not if we’re not alone.”

			On a sob, she launched herself toward him, and his own heart squeezed in response. Dipped in his chest.

			He held her. Just held her. And then she whispered in his ear. “I love you. I love you. I love you.”

			Over and over and over.

			Not a curse. A promise.

			A promise for the both of them. A promise for the future. A promise for better.

			“I love you, too,” he said, brushing her hair out of her eyes.

			“Is it too late for me to say yes?”

			“It’s not too late for you to say anything. But yes to what specifically?”

			“To the proposal. I want to be your wife.”

			“That works out pretty well, then, because I want to be your husband.”

			She held on to him tightly. “Good,” she said. “Because I wasn’t going to let you spend the night with the girls there unless we had a commitment.”

			He laughed. “Is that the only reason that you said you’d marry me?”

			“It’s not the only reason. But, it’s a damn compelling one, you have to admit.”

			“It is.”

			“How will that work? You live here, right? On the ranch?”

			He nodded. “I do. But it’s just a small cabin. And I like your place just fine.”

			“Well, you helped build it.”

			“We built it together.”

			Lauren smiled, and it made his heart feel full to bursting. “I have a feeling it’s just the first of many things we’ll build together.”

			“You can count on it,” he said. “Whatever we do, we’re partners.”

			“It’ll never be one-sided with us.”

			He shook his head. “No. It’s you and me. Always.”

			Lauren Bishop had been his ultimate fantasy when he was a boy. But she was better than a fantasy now, she was real.

			And he wasn’t a boy anymore. He was a man, and he was going to spend the rest of his life being the man she needed.

			He’d always known that she was beautiful, but he’d never dreamed she would become his happily-ever-after.

			But that’s exactly what she was.

		

	
		
			EPILOGUE

			MUCH LATER, when Lauren and Calder were sitting together on the back porch, Calder pressed a kiss to her hand.

			“It just occurred to me,” he said. “I should probably ask permission before I marry you.”

			“I’ve been married before,” she said. “And I’m thirty-five. You don’t need to ask my father’s permission.”

			He shook his head. “It’s not your father I want to ask.”

			* * *

			WHEN CALDER APPROACHED Ava and Grace, cowboy hat in hand, to ask them if he could marry their mother, Lauren didn’t think she would ever stop crying.

			They gave their permission, instantly and immediately. And she could tell that Calder was resisting offering a hug to both girls, probably waiting until they knew each other better. Another thing she appreciated about him. He never tried to force a relationship with them before they were ready.

			And that was a trend that continued over the next several months. As they got settled in Gold Valley, and they got their lives settled with Calder in it.

			It was Grace who called him Dad first.

			One evening, while they were putting dishes away, two months after the wedding.

			“Would you hand me that plate, Dad?”

			Calder had stopped, frozen in the spot, and then he had handed it to her.

			Then, he had pulled her in for a real hug. A long one.

			And Lauren had been certain she’d seen tears in her husband’s eyes.

			He was a man who didn’t take the gift of fatherhood for granted. Not at all. He didn’t just keep pictures of the girls and show them around. He actually was around.

			With Ava, things were slower. But one day when they were picking her up from school, Lauren heard her talking to her friends about upcoming slumber party plans.

			“My dad’s family has a ranch,” she said. “My aunt Chloe can take us out riding, she said. And we can camp out in the barn.”

			Lauren looked back at Calder, whose face looked hard like granite. “Did you hear that?” she asked.

			He nodded, his throat working. “I did.”

			“Do you think you made the right choice? Going all in with us?”

			He slung his arm around her shoulder and pulled her in for a kiss. “I’ve never once regretted it. I went all in with you, but the three of you have gone all in with me. And that’s a gift that I’ll never be able to repay.”

			She looked up at him, her heart pounding. Because she had another little surprise for him. “Well, you’re about to get in deeper, Calder Reid. Because you’re going to be a father.”

			He froze, right there in the school parking lot, his eyes full of shock. He looked down at her stomach, then back up at her. And then he looked over at Ava and Grace, where they were talking to their group of friends.

			Then he looked back at Lauren. “You made me a father already,” he said. “And I’m happy to be one again.”

			Lauren threw her arms around her husband’s neck.

			“None of this was in my planner,” she said, rising up on her toes for a kiss.

			“Then it wasn’t a very good planner.”

			“I guess not. Because this is a very good life.”

			* * * * *
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