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The Convenient Cowboy


NATE HANSEN has to find a job that will pay him a living wage, but he’s struggling to overcome his tarnished reputation in Marietta. Work has never been high on his list of favorite things to do, and getting drunk and into fights isn’t exactly the best reference for a job application. Now that his elder brother, Jethro, is making a go of the ranch their grandfather left them, the meager profit it’s returning is only enough to support one person. And that’s not going to be Nate. Working for Jethro to get the ranch back up to scratch has been good job experience, but the time has come for Nate to move on.

He applies for job after job, but nobody wants to give him a chance, even when he’s proven he can work hard. When he hears the advertisement is for a husband, Nate is taken aback. Once, he would’ve taken it on, but now he’s not so sure he’s that man who can pretend to really like someone to get what he wants. This woman is asking for commitment, not a one-night stand.

JOY MITCHELL is at her wit’s end. A widow with a toddler at her feet and a ranch to run, she’s about to buckle under the pressure from her dead husband’s family. They want to take it from her despite the fact she is named as the only beneficiary in his will. Before he died, Bradley Mitchell did his best to leave her secure and provided for, and their lawyer insists his family has no case. But that doesn’t stop them from trying to break her down bit by bit.

Her hired help leaves her high and dry, and she’s having trouble finding anyone else to work for her. She suspects foul play from the in-laws and takes the drastic measure of advertising for a husband, believing that to be the only way to keep a man by her side.

What she doesn’t expect is to get only one decent reply—and that reply from the man who disappointed her sister on a date last year. A man with a reputation that makes her wary. Everyone warns her off of Nate, but what choice does she have if she wants to keep her ranch and make a safe home for her child?
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Chapter One


Nate Hansen took the paycheck his boss of three days handed him, his self-esteem plummeting to the toes of his well-worn cowboy boots. Not again!

“But why? I thought you said there was enough work for at least a couple of weeks.”

The ranch manager shifted his feet and refused to make eye contact. “Sorry. Thought there would be, too, but the guy you were standing in for has come back from his vacation early and wants to get back to work. Boss said I have to let him start tomorrow.”

“Didn’t I do a decent job, Kurt? Surely, there’s something else I can do around here.” This was the third job he’d been let go from this month. Sure, it was only supposed to be temporary work, but he’d expected more time to show what he could do. Not what he wanted to face as he turned up for work this morning ready to show what he was made of.

“No, sorry, man.”

“Do you know of anything going at all? Maybe you can give me a reference or put in a good word with someone. I’m keen to work, you know that.”

“Not a lot going around that I know of.”

“Hey, Nate.” The ranch owner’s son rode past and got his attention. “I hear Mrs. Mitchell over at the Lazy Q is looking for someone to help her out.” He burst out laughing and rode off.

The manager turned away, but he tried to cover his own laugh with a cough.

If there was a job going, he needed to find out the details, no matter how amusing these cowboys found it. “Mrs. Mitchell? Can you tell me where her place is?”

“Sure you want to know? It’s not your average ranch hand job, you know.” Kurt dug his hands into his pockets and looked over Nate’s shoulder, not meeting his gaze.

“At this stage, I’ll take anything. Man’s gotta make a living the best way he can. Fill me in, and I’d appreciate it if you can put in a good word for me.”

“Not sure I need to do that. Figure your reputation with the ladies is all you’re going to need.”

Apprehension trickled down Nate’s spine. He’d tried so hard to distance himself from the man he used to be. He’d curtailed his drinking over the last six months, kept away from the bar and the ladies, and done his best to rebuild his life. If his brother Jethro could stay on the straight and narrow, make something of himself, so could Nate. So far, he doubted his new change of attitude was working as well as the charm he usually threw around like confetti. “I want the job because I can work, not because of the way I used to cat around. If Mrs. Mitchell has a job going, I want it.”

But if I have to charm her into it, look out, baby, ’cause here I come, ready to make my mark. Desperate times called for desperate measures, including breaking his promise to himself. But, hey, he was the only one who knew he was trying to make it without resorting to his usual charm.

“Okay. Let me give you directions, then.”
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Joy slammed down the phone and swallowed the curse words. Damn her father-in-law for his fake concern over the loss of yet another ranch hand. He wasn’t going to break her and take over the ranch, no matter how much he pushed her. Not when her poor husband, Bradley, had entrusted it to her for their baby son. His father might think he could work the ranch better than she could, but it wasn’t going to happen. Not while she had breath in her lungs.

Her eighteen-month-old son’s wail snapped her out of her self-pity. He’d finished breakfast and thrown his bowl on the floor to get her attention. “Coming, baby boy. Momma’s coming.”

Young Toby sat by the table in his high chair, pounding his hands on the hard surface. He’d spread jelly though his blond locks and over his face and grinned at her now that he had her full attention. Frustration rushed to the surface, but she pushed it back. He was so adorable, but with the ranch to run single-handedly as well as looking after her child, an extra cleanup job wasn’t what she’d expected to derail her tightly planned day. She had to get down to the yard and feed the horses before they worked themselves into a lather.

“You little rascal. I’m going to have to feed you in the bath if you keep this up.”

Toby giggled as she attacked him with a washcloth. He was so like his father in looks, but their temperaments were completely different. Toby had to be on the go constantly, only stopping to sleep and eat, while Bradley had been happy to sit back and read when he had a spare minute.

He’d pored over articles on the web and in magazines about organic beef and shared his findings with Joy. When she was too pregnant to do much to help him, he’d lain beside her and read articles to her huge belly, convinced he was building a love of cattle in his unborn son. He’d cared about the land his grandmother had left for him, and wanted to run it his way.

Ryan Mitchell had other ideas now that Bradley was gone. But pilfering her ranch hands was the last straw.

A knock at the door startled her. She hurried to answer it, with Toby clinging to her leg. Something he’d done more of late as the heated phone calls and visits from his grandfather had escalated and left Joy in tears. Poor little guy was feeling insecure, and she couldn’t blame him.

“Mrs. Mitchell? I’ve come about the job.”

Joy stared at the man on her doorstep. Someone had to be playing a joke on her. This cowboy was nothing like the other applicants. He looked familiar, but her frazzled and overtired mind couldn’t put a name to his face. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”

“Someone told me you have a job going. I’m in need of employment. I’d prefer permanent, but if you only have casual work, I’ll take that too.” He smiled down at Toby clinging to her leg. “Cute, ain’t he? Anyway, as I was saying, I’m looking for work, and I’m pretty sure that my last boss will give me a reference. Been filling in around Marietta until I can find full-time employment. I really want to sink my teeth into something.”

Holy crap. Sink his teeth into something? Did he even know how that sounded, looking as good as he did? Get hold of yourself, Joy. You need this man. Things are getting desperate. “Did he tell you what the job was?” She swallowed. Nobody had applied in person before, and this man wasn’t who she would have hired unless she were a local bar owner, desperate to draw in female customers.

“No, ma’am, but I’m sure I’m up to the task.”

Oh, he so was. Tall, dark, and handsome didn’t quite sound good enough for the cowboy at her door. He had nervous energy running through him that would worry most people, almost like a caged mountain lion who’d had a bad week hunting.

But she was too desperate to be picky, and the other two applicants didn’t have the least bit of appeal. Not that she’d seen them face-to-face, nor did she want to. They’d applied by mail via the newspaper office where she’d placed the advertisement. The first applicant was too old to even consider. She’d be the one looking after him if his age was anything to go by. The other gentleman had sleazebag written all over him. Last thing she wanted was a fortune hunter, and that greasy suck-up letter had oozed its writer’s character, from the smell of cheap aftershave he’d drenched the envelope in to the flowery words he’d used.

She needed a hardworking cowboy who would take care of her and her son. Not someone who’d get a foot in the door with an attitude that screamed “takeover in progress.” The man standing before her was used to working. His hands were callused, his jeans worn, and his boots dusty and in need of reheeling. Even his battered hat looked like it belonged to a hard-working cowboy. Pity he had the sexy swagger to his stance.

“What’s your name, cowboy?” Toby put his arms around her leg, leaving jelly marks from his sticky fingers on the worn denim. Some cleanup job that’d been.

“Nate Hansen.”

Oh, heck! No wonder she thought she recognized him. Little sister Cassie had fallen for this love ’em and leave ’em man last fall. He’d broken her heart, and she still bemoaned how he was perfect for her. Sounded like he didn’t agree, as they never got past the third date.

“Seems your reputation precedes you. Not sure I’m willing to employ someone who cares more about drinking, fighting, and flirting with every lady in town. I need someone who’s prepared to work an honest day’s work, not play.”

He looked down at his feet and sighed before meeting her gaze. “Mrs. Mitchell, give me a chance. I’ve been doing my best to mend my ways, to make a go of it ever since my grandpa died. I know my reputation, and I’m doing everything I can to move on from that, I promise. My brother Jethro is running the ranch and there ain’t enough work for all of us. But if you want references, I know there’re people who’ll give you one, tell you how hard I work.”

“But what have you done long-term, other than drink and fight?” And break girls’ hearts.

“Guess you got me there. Only work around has been short-term, you know. That’s why I’m keen to take on something I can sink my teeth into, something permanent where I can make my mark. If you’ll give me a chance, I’ll prove to you that I’m a good risk. I’ve changed. Ask my brother or his lawyer if you like. I know she’ll vouch for me too.”

“Who’s his lawyer?” It was so tempting to take him on, but something still niggled in the back of her mind.

Could she trust him, knowing his reputation? It was hardly six months ago that Cassie had come crying to her over Nate Hansen. Joy had been secretly pleased the hard-partying, womanizing slob had dumped her sister. Cassie didn’t need the kind of grief an affair with Nate could bring. How could she let herself believe that he was a new man and even consider bringing him into her life now? She had a child to protect!

“Sadie St. Martin and Layla Watson.”

Joy swallowed back her relief. Her lawyer and the lady who wrote up Bradley’s will when he found out he was going to die. “I know them.”

“Great, so you’ll call and at least get a character reference then?”

Joy gripped her son’s hand and lifted him up onto her hip, ignoring the sticky fingers as he clutched her shirt. Toby tucked his head into her neck and watched the stranger at the door. “I guess I can do that.”

“So, what’s the job?”

“I need a husband, Mr. Hansen. And I don’t have much time left to choose one.”


Chapter Two


A husband! What the heck? If karma was out to get him for all the one-night stands and hearts he’d broken, she was packing a powerful punch.

“A husband? That’s a job?” Holy fuck!

Pink tinged her high cheekbones and she swallowed. “Yes, it is.” Her lips compressed into a thin line as she stared him down. This little lady was feisty indeed. Women usually fell at his feet and did what he wanted, not the other way around.

He leaned on the doorframe, almost lost for words. “Well, you have me at a disadvantage. I was expecting a position for a ranch hand.”

“I’m sure you were, but I have my reasons.” The toddler in her arms put his fingers on her cheek, and she glanced at him. “Look, I have to take care of my son, feed the horses, and then I’ll call the lawyer. If you could come back later today, we can talk more then, or you can call me. Either way. I don’t care.”

No way Nate was leaving without a job. But as a husband? That was going to take some convincing on her end. He wasn’t the type of guy to put down roots. Everyone knew that. “How about you deal with the little guy, then call the lawyers while I feed the horses for you?” Nate looked down the drive to the big red barn, one of its doors hanging at an odd angle. “I’ll clean out the stalls while I’m there and you can come and find me when you’re ready to talk. Okay? I’m sure we both have plenty of questions before I can even consider your offer.” It’d give him a chance to gather his wits, try to figure out how far he was prepared to go to secure a future. See how badly this ranch needed help from someone like him. He needed to weigh up the pros and cons before he made a decision. Still, he couldn’t believe he was even considering this crazy idea.

Joy closed her eyes for a moment, swayed slightly, and Nate reached out and grabbed her arm. The smell of summer flowers and peanut butter and jelly toyed with his senses. This was the closest he’d been to a woman in months. What a predicament. “You all right, Mrs. Mitchell? Looking a bit pale. Can I get you anything?”

She opened her eyes, focused on his face. “No, thank you. All the feed’s in bins. I’m sure you’ll find everything.” She stepped back, breaking the contact between them. “I’ll come find you soon and we’ll talk.” She shut the door in his face, and Nate breathed a sigh of relief.

He had a slight reprieve to try to come up with a plan going forward. Or time to make a run for it. Poor woman looked like she’d been working too hard and not sleeping enough, going by the dark shadows under her pretty brown eyes. It was clear she needed help, but why she had to go to such extremes confused him. There were plenty of men looking for work, and he should know. Bouncing from job to temporary employment wasn’t fun. He’d take the position full time without a wedding ring. Hell, he’d take it without accommodation, too, if that was all he could get. He headed down the driveway, admiring the whitewashed fences that contained rich grass-filled pastures.

But still, the rancher in him came to the fore. Small details showed the neglect seeping in, a rotting fence paling here and there, weeds creeping into the driveway that was probably once clear and neat. It still didn’t detract from how beautiful this ranch was.

Cattle chewed contentedly to one corner of the pasture nearest the barn. They looked healthy enough to his eye. Not that he was an expert, but he’d grown up around cattle and some of what Grandpa lectured had stuck.

One half of the door to the barn sat closed, but he could hear the horses snorting and pacing in the stables inside. Nate checked the leaning door for the problem. A broken hinge that would be easily fixed with the right tools, something he could tackle after he fed the horses if he had time. He pushed open the other half of the door, letting sunlight flood into the barn to be met with friendly nickers from the three horses waiting impatiently for their breakfast.

“Morning, all.” He went from stall to stall, giving each animal a rub on the head and a moment of attention. The big bay in the first stall nibbled at his shirt, as though searching for a treat Nate didn’t have. “Slow down now. Patience. Gotta do this right.”

He took their food bins and filled each one from the mix of feed available before hanging them back over their doors. Three horses buried their noses in the bins and noisily munched away. “Got something right, at least.”
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“I never thought this was a good idea to begin with, Joy.” Sadie St. Martin paused and cleared her throat. “But, if you’re determined to go ahead, know I’ll be right behind you.”

“I don’t think I have any choice, Sadie. My last ranch hand walked out last week when Bradley’s father offered him more money.” She shook her head. “I can’t win. Seriously, every time I think I’m getting things right, he steps in and ruins it. Then he has the audacity to call me up and offer help, play the concerned father-in-law, when all along I know he’s at the bottom of my problems.”

“And we both know how he wants that to go too. Look, if you’re determined to stick to your guns, Nate could be the guy for you. I don’t know him as well as some people do, but from what I’ve seen, he’s a good guy, doing his best to change people’s opinion. From what I’ve seen, I think it’s slowly working.”

“But can I trust him? That’s the thing I’m not sure of.” Joy bit her lip. He didn’t have to fall in love with her, but he did have to treat her right. There’d be no marrying her and taking over. This had to work as a partnership or it wouldn’t work. Period.

“Jethro would tell you he’s a good guy. And if my husband says that, he means it. I know the boys’ reputations aren’t stellar, but at the heart of it, they’re all good men. They want to do the right thing, and now that they’re on the right track, I think you can trust him.”

“Not like I have much option. You saw the applications of the other two who applied.”

“Yes. Not even in the running, in my opinion.”

“So what now?” Joy tried to ignore the dirty dishes from yesterday in the sink, the dusty cobweb stretched from kitchen curtain to curtain, the broken handle she’d been meaning to fix on her pantry door but never had the time. It’d been so long since she’d had a chance to do any decent housework, she wouldn’t be surprised if she scared Nate off.

Especially if he saw the state of the kitchen. Lucky she’d kept the lounge door shut. Toby had pulled down all of the old books in the lower part of the bookcase that had belonged to Bradley’s grandma. Joy hadn’t had a chance to put things straight in there for ages. Another thing to add to her list of jobs. If anyone looked inside this house, they’d think she did a terrible job at keeping the place clean, and they’d be right. The most important jobs got done first and everything else had to wait. The ranch wouldn’t fall apart if she failed to do the dishes.

“Make sure you’re happy with him being around, for starters. Get to know him and see how he works, too, then go with your gut. If you’re happy, I’ll write up a contract and you can move on.” A muffled sound came over the phone. “Sorry, my next client is here. Don’t let your father-in-law push you to do something you don’t want to do, Joy. Make sure this is what you want, because you can’t get out of it unscathed if it’s not. Understand?”

“Yeah, I know. Thanks, Sadie.” Joy hung up the phone. Toby sat at her feet, chewing on a cookie and getting crumbs all over the floor. “So, young man. Want to go down and collect the eggs?” See how the new prospect was shaping up.

He clapped his hands. “Eggs! Momma get eggs.”

Joy scooped him off the floor, ignored the mess he’d left behind, and tried to slow her wildly beating heart. She’d started this crazy idea, and now she had to go through with it. She had no choice if she wanted to keep the ranch for this little munchkin, and she didn’t trust her father-in-law. Certainly not after stealing her staff away, leaving her floundering on her own to make his point. Months of heartbreak and hard work had led her to this last-ditch attempt to keep her ranch going for Toby, just as Bradley had wanted.

On the way out the door, she grabbed the old tin pail Toby used to help her, and he wriggled in her arms. He was such a joy. She wished Bradley had lived long enough to see him growing up. At least he got to hold his son in his arms before he died. That was a memory she could hold onto when things got too tough.

Nate had been busy. The horses were already out in the pasture. She could see them running in the sun, kicking up their hooves as she walked down the driveway to the barn. Toby squirmed to be put down and she let him go. He hurried down the drive, his little legs going as fast as they would take him.

“Slow down, baby. You’ll trip and fall.” His grandfather had already made noises about a bruise Toby had on his head from a tumble. If he couldn’t get his hands on her ranch by stealing her staff, she wouldn’t put it past him to try to use Toby. Make noises about her being an unfit mother to break her that way.

Over her cold, dead body.

He ran into the barn and out of sight. Joy followed him inside and stopped short. Her little boy was hanging onto Nate Hansen’s leg. Heartbreaker and available.

Toby stared up at him. “Eggs. Get eggs.”

Nate looked over at her, a question in his eyes.

“I think Toby wants you to help him collect the eggs. It’s his favorite thing to do right now.” She smiled at her son. “The chickens lay wherever they want these days. Don’t have the time or energy to go locking them up. Egg hunting is a process Toby enjoys, so I just go with it.”

“Right. Well.” Nate grabbed Toby’s tiny hand in his. He looked born to handle a little boy. Another plus in his favor as far as she was concerned. The image of Toby gazing adoringly up at the rugged cowboy did nothing to still the stomach flip feeling he gave her. More than a year without sex or even a man’s soft touch would do that to a woman. What she wouldn’t give for a cuddle or a chance to lean into a strong chest and a soothing voice telling her it was all going to be okay. Someone to stroke her hair and tell her she was doing a great job but she had to slow down and let someone help her. She’d had enough of being the strong one. Just once, it would be nice to rely on someone else. Someone like Nate.

Love ’em and leave ’em Nate. Some choice that was.

His dark hair hung over his eyes a little bit, just enough to make her want to brush it aside.

“Let’s go then, pal. You lead the way and show me where these chickens hide.” He held out his hand for the bucket Joy had by her side.

“Sorry.” She passed it over and watched as her little man led Nate to the feed bins and pointed behind them.

“Watch that one. She gets a little bit pecky when you try to take her eggs.”

“Nice.” Nate stepped in front of Toby, and her heart swelled a little more. For some reason, she had a hard time putting this man in the same scenario as her sister’s no-strings-attached date. “Let me get her out and then I’ll pass you the eggs, okay, little buddy?”

Toby took the egg pail off him and nodded solemnly. “Chicken bites mine fingers. Eggs.” He held up his pudgy little hand for Nate’s inspection.

“You got it, pal.” Nate reached behind the feed bins, and a vicious squawk preceded a curse word and a flurry of feathers as the angry chicken flew out of her hiding spot, disgusted at being disturbed. “Stupid bird.” Nate pulled out a hand and sucked a finger. “What a rotten chicken.”

Joy laughed for the first time in ages.

“Rotten chick’n.” Toby banged the pail against his legs, shaking his head in sympathy.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to cuss in front of the little guy.”

“His name’s Toby, and it’s okay. Pretty sure it’s nothing I haven’t said before.” Joy moved closer. “Do you need rescuing or will you live?”

He gave her a bright smile before he went back in and started bringing out the bounty of eggs for Toby. She stood transfixed as the man she debated marrying filled her son’s pail and joked about his life-threatening wounds as if they already shared a bond.

But bonds weren’t what would get her out of trouble and save this ranch. She needed muscles for that, and Nate Hansen had them all in the right places to suit her purpose.


Chapter Three


“Why do you need a husband?” Nate leaned on the rake and watched the uncertainty in her gaze. She was pretty enough to find a man the normal way, in his opinion.

“Because when my husband died, my father-in-law decided he wanted to make this ranch all part and parcel of his big operation.”

Didn’t sound like such a bad idea. Widowed with a baby—why wouldn’t she jump at the chance for help? Especially from family. “What’s wrong with that? Surely, it would be helpful to have the place running well. And it would still be in the family, so to speak.”

Joy dug her hands into the back pockets of her jeans and looked through the door, over the ranch, a sigh escaping her lips. “Sounds good in theory, I guess, but that’s not what Bradley wanted.”

Nate dropped the rake, ambled over, and stood beside her, gazing out at the cattle grazing, his arms folded. He’d be a fool to turn down a job on such an obviously busy but neglected ranch, but still he needed to hear more before he could make a decision he wouldn’t regret. Losing his freedom for a job wasn’t exactly what he had in mind when he decided to tone down his catting about town. Being someone’s husband went against everything he wanted. The woman had to be slightly crazy to even think he’d agree.

“What exactly did he want then?”

Joy turned her face to him and smiled, the ghost of a failed dream haunting her eyes. “He wanted to run a business that cared about the animals’ welfare. He believed that happy cattle meant better breeding, better meat, and therefore better prices and happier customers. I happen to agree with him. His father did not. Profit is the bottom line for him. Not always the best for the animals, I’m afraid.”

“I don’t get it. What’s so different about what you want to do compared to him?”

“His dad doesn’t believe in organic growing. Claims it’s all horseshit, that Bradley was wasting his time and money on a new-fangled idea that isn’t going to catch on.”

“Was he?”

“Nope. We’re doing okay. We passed accreditation just before he died. All I have to do is make sure I stick to the plan he laid out and things should be hunky-dory.”

“And you really think this is going to pay off financially?” Nate knew a little bit about the organic movement but not enough to talk himself into this job. There had to be something he could do to convince her to employ him without putting a ring on his finger.

“It should do. More and more people are looking at where their food comes from. They like to know they’re getting the best they can buy, and they aren’t scared to spend an extra dollar or two to get it either.” She reached down and picked up her son. “I promised Bradley that I’d do it for Toby’s sake. I don’t go back on my word—ever.”

Still not enough reason for him to tie himself to her with a wedding ring. He’d have to pile on the charm and get past it.

“I’ve been working to build a relationship with restaurants in Marietta and Poulson. They’re looking for grass-fed, certified beef, and I have it. We have a butcher lined up to dress the meat for us, direct from the ranch. My contacts are almost ready to sign on the dotted line.” Her mouth turned down at the corners. “That was, until Ryan Mitchell, father-in-law from hell, stepped in and stole my ranch hand again. That’s five men in just under two years.”

Now he could see why she was so annoyed. “How’s that going to stop you from signing a deal to supply your beef?” Surely, it would be easier on everyone involved if she let her husband’s family step in and take control. Be less worry for her and then she wouldn’t be on the hunt for a husband. Still, doubt over his part in this scenario niggled in the back of his mind. The Mitchell boys wouldn’t have sent him here if they didn’t have a plan for him unless they thought it was all a huge joke. He tucked that thought away for now and listened to Joy speaking.

“Because I can’t manage any more, that’s why.” She sniffed. “The house is a mess, Toby gets hardly any time with me because I have to run the ranch, and I’m falling apart quicker than I can fix it.”

“In an ideal world, how do you see your life?” It was hard to keep his hands to himself when all he wanted to do was put an arm around her shoulders and make her feel better. He might not be husband material, but he wasn’t heartless. But if he did, she’d probably get the wrong idea.

Joy wiped her hand over her face. “Seriously? What a question.”

“I guess, but bear with me here. I’m chasing a job and you’re chasing a husband. Kind of makes sense to me to know exactly why you can’t just hire me like a normal ranch hand.”

Toby wandered around the yard, just chattering to himself, but Nate had an eye on him anyway.

“Because I have to have some kind of control, that’s why. Every ranch hand I’ve had since Bradley got sick has left me high and dry, and my father-in-law has been responsible for most of them leaving.”

But he wasn’t a weak-willed man. Nobody was going to tempt him away once he had his hands on a permanent job. “Ah, we can be employee and boss.” He wiped a hand across the back of his neck. “I’ll sign a contract to work for you for twelve months.” It was the most obvious option.

“A work contract ain’t worth much these days. I tried it before and they used any weak excuse to leave anyway.”

Seriously? His sister-in-law could make it ironclad. Surely, Sadie could convince Joy that he’d stick to his word without laying his bachelor status on the line.

“Look, I’m desperate for a job. I’m not going to up and leave you, I promise. Certainly not now that I know the story. I’ll stay here and work for you and Toby. Make things right for you. You could keep trying for a decent man to marry, and I could help you out in the meantime. That’s if you want to.”

Joy turned her gaze to him. The paleness of her skin tore at him as well as her big, soulful eyes. All the world’s problems lay in their depth. “No, that won’t work. We need someone who has a reason to stay.”

He had a reason, and it was called self-respect. How on earth could he convince her that meant more to him than anything after the way he’d treated his grandfather? “I don’t have the best reputation in town. Your sister and me, what happened—that might make things awkward. I wasn’t ready for more. Just in case you were wondering.”

“I know. You dumped my sister last year after three dates. She was devastated that you never returned her calls.”

This wasn’t working out at all. He wiped a hand across the back of his neck. How the heck was he going to convince her he meant what he said? Her sister was proof he wasn’t a good stayer. “I’m sorry about your sister. I didn’t mean to hurt her, but I wasn’t ready for a relationship. Least not for more than a week or so.”

She shook her head. “Which is why if you want the job, you’ll marry me, Nate.”
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Joy held her breath. He was her last hope. With all the delays Ryan had caused by stealing her workers, she needed to convince this one to stay. She couldn’t get the cattle ready for market by herself, and too many delays would cost her the contracts.

Please say yes. Please.

“I don’t know.”

Her heart sank. Just when she thought she might have found an option she could live with, despite his reputation. There was something about the way Nate conducted himself around Toby, the enthusiasm he had for ranch work that could make him the right guy.

“Have you ever wanted anything so bad, you’ll do anything to get it?” She had to get through to him how much this all meant. “Something you couldn’t let go of even if you wanted to? Even if it meant upsetting everyone around you?”

His eyes flickered. Flashes of emotion passed like pages of a book, his pupils changing with the thoughts in his mind.

“Something you wish you’d never let go of, even if it wasn’t your fault. Someone you wanted back so bad, you’d do anything you could to keep a hold of their memory?” She knew she’d hit a soft spot when he turned away from her. “I’m at that point now, Nate. I loved my husband, and it kills me to think about replacing him. I’ve tried to find another way, but I’m fast running out of options. I have a child to raise and a ranch to run. You need a permanent job. Sadie said I can trust you, so I’m going along with her advice.”

Toby came running toward them and cannoned into Nate’s legs, arms flying to right himself. Before Joy could reach for him, Nate caught him and lifted him up into his arms. “All right, little guy?”

“Hurt. Look.” Toby held out a dirty hand and Nate ran his big fingers over the small palm, looking for the injury.

“Looks good to me. You’re a tough cowboy.” He brushed off the speck of dust.

Her little boy chortled with laughter and reached for Nate’s hat. “Hat. Mine.”

Nate took it off and popped it onto Toby’s head. “I think your momma should buy you one that fits.” He pushed the battered hat back so he could see Toby’s face.

“I think Nate’s right. It’s time Toby had his own cowboy hat.” She took a breath. “So, it looks to me like your decision has been made for you. All you gotta do is say yes.”

Luckily, he didn’t quibble with her, but that didn’t mean she’d won the argument.


Chapter Four


“Are you serious?” Jethro leaned forward, his hands planted on the kitchen table.

Nate shoveled a forkful of mashed potatoes and gravy into his mouth. He shrugged and continued eating, trying to ignore his big brother’s ranting and raving. This was never going to be easy, but he’d made up his mind.

“Sadie, what the heck were you thinking telling her it was a good idea?”

“I didn’t tell her anything of the kind. And I shouldn’t even be talking to you about this. Client privilege and all.” She put her fork down beside her plate.

Jethro shot her an incredulous look that made Nate smile. “Nate told me first and it involves him, so I guess that absolves you of any wrongdoing.”

“I suppose it does. That’s if he’s actually going to sign the papers and doesn’t mind you talking about it.” She pushed the meat platter toward Nate. “Here, have some more.”

Nate took another slice of roast beef and dropped it on his plate. “I don’t mind, and I doubt Joy does either. I offered to work for her, normal ranch hand deal, but she wasn’t having a bit of it. Wants to wed me to keep me by her side so I don’t abscond like the others, from the sounds of it.”

Sadie pushed her food around the plate, not eating. “She has had a rough go of it. Her father-in-law seems determined to get his hands on her ranch.”

“Why? He has a huge operation as it is.” Jethro put down his knife and fork and reached for his water glass. “Seems to me like he should leave her alone to do her own thing. Way it’s going, he’ll never have a relationship with that little boy if he keeps it up.”

“That was my question too.” Nate reached for the gravy boat, and smothered his plate. “She has more water than he does though. Better pasture, too, by the sound of things, and I put that down to the way they run the place. But what I figured out was that it’s all a case of jealousy. Her husband was left the ranch by his grandmother on his mother’s side. She never did cotton to her daughter marrying the man she did. Claimed he was a money-grubbing fool, out for what he could get. He and Bradley never really saw eye to eye neither, and now he’s gone, Ryan Mitchell probably thinks he’s going to get his hands on the place.”

“Gotta love family dynamics, especially when property is involved.” Sadie moved her plate away. “Nate, I’d advise you to think seriously about this. And I’m saying it as your sister-in-law, not your lawyer. The contract will stipulate that if you divorce, you get nothing. Everything is in trust for Toby and future children but provides for Joy for as long as she lives.”

“Other children?” His stomach sank.

“Of course. If you have any, that is.” Sadie tilted her head and stared at him. “How much did you two actually discuss?”

“She wants a real marriage then?” Nate’s appetite vanished.

“Of course she does. She’s young, Nate. Joy understands that if she marries again, her husband deserves to be treated like a normal husband. Didn’t she tell you that?”

He shook his head. They hadn’t talked about what would happen if he agreed to her offer. Joy had shown him around the ranch. Talked him through the process of raising beef organically and what she was up to with regard to her prospective produce buyers. The question of living arrangements if he took the job had been left hanging. He’d been too scared to bring it up.

This was going from bad to worse. Getting married to hold onto a job was extreme enough but throwing kids into the mix scared the shit out of him. She knew he was a dyed-in-the-wool bachelor, for fuck’s sake, but still she’d insisted it could work. Even when he told her he didn’t see happy families and wedded bliss in his future.

“She’s a lovely girl, Nate. Dedicated, hard working. She’s in a jam. I guess you have some serious thinking to do.”

Nate dropped his head in his hands and groaned. What choice did he have? Joy’d been adamant in her demands. Marry her or walk away. She’d keep advertising and find someone, he was sure of it. He’d never been so torn in his life.

“Don’t tell me you’re gonna do it.” Jethro dropped his fork on the plate, splattering gravy on the old kitchen table.

Nate watched it flatten out, oozing into the cracks in the timber. How would his life be any better as a husband than it had been as a carefree cowboy?

“Already done it. Told her I’m going to take her up on the offer. I’m getting married.”
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He’d said yes. As he left after a tour of the ranch and a sandwich and glass of iced tea on the front porch, he’d said yes. Joy had just about passed out with relief.

“That’s good then. Fine.” A lump rose in her throat, but she forced it down. “I’ll phone Sadie and let her know. She already has my instructions for the contract, so it won’t take long to get ready.”

Nate stood at the side of his truck, as if waiting for her to say more before he left. Joy held her tongue.

“So when, I mean, how do you want to do this?” he finally asked.

For weeks, ever since she’d talked over this idea with her lawyer, she’d had a plan in her mind. Now her mind was a blank. “Soon. I’ll talk to Sadie and get back to you.”

He gripped the door handle on his old truck. “Do you want me to come out and, you know, get started on things? Start fixing stuff and giving you a hand?”

“Sure. That’d be great. I’d appreciate it.” She needed to stop her heart from racing so fast or she wouldn’t be able to string two sentences together. Joy focused on her breathing, reaching for calm, but it wasn’t any good. It was so close to being a done deal and she was scared witless. She’d have a man by her side once again, but that meant he’d be sharing her bed too. Was she ready for that kind of intimacy? Letting someone in Bradley’s bed almost felt like having an affair, like cheating. He’d understand; of course he would. If nothing else, the two of them were practical when it came to the ranch.

Nate opened the door and slid into the driver’s seat. “I’ll see you in the morning. Bright and early.”

Joy watched him drive away then she collapsed in the rocking chair. Oh, Bradley. What if I’m doing the wrong thing? With Nate Hansen, of all people. What was I thinking?

The following day, Sadie called as Joy tried to get the kitchen in order. “I’ve written up the contract. Do you and Nate want to come in this afternoon and sign it?”

White noise bounced inside her ears. Joy swiped her tongue around her lips, desperate to get moisture in her suddenly dry mouth. “Together?” It all seemed too personal somehow. Ridiculous, considering he’d be in her bed before too long.

“Sure, why not? That way we can all discuss points you may not agree with then and there instead of going back and forth between you. You do want to get this done immediately, don’t you, Joy? I don’t mind waiting to give you more time if you’re not sure about this. Your call.”

Joy closed her eyes, leaned her forehead on the wall beside the telephone table. A few deep breaths and she replied, “No. No, it’s okay. I’ll make sure we both get in.” She turned around, tried not to look at the dirty marks on the corner of the wall where Toby ran his fingers as he toddled around the house. So much to do and no time. This was the best decision, for all of them.

“If you do it just after lunch, you’ll have time to go over to the courthouse and get a license. Judge Petersham is in session today but not tomorrow or the next day. He’ll be out of town until Monday next week.”

“Oh.”

“Right. So if you want to get married today…”

Today! Joy slid down the wall into a heap on the floor, her head bent over her knees, her stomach churning. Things were rushing too fast.

“I’ll be a witness for you if you like. I’m sure Jethro would love to be there, too, to see his brother married.” Joy heard a shuffle of papers as she tried to absorb the words Sadie threw out. “You don’t have to, of course. You can get a couple of strangers from the court clerks if you’d prefer, but I know you’re keen to get this finalized so Bradley’s father will leave you alone and you can concentrate on getting things done at the ranch. Get your life back to normal.”

Things would never be normal again. From the moment the doctor had given them the bad news about the cancer attacking her husband’s body weeks shy of her giving birth, her life had ceased to be anywhere near normal.

“Today. We should do it today.” Why did it feel as though she were preparing to do battle all over again? Nate said he’d marry her, take on the role of husband and father. She was saving the ranch. Wasn’t this what she wanted?

“Only if you’re sure, Joy. I have to caution you one last time as your lawyer. Are you certain there isn’t any other way you can do this?”

Oh, gosh, I wish there was. “No. No, there isn’t. I have to go ahead with it, or I may as well give up, and you know I refuse to do that. I made a promise to Bradley and I intend to keep it.” She swallowed and straightened her back. “We’ll see you about one o’clock.” Joy struggled to her feet and hung up the phone. She had to go and tell Nate that today was the day. Better to get it over and done with, like ripping off a dressing. The faster, the better. Less time to think about it, the less pain it inflicted. Hopefully. And less time for him to change his mind.

“Toby. Let’s go see Nate.” The sounds of toys hitting the floor in his bedroom told her exactly what he was doing. His latest trick was to throw all of his toys out of the closet which left her another job to deal with. Most nights she pushed them back inside and closed the doors on it.

Her little man sat in the middle of his room, surrounded by toys. “Toby Mitchell. How many times have I told you not to make so much mess? Your momma doesn’t have time to do this every day.”

He grinned at her, a line of dribble trickling down his chin to his damp shirt. Another tooth was on its way by the look of things. At least he wasn’t complaining yet of the pain. A wet shirt was nothing in the scheme of things.

“Come on, munchkin. Let’s go see Nate and tell him the news.”

He held up his arms. “Nate. Stupid chick’ns.”

She laughed as she swung him onto her hip. “Yes, stupid chickens.”


Chapter Five


Nate stood beside Joy, his gaze firmly on the judge. His palms sweated, and he resisted the urge to look at his bride-to-be. Her shallow breathing rang loudly in his ears, matched only by his own ragged breaths. Seemed they were both feeling the pressure of their decision.

“Nice to see you in front of me for something other than fighting, Nate. This pleases me greatly.” Judge Petersham smiled. “Now, young lady. Mrs. Watson tells me you two are getting married today and I’m the lucky man to perform the ceremony.”

Joy nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Are you sure about this, both of you?”

“Yes, sir.” Nate gave Joy a quick glance and waited for her to answer.

“Yes, Your Honor.”

Nate reached out and took her trembling fingers in his, gave them a quick squeeze. When he went to let go, she held him tight.

“Seems to me that you haven’t been widowed very long, Joy. Don’t you want time to grieve your husband before you go getting married again? Make sure you’re doing the right thing?”

“Your Honor, if I may.” Sadie stepped forward and smiled at the judge. “Both Joy and Nate know what they’re doing. I’ve counseled them both, and I’m happy that they’ve considered what they’re about to do. I will, of course, be there for them along the way. Not only as a sister-in-law but as an advisor to Joy, just as Bradley Mitchell wanted.”

The judge rubbed a hand over his chin. “Well, if you’re all sure. Would hate to see things go wrong for these two youngsters if they’re caught in the moment, so to speak.”

“I’m marrying Joy today, sir. I’d appreciate it if you could get started.” The pressure on Nate’s fingers intensified as the judge opened his Bible and started to speak.

White noise droned in Nate’s ears as they stood through the ceremony. “Do you, Joy Mitchell, take Nate Hansen as your husband, to have and to hold, in sickness and in health, ’til death you do part?”

“I do.” Nate had to strain to hear her quiet reply.

“Do you, Nate Hansen, take Joy Mitchell…”

He cleared his throat and risked a quick look at Jethro, who held Toby. His brother smiled serenely, and Nate tried to relax.

“I do.”

The judge looked up from his Bible. “Do you have the rings, Mr. Hansen?”

Nate turned to Jethro, who handed Toby over to Sadie and reached into his pocket for the ring they’d taken from his grandmother’s jewelry box in the rush to get to the courthouse on time. It’d been Jethro’s idea to take the ring stashed in the attic. “You may as well use it, Nate, instead of spending money you don’t really have. That’s if Joy wouldn’t mind.”

Nate had agreed. His bank balance wasn’t that great. Now that he wasn’t drinking so much it was at least in the black, but still, the few hundred dollars he’d managed to save less the cost of a new ring wasn’t much. What money he had he wanted to put toward repairs to help out Joy. “Thanks.”

He reached for the ring and hoped he was right.
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Joy held out her hand and gasped. Of all the stupid things to do. She’d forgotten to take off Bradley’s ring. She pulled at it, struggling to slip it over her knuckle without bringing attention to herself. Joy remembered all too clearly the day that ring was slipped on her finger, the vows she’d shared with Bradley. Emotion clogged her throat and she fumbled.

Nate covered her hand with his. “Take a moment and stop stressing. It’s okay.”

She lifted her head and looked at him through her tears. The last two years since the diagnosis had taken their toll, but she’d stood tall and strong up until now. Removing the ring was the last straw. She’d wanted to do this in private.

“Leave it on, Joy. I don’t mind, honestly. We’ll just add another one to your finger. Okay?”

How could anyone be so understanding? Maybe she’d misjudged Nate, listening to the gossip around town. This didn’t sound like the man her sister moaned about last year, the unreliable man who didn’t care about anyone but himself.

“Are you sure it’s okay?” Her voice wobbled.

“Course it is. It’s only a ring. And if it means something to you, who am I to insist you take it off? Do that when you’re ready, and if you never are, so be it.”

She managed a smile. “Thank you, Nate.” She held out her hand so he could slide his thin, gold band on her finger in front of the broad gold and platinum one.

“This one was my grandma’s.” He gave her a smile. “Hope you don’t mind, but I thought something old had a nice sound to it, and Jethro used our momma’s wedding ring when he married Sadie.”

“That’s lovely, and I think it’s perfect that you decided to use it.” It fitted snug against her other wedding ring. “I didn’t even think about…”

“Shh now. It doesn’t matter.” He ran his fingers over her knuckles to stay her protest. She’d apologize to him again later.

They repeated the judge’s words, and Joy waited for the final sentence, the one that would save her, give her another reason to crawl out of bed every morning. “By the power vested in me by the state of Montana, I hereby pronounce you man and wife.”

“Momma, up.” Toby held his arms out to his mother.

“And child, of course. We can’t forget this little man.” The judge smiled and shook their hands. “Let’s get the paperwork signed and you two are good to go.”

“Thank you, sir. Much appreciated.”

“You’re welcome, Nate. I wish the two of you much happiness and good fortune. Makes this jaded judge happy to see two young ones trying to make a go of it.” He turned and left, and Nate turned to take her hand. She hadn’t expected him to agree to this. Yes, he had a reputation, and yes, he wanted a job. But he didn’t have to take on her and Toby to get it. He could’ve fought more or walked away. But he did what she wanted anyway. That had to count for something, in her mind.

Sure, anyone could’ve agreed with her crazy idea to get a ranch they didn’t need to put a dime into, but if that were Nate’s plan, he wouldn’t have tried so hard to talk her out of the wedding.

This would solve her immediate problem, but a lifetime was a long time to live with a stranger. Especially one like Nate Hansen with a reputation for not lasting more than a week. How long would it be before he decided he wanted time out?

Jethro grabbed Nate’s arm. “You want to go and get dinner, celebrate your wedding?”

Nate looked to her for an answer. She shrugged. Should she be celebrating?

“Come on, Joy. You’ve got what you wanted, so why not have a drink and something to eat? My treat.” Sadie looped her arm through Joy’s and walked her out of the courthouse to stand in the late afternoon sun. “How about we go somewhere child friendly and have an early supper. Your choice, the pub or restaurant?”


Chapter Six


“You folks celebrating tonight?” The waitress led them to a table near the window.

“Yes, ma’am. I got married today.” Nate blurted the words out as if testing them on his tongue and gave Joy a quick smile.

No going back now. Her plan had worked. Wise decision or not, the jury was still out on that.

“Congratulations, Nate. Never thought I’d see the day, to be honest.” The waitress handed them menus and waited for them to decide on their meals.

“I’m going to get a bottle of champagne. Joy, you’ll have a glass, won’t you?” Sadie smiled across the table.

“Maybe one, thanks.”

“Nate? Would you prefer champagne or beer? It’s not every day you get married.” Sadie reached over and patted his hand. “I’m glad you two found each other. I have a feeling things will go very well for both of you.” Moments later, the waitress was back with a bottle of chilled champagne.

When they all had their glasses full and Toby was occupied with a sippy cup of milk, Jethro lifted his drink. “To the newlyweds. May your days be filled with happiness and light.”

“And may you both find comfort together.” Sadie tipped her glass at the couple.

“Thank you for everything, Sadie. I know this wasn’t exactly what you wanted, but you helped me anyway.” Joy sipped her champagne, determined to make the most of the occasion. A glass of wine was bound to settle her nerves.

“It’s my job to advise you, Joy. It’s what Bradley wanted, but I think you’ve made the right decision. You need to get on with your life and you have a ranch to run, a child to raise. Nate is the perfect man to help you out, even if I think the circumstances are a bit unusual.”

“You’d be surprised how often people marry for less. Look at Chance Watson and his brothers. All but one of them married someone they advertised for, and they’re all still together.” Joy grinned as Sadie’s mouth dropped open.

“No.”

“Yep. Ask them. They won’t deny it. Fact is, I saw the sheriff the other day, and he made a comment about my advertisement. Said he hoped I found someone as nice as he did.”

Nate whistled. “Well, I’ll be. Guess you got as lucky as he did then. And here I was thinking I was the only one in town who got married because of an ad like yours.” He grinned at her, his deep blue eyes twinkling under the restaurant lights. His carefree smile made her feel less frazzled, more confident in the decision she made.

“And Gina came with a baby, too. Little guy about the same age as Toby. When I heard that, I figured I didn’t have anything to lose by trying.” She sipped her champagne, desperate to gulp it down to steady her nerves. She might be sounding settled about the whole wedding issue, but inside she was a belly full of snakes. Wedding day meant a wedding night would follow.

The waitress appeared back at their table. “You folks ready to order?”
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Nate carried a sleeping Toby inside, with Joy leading the way to his bedroom. The little boy felt right in his arms. Nate’d never had anything to do with children before, but this little guy was fast winning him over with his chattering and the way he followed him around the ranch. It was early days yet, but he hoped they could build a genuine bond between them. After the horrible time Nate and his brothers had given their grandpa, this was his chance to make amends by trying to make someone else’s childhood better.

He hadn’t had a chance to talk to Joy about being a better man yet; things had moved so fast once he agreed to marry her. But the way he behaved as a youngster and then a teen and a young man burned in his brain. What they put their grandpa through, the drinking, the fights, and refusal to work a decent day, embarrassed him to think about it. Jethro was the one who finally got through to Nate, made him see how lucky they all were that Grandpa was prepared to take them on when their own father ran off, leaving their mom with three unruly boys.

Not everyone would’ve had the perseverance that Grandpa had. And all Nate had done was give him hell every chance he got. I’m sorry, Grandpa. I promise I’ll make things better for this little guy now that I’ve been given the chance. It’s the least I can do for him and his momma.

“Thanks, Nate. I’ll take it from here.” She moved past him and leaned over Toby, stroking the hair from his face. “Poor little guy is plum tuckered out. It’s been a big day for him.”

“Kind of comes out of the blue for me too.” Nate touched her arm. “Look, I’m sorry I didn’t make it to the jeweler’s and buy you a proper ring. Not how I planned it when I agreed to do this.” Color flushed on her cheekbones, and he removed his hand, giving her space.

“You have nothing to be sorry for. It’s very sweet of you to give me your grandma’s ring. I’m sorry I didn’t get Bradley’s off. It didn’t even cross my mind, and I embarrassed you in front of family.”

Nate laughed then clamped his hand over his mouth as Toby stirred. “Sorry.”

“It’ll take a gun going off to wake this boy up once he’s asleep.” Joy dropped a kiss on Toby’s cheek.

“Just so you know, you didn’t embarrass me. I’ve done more than enough in my lifetime to embarrass myself. Not used to thinking about anyone else. That’s gonna change now that I’m a married man.” He moved over to the door and watched as she slipped off Toby’s shoes and jeans. Joy managed to get the boy’s sweater off without too much trouble before she tucked him under the blanket and smoothed it down.

“You’ve done nothing wrong, Nate. So far, you’ve done everything right. I couldn’t ask for more from you than you’ve already given.” She moved to the door and glanced back at Toby as she turned off the light.

Nate followed her to the kitchen.

“Please don’t freak out, but this place is a disaster. I’m always behind on the housework these days so you’ll have to excuse the mess,” she said.

He shrugged. “No worse than what I’m used to. Three men without a care in the world didn’t fare any better. It’s only lately that the house is clean, and that’s mainly because of Sadie. She’s a neat freak so Jethro has turned all housewife on us. Can’t even walk in the kitchen with my boots on anymore.” He grimaced. “Man should be able to wear his boots, don’t you think?”

Joy smiled. “So long as you don’t drag mud through the house, I don’t really care.” She stopped and stared at him. “Did you want coffee before, you know, we um… retire for the night?”

Here was his chance to be the nice guy, to put her at ease and prove he wasn’t the playboy everyone thought he was. Show her he did care about other people’s feelings rather than just his own. “Been thinking about that. I’ll take the couch for a bit. Least until we get to know each other better.”

Her shoulders sagged. No doubt in relief. He’d made the right decision, despite the fact his body wouldn’t have objected snuggling up to her. It’d been a while since he’d had any kind of close contact with a woman.

“Um, look, that wasn’t actually how either of us thought this would work out. You’ve kept your part of the bargain, Nate. I feel I should keep mine.” She faced him, her chin up and body straight. She’d look more relaxed heading for the gallows.

Nate shook his head. “I’m not that kind of guy. Maybe once, but not now. I’m not going to rush you to do anything you don’t want. Why don’t we get to know each other first, become friends and see where that takes us?”

“Are you sure?”

Not really, but it’s what’s best.

“Yeah. I’m sure.”
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Joy handed Nate a pillow and blankets, the guilt still nipping at her heels. “Sleep tight.” She turned and walked out of the living room, paused at the door. “Thanks, Nate.”

“Night, Joy.”

She walked down the hallway to her bedroom, checking on Toby on the way. She closed the bedroom door behind her, leaned on it, and sighed. Was this really what she wanted? Sooner or later she was going to have to take him to her bed. It was only fair, and considering she’d been the one to make the rules, it seemed mean to let him sleep out on the couch.

But at least for now she had someone who wanted to stay and work with her. Everything else would fall into place. They could work on a friendship and see where it ended up. At least, that was the hope.

Joy undressed, pulled the sleep shirt over her head, and stumbled into the bathroom to brush her teeth. Bradley’s toothbrush still sat in the holder on the edge of the basin. She’d seen no reason to throw it out, desperate to cling to all the memories she could. Now Joy tossed it in the trash. Hanging onto every little thing wasn’t going to help her deal with her emotions. Better to get rid of the clutter and concentrate on the important things.

Keeping this ranch afloat for Toby was top of the list. Everything else she could cope with. She turned off the light and padded to the bedroom and pulled back the blankets, sliding in and snuggling down. Which side of the bed did Nate prefer? Did he read before he went to sleep, or did he fall into bed and stare at the ceiling like Bradley used to do, pondering the best bloodlines for his next breeding stock?

She rolled over and punched the pillow into shape, annoyed with herself despite her nerves about her wedding night. Sleeping separate wasn’t necessary, and she’d been a wimp to give into him. Tomorrow she’d talk to Nate about it, make him see her side of the argument. Do the right thing by him because that was the deal and she didn’t go back on a promise.
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Joy woke the next morning just as the sun crept under the edge of the curtain. She lay still, listening to the sounds of the ranch waking up. Not a sound in the house though. Was Nate already outside? She threw back the blankets and her feet hit the floor. Once she had her bathrobe on, Joy headed to the kitchen to put on the coffee.

She peeked into the living room. Nate was fast asleep, one leg hanging over the edge of the couch, the other bent at an angle, his body too long for the settee. His arms were slung over his head and his chin tucked into the crook of his elbow. Creases marred his forehead. There was no way Joy would believe he was comfortable.

She turned on the coffee and put out mugs. The least she could do was wake him up with a brew ready. She didn’t want him to have anything to regret on his first day as a married man. She poured the coffee and took it into the living room. He stirred and slowly opened his eyes.

Nate propped himself against the pillow and rubbed his face trying to wake up. She probably should’ve put on a pair of jeans before coming out, but it was her habit to make coffee before she did anything else. He stared at her blankly.

She pushed the coffee into his hand. “Here, drink this.”

“Thanks.” He wrapped his hands around the mug and sipped.

Joy moved away and sat on a chair, watching him wake up and trying not to focus on the first naked male chest she’d seen in more than a year.

“This isn’t fair on you, Nate. I offered you a proper marriage. Not something where I’m the only one winning.” Guilt chipped at her because last night had worked for her. The transition from widow to wife again would take some getting used to, but it was hard to ignore how considerate he was being. “This house belongs to you, too, now. You don’t deserve to be sleeping on the couch.”

He gave her a bleary look. “I meant what I said. Let’s get used to each other, and we can take it from there.” His gaze dropped to her legs and then darted back to her face. He was interested in her; there was no doubt in her mind.

“We can do that, but from now on, you’ll sleep with me. Not saying we have to do more than sleep, but I don’t feel right with you out here. It’s not part of the deal, and I told you I keep my promise.” No matter what it costs me.

He grunted and sipped his coffee.

“I’ll get dressed and make a start on breakfast, but I want to ask you something first. Do you mind if I concentrate on the house today, clean it before I help you outside? It’s a pit and I hate it like this.”

“Sure. I’ve got plenty to do to keep myself busy.” He drained his mug and put it on the floor before stretching his arms over his head. The way the patch of dark hair on his chest dove down his belly in a thin line and disappeared into his boxers fascinated her.

Get a grip, Joy. Anyone would think you’ve never seen a half-naked man before.

He caught her staring and a lazy smile curved his lips. “Any chance of another cup of coffee?”

“Sure.” She stood and reached for his mug then hurried out to the kitchen, her cheeks flaming. Silly fool. Drooling over him already and it’s only day one of being married! But it’d been ages since she’d even had a spark of interest in the opposite sex. The last few months of his life, Bradley was exhausted just being alive. Sex had been the last thing on either of their minds. The light throbbing in her core must mean she wasn’t missing Bradley as much as she used to, which made her feel guiltier than getting caught staring.

Joy poured the coffee and placed the mug on the table just as Nate walked in. He’d pulled on a pair of jeans, but his chest was still bare. “Don’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable. Not my intention.” He sat at the table and reached for his coffee. “What time does Toby wake up?”

She held her bathrobe around her body like a suit of armor. “Anytime now. I’ll, um, check on him when I get dressed.” She scuttled out of the kitchen and ran straight to her bedroom and shut herself in. What an idiot. Drooling over him like a sex-starved fool! Didn’t make any difference that it was true. She was sexually frustrated and would readily admit it, but only to herself. What the heck was Nate going to think?

She pulled the bathrobe off, had discarded the sleep shirt when she heard Toby call out. “Hang on, baby.” Joy pulled a clean set of underwear from her dresser and slid on some worn jeans and an old button-up shirt. She checked her face in the mirror before grabbing a hair tie from the bathroom and exited while pulling her hair up into a messy knot.

Nate walked out of Toby’s bedroom with her son on his hip. “Someone couldn’t wait to get up.”

Toby hung onto Nate, his little hand on the cowboy’s naked chest. Joy swallowed and smiled. “Morning, baby. Let’s get you some breakfast.” She held out her arms to Toby, but he tuned to rest his head on Nate’s shoulder. “So that’s the way it is, eh?”

“Sorry. I think he likes me for some reason.” Nate followed her into the kitchen. “Never had nothing to do with little ones before.”

“I’m glad. He doesn’t know what it’s like to have a father.” She pulled the high chair closer to the table and Nate sat Toby in it.

“Makes two of us then.” He tightened the safety strap and wiped his hand over the unruly curls. “Something else we have in common, little fella.”

Joy stared at him. “Something else?”

“Yeah. Stupid chickens.”

“Stupid chick’ns.” Toby slapped his hand on the high chair. “Hung’y, Momma.”

“Breakfast coming right up.” Joy kissed the top of his head and reached for a banana to keep Toby going while she made eggs for them all.

She could do this.


Chapter Seven


“Thought I’d fix the barn door today after I’ve fed the horses. Unless you have anything else you want me to do first, that is.”

Joy wiped the last of the eggs on her plate with a crust of toast and put it in her mouth, chewing it before she answered. “Nope. It needs fixing, and it’d be better to do it before it falls off completely. Just one of the many things I couldn’t tackle by myself. Yell if you need any help. I’ll stay and give the house a good going over, and then maybe tomorrow I can help you draw up a list. We can work out what needs doing the most and go from there. Until then, so long as the animals have water and food, we’re good.”

“Fine. Want me to take Toby with me?”

“Don’t you think it will be too much? I don’t want him to get in your way, Nate. You gotta find your way around the place and get things done.”

“He’ll be fine. If he gets to be too much of a handful, I’ll bring him back up. That way you can get a head start on the housework. Sound fair?” He loved having the little guy puttering around beside him. It’d only been a couple of days, but already Nate had a soft spot for Toby.

“If you don’t mind, then. Thanks. I work so much faster if I don’t have to worry he’s getting into something.” She smiled and reached to wipe a dribble from Toby’s chin. “He’s teething, too, so look out for him putting things in his mouth. He’ll eat anything, and that doesn’t always go down too well.”

“Will do. Anything else?”

“Don’t let him out of your sight. Toddlers have a way of getting into trouble without even trying.”

By the time Joy had cleaned the kitchen, tidied her toddler’s bedroom and the living room and chucked a load of washing in the machine, she was mentally prepared to start clearing away Bradley’s belongings and take away the personal effects from her previous marriage out of the master bedroom. She’d put everything in storage for Toby. She wanted him to know more about his father, but right now, she had to look after the man who’d taken her and Toby on, who promised to take care of them. It wasn’t fair to ask him to sleep in her room with the trappings of another man to watch over him. After her wedding day slipup, she wouldn’t make the same mistake again.

With a cardboard box in hand, Joy picked up her wedding photo beside the bed, wiped a finger over the fine coating of dust, and sighed. “Oh, Bradley. I’m so sorry you were taken from us so soon. Didn’t really get a chance to have a life together, get to know your son. He’s gorgeous, and you’d be proud of him. I know you would. But for now, I have to move on so I can do what we planned. Make this a ranch to be proud of for our son.”

She took a couple of shuddering breaths before placing the photo in the carton. Joy lifted his pillow, stared at the striped PJ top. Every night since he’d passed away, she’d reached for it, held it close as she slept. Swallowing, she lifted it to her cheeks for the last time, inhaled the barely there scent and then placed it in the box.

Joy systematically went through every drawer, every shelf in the bedroom and master bathroom, clearing out all of Bradley’s belongings. She held his hairbrush in her hand, torn between keeping it and throwing it out. He hadn’t used it for months before he died, but the pale strands still lay tangled in the bristles made her pause. The way your hair shone in the sunlight, Bradley. I was so jealous of the sun-bleached streaks, and, boy, didn’t I tell you often, too. Toby takes after you, thank goodness. He doesn’t have my mousey-brown coloring. Hiding the brush during his illness would’ve only added insult to injury when hair loss became a big deal, one more step toward the end. She put it in the box, squashing down the memory. Once she was done, a sense of doom lifted, leaving her calmer, more focused on what lay ahead. Now she would move on as best she could, rebuild her life.

Sure, there’d be moments of joy and sorrow, like Toby learning to ride the pony Bradley had bought for him before he was even conceived. His first day of school and all the milestones in between. Had she found someone else to share those with? She sent a silent prayer to Bradley to make sure he understood she was doing what had to be done, hoping to God that it wouldn’t all blow up in her face.

Joy washed her face and straightened her hair. Time to go see how the workers were doing and offer them lunch.


Chapter Eight


“Tell me something about yourself.” They lay together on the bed for the first time that night, neither ready to slide under the blankets and touch each other. He’d been humbled and frightened when Joy showed him the empty bedside table and shelves in the closet for his own belongings. It explained the color in her cheeks when she’d come down to offer them lunch today.

She expected more from him than he thought he could give, that much was obvious by the way she’d swept the room clear of her husband’s belongings. Nate had to prove himself up to the task of being the man of the house. Such a big step up from carefree Casanova he liked to see himself as. There’d be no talking himself out of this one in a hurry.

“What do you want to know?” Joy held her hands clasped across her stomach. Nate itched to reach out and hold her hand, tap into some of her nervous energy.

“Favorite food?”

“Fried chicken. Ice cream for dessert, cookie dough for preference. Yours?”

“Beef. Nice, big, thick, juicy steak with all the trimmings. And I have a weakness for chocolate cake.” He peeked at her from the corner of his eyes and saw the smile light up her face.

“Just as well I like to bake then. Favorite movie?”

Nate put his hands behind his head, easing into the sharing mood. “Not sure. Didn’t see many growing up. Never had the money or the opportunity, you know? Grandpa called them a waste of time. Now if we’re talking about television, I don’t reckon you can go past Deadwood. Us boys used to lay on the den floor, glued to the old set. It was our Sunday treat if we did our jobs. More often than not, we’d miss out because we’d get sidetracked and only did half of what Grandpa wanted us to do. But I saw enough to fall in love with that show.”

“It must’ve been hard growing up without a mom or dad. You’re lucky you had your grandpa.”

“Yep, we were. Just wish we’d appreciated him when we had him.”

“He’d be proud of you if he could see you now, Nate. You’re a good man.”

He turned his head to look at her. “Why? Because I married my way into the good life? He’d call me out on it. Claim I was taking the easy road.”

Joy rolled over onto her side and leaned on her elbow to talk to him. “You’re not taking the easy road. Owning a ranch is hard work, and you haven’t even gotten into it yet. Apart from the physical stuff, you’re going to have to cope with the fallout from what we’ve done. Bradley’s father isn’t going to give in easily. My marrying you won’t stop him from trying to run me off the place.” She put a hand on his arm, her touch burning his skin.

“Excuse me for asking, but is there more to this than what you already told me? I don’t understand why he’d care about this place so much. He has a huge spread of his own.”

“He never wanted me to marry Bradley. Had someone else in mind apparently. I wasn’t exactly what he called good wife material. Didn’t have any land of my own, nor did my family leave any money when they passed on. He claimed I was out for what I could get. Refused to see how much Bradley and I loved each other.” She wiped her hand over her face and sighed. “We’d been together since high school. Joined at the hip almost until cancer took him from me. His father didn’t see how he could love someone like me, and he refused to be nice to me even when Toby was born. Always spoke down to me, throwing in nasty little comments cloaked in innuendo.”

“Maybe he won’t bother you anymore now that you’re married.”

Joy snorted. “Oh, you don’t know Ryan at all. He isn’t going to give up. Instead of greeting me with condolences at the funeral, the nasty man threatened me. Even went so far as to blame me for Bradley’s illness. Claimed I didn’t look after him properly. I hardly think because I’ve gone and married you, he’ll change his mind. Things will get nasty, Nate. Trust me on this. You’ll probably wish you hadn’t applied for this job.”

“I don’t think anything will make me wish that.”

[image: *]*

“Why didn’t you tell me, Joy? For goodness’ sake, I’m your sister. I deserved to know you were going to marry my boyfriend.” Cassie flounced into the kitchen with her hand on her hip, forever the person who had to be in the limelight. Word had a habit of getting around town with the well-oiled gossip mill.

“He’s not your boyfriend. You had a couple of dates last year before he refused to take your calls. Stop making it out to be more than it was.” She was such a drama queen, always had been.

Cassie pouted. “But he liked me. I know he did. Now I won’t have a chance because you’ve snatched him from under my nose.” The whine in her voice grated on Joy’s nerves. She might have known it wouldn’t take long for her sister to hear about it and come over to complain. Which meant that if Cassie knew, so did Ryan Mitchell.

“Get over it. It was never going to work out between you two and you know it. You said so yourself, remember?”

Cassie folded her arms and gave a bitter sigh. “It’s not fair. If Mom and Dad were alive, they’d be on my side.”

“You can convince yourself of anything if you talk long enough, but I don’t agree. They’d be angry at me for what I’ve done, but I doubt even they’d have come up with a better solution.”

“Bradley’s father still after you?” Her little sister frowned and put her arm around Joy’s shoulders. When things got tough, Cassie was a treasure, but more often than not, she wasn’t much help. Too focused on her own life, or lack of it. And she rarely cared if it hurt anyone either.

“Yep. Stole my ranch hands one after the other, so I had no choice but to place that ad. Nate was the only one under fifty who was interested.” She patted her sister on the arm. “No choice, you understand? I’d be a fool to turn him down. He’s young enough, strong enough, and has a ranching background. I wasn’t doing it to spite you. You know I’m not like that. He was the best of a bad bunch.”

Cassie pressed her forehead against Joy’s. “I’m sorry. I’m pissed you didn’t tell me. I had to hear it in town from that busybody.”

The timer on the oven beeped and Joy grabbed a dishcloth, pulled a cake from the oven, and put it on the counter to cool. “I understand, but to be honest, it all happened so fast, it took even me by surprise.”

“What does Toby think of him?” Cassie sniffed the cake, poked her finger at the hot chocolate crust, testing it.

“He likes him. I mean, this is the first time he’s really been around another male; the other hands never gave him the time of day. Guess keeping a little boy happy wasn’t high on their list of jobs. Nate’s different. He helped Toby get eggs from that nasty chicken that always scares him and now he’s his hero. Toby’s down at the barn with him now, helping out while I clean the house and catch up on odd jobs.”

“Mind if I go say hello?”

“So long as you don’t go causing any trouble. I won’t stand for that, got it?”

Cassie nodded. “Yep, got it.” She licked her lips, tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, and sashayed out the kitchen door like a floozie getting ready to meet her next date. Joy sighed and followed her, not liking the glint in her sister’s eyes. A wedding ring had never stopped her from going for what she wanted before, and with her past history with Nate, Joy didn’t trust her not to make a play for him.

She’d seen her sister in action before. Wreaking havoc on anyone she got a mind to, regardless of whether he was a married man or not. Cassie had been on the wrong end of an angry women’s temper more than once because of her ways. Nate might be married now, but if Cassie decided she wanted to reignite the brief affair, Joy would be ready to defend her future against her sister’s whims.


Chapter Nine


“Toby!” The high-pitched voice grated on Nate’s ears, sending a wave of dread over him. It was a voice he knew and one he didn’t really want to hear so soon but inevitable when he’d just married her sister. He leaned over the railing of the hayloft.

“Cassie. I was half expecting you.”

She gazed up, one hand on her hip, the other holding onto her nephew’s hand. “Why, Nate. Fancy seeing you here.”

Joy stepped inside and sent him an apologetic grin. “Don’t try and be coy. It doesn’t suit you.” She lifted Toby onto her hip and tickled him under the chin. “You helping Nate with the hay, young man?”

Toby pushed his hands against her chest and scrambled to get down.

“He’s a quick learner. We kept enough hay for the horses’ breakfast tomorrow. I’ll stack more later on.” Nate pulled off his gloves, jammed them in his back pocket, and made his way down the stairs. When he got to the bottom, Toby reached his hands up and Nate swung him up onto his hip like he’d seen Joy do.

“You seem to have made an impression on more than my sister.” Cassie gave him a sour look. “What is it she has that I didn’t, Nate? The ranch, a ready-made family? I never would’ve taken you for the mercenary type, but that’s what folk around town will be saying. The ease with which you managed to slip yourself in here will be quite the shock of the century.” She wound a curl around her finger and fluffed it in place.

“I don’t care what anyone says. This is between me and Joy, and it’s going to stay that way.” To think he’d been rethinking their brief affair only a couple of weeks ago, wondering if it was worth it to see if she wanted to date again. They’d had something but not enough to make him change his ways back then. Now he was glad he hadn’t had the opportunity. How did he ever find her attractive? Maybe he’d never noticed the mean streak running though her eyes before or the way her lips turned down at the corners like she’d tasted something bitter.

“I told you to be nice, Cassie. If you’re going to disrespect Nate, you can leave now. I don’t have time to tear you two apart.”

Cassie gave her sister a dazzling smile. “Oh, Joy, don’t fuss so. I’m not causing any trouble, merely testing the waters. Just you wait until your father-in-law hears about this. Now that’s going to give you grief. You mark my words.”

“I’m ready for him. He’s done nothing but cause me problems since the day I married Bradley. He had his chance to be nice and have a part in Toby’s life, but I guess he’s not that interested in his own blood. Especially if it means he loses out on getting his filthy hands on my ranch.”

Nate stepped forward and put a hand on her shoulder, ready to stop the wind up of emotions. “Don’t worry about him. I can deal with anyone who comes here and tries to cause trouble. If need be, we’ll get the sheriff out to have a word with him.”

“You think that’ll stop him?” She lifted her head. Worry shadowed Joy’s eyes. “He doesn’t care who he steps on, Nate. So long as he gets his own way, he’ll keep going at me.”

“Maybe you need to let Nate take care of it, Joy. I mean, if you married him to stop Ryan from hassling you, let him do it. Let him stand up for you and give Mr. Mitchell a mouthful. And yes, I agree with Nate. Let him call the sheriff if he doesn’t listen. You’ve put up with more than enough from him since Bradley died. The stupid fool needs to let go and move on with what he has.”

Finally, her sister spoke sense, which in itself shocked Nate.

“You’re right. I married Nate for a reason.” Joy rested her forehead on his chest and he slid his arms around her shoulders, feeling the warmth of her body. “I can’t do this by myself anymore.”

He ran his hand over her back in circles, doing his best to calm her. He wasn’t ready for an all-out emotional breakdown. Sure, it was understandable after all she’d gone through in the last year or so. But now that he was in the picture, things were going to change around here. “You won’t have to. I’ll deal with him and anyone else that comes here throwing their weight around.”

Cassie kicked the toe of her boot in the dust of the barn floor. “You know what? I think you will, Nate Hansen. I get that you and I didn’t connect like I wanted to, and I wish things were different, but I think you have your heart in the right place. Make sure you look after my sister, and if you let her down, you’ll have me to deal with.”

As far as forgiveness or acceptance went, he suspected this was it. Not that she owed him anything, but he didn’t quite trust her. Cassie forgiving him was off the mark. She’d done nothing but cry foul to anyone who’d listen when he stepped back from their relationship. He’d expected more fuss from her, frankly, considering he’d married her sister.

The other problem, as he saw it, lay in Joy finding out it was one of Ryan’s sons who sent him here, told him she was desperate for a ranch hand. How would that go down? Funny how it was starting to feel like a setup. Everything was falling into place too easily, and that didn’t gel. If Ryan was trying to get Joy off the ranch, he had a funny way of doing it.

It’d pay to watch his back.


Chapter Ten


Nate unsaddled the horse and started to rub it down. Today had been a long day, but he’d needed to satisfy himself that the fences were all in good condition. Over the last year, Joy hadn’t been able to do much in the way of checking them herself, leaving that in the hands of the casual and not very reliable ranch hands. Nate didn’t trust their work was up to scratch so he had to take on that task himself. So far, the fence lines he’d ridden were good, with only a couple of minor repairs needed. Repairs he did on the spot while out riding.

Once the horse was in its stall, he went about doing their nighttime feeds before heading up the house. A good hot shower was what he needed. And a cuddle from his little mate. Over the last week, Toby had come to rely on him, much to Nate’s pleasure. He helped tuck him into bed after a splash in the tub, and let the boy smother him in dribbly good-night kisses.

He’d never considered himself father material, but things had a way of making you stop and think. He’d teach the child how to be a man, how to work and respect his mother. How to make the most of what his father left behind for him. It was Nate’s mission in life now that he’d been given a second chance, and there was no way he was going to fuck it up.

He pulled the newly fixed barn door closed and headed for the house. It wasn’t until he was almost there that he noticed the truck parked in the shadows. It bore the name of the ranch Joy’s father-in-law owned. Horizon Ranch. His last place of casual employment.

Crap. If it came out that Ryan’s manager sent Nate here, Joy might take it the wrong way. Nate should’ve told her in the beginning when he had the chance. He pushed through the door into the mudroom off the kitchen. A calm male voice and Toby’s giggles were all he could hear. Nate pushed through the door into the kitchen.

Ryan Mitchell sat at the table next to Toby’s high chair. “Well, if it ain’t Nate Hansen.”

“What’re you doing here, Ryan?”

“Man’s got a right to see his only grandchild, don’t you think?” He stroked a hand over Toby’s head and the little boy giggled and slammed the toy he held into the high chair. Joy stood with her back to the kitchen counter, her face pale, lips set in a rigid line. She looked fit to snap. So far, there was nothing to indicate Ryan was doing anything wrong.

“I’d appreciate it if you left, Ryan. You’re not welcome here.” Joy lifted her chin and stared at her father-in-law.

“Now come on, Joy. Bradley wouldn’t want you to feel like this. I’m only trying to help you out. We’re family.” He glanced at Nate. “And just because you have Nate to take care of you doesn’t mean I can’t still see you and Toby. I’d be heartbroken if you push me away. Toby here is still my grandson. Ain’t that right, Nate?”

This man wasn’t the angry person he was expecting.

“Yes, sir. That won’t change. Blood is blood.”

Ryan smiled at Joy. “See, Joy. Nate can see how things are. We only want to help you, honey. If’n you’d asked me instead of trying to be so independent, I would’ve sent help over long ago. Don’t like to see you doing it tough when I can ease your pain.”

“You are so full of it. Stop putting on an act and get out. I don’t want you around here.”

The older man’s face crumbled and he dropped his head, shoulders drooping.

This wasn’t fair. Joy had no reason to be so cruel to him. He was only offering to help her out. Nate didn’t understand her anger, but it wasn’t his place to step in.

Ryan sighed and looked up. “Guess I was expecting too much from you, girl. Thought you would’ve gotten over your prickly moods by now. Understandable while Bradley was sick and all, but that’s in the past. We should’ve moved on by now. I’m sorry to say that you’re still seeing things with shutters on.” He stood up, pulled out a wrapped gift from his pocket, and placed it in front of Toby. “This here is for you, young man. A little gift from your loving grandpa.” He placed a kiss on Toby’s hair and then put his hat on.

“If you change your mind about needing the family, you know how to get in touch. Nate, good to see you. Best thing my boys coulda done was to tell you Joy needed help, since she won’t take any from me. Damned if I don’t think you went a bit too far by marrying her though.”

“I don’t think that was your call to make, Ryan.” Nate held the older man’s gaze.

“Just calling it like I sees it.”

“Whatever. But just so we’re on the same page here, please call before you drop over next time. You’re upsetting Joy.”

A flicker of anger crossed Ryan’s face. “Don’t see that it’s your concern.”

“Everything that involves my wife is my concern. If you go upsetting her, I’ll be obliged to call in the sheriff.”

The air in the kitchen chilled as Ryan chewed over Nate’s words.

He nodded his head and walked out.

Nate reached for Joy. “You okay?”

“What did he mean, they sent you over here?” Her eyes darkened.

Nate’s stomach sunk. “Nothing. Don’t you worry about it.”

She grabbed his sleeve and spun him around as he tried to walk away. “Don’t you turn your back on me, Nate Hansen. If you’re in some kind of sneaky deal to set me up and do his dirty work, I want to know right now.”

How the heck was he going to get out of this? He gave her his trademark panty-melting smile. “Now, Joy. Don’t get the wrong idea.” Nate reached out to stroke her cheek, but she slapped his hand down.

“Don’t think you can charm your way out of this. You’re in cahoots with that man, aren’t you?” Pain swam in her eyes.

What a monumental fuck up!

He heaved out a sigh, reined in the charm, and stared at a spot over her shoulder. “No. No, I’m not.”

“I don’t believe you, Nate.” Her voice wavered. “Funny how you’re the only one who applied for this job in person when everyone else went through the lawyer, as per the instructions.”

“Seemed like the logical thing to do. I was desperate and you sure as heck didn’t seem to be scared to take me on. In fact, you insisted we get married when all I wanted to do was work for you.”

Fire burned in her eyes. “Don’t you dare go blaming me and changing the subject. I asked you a question. Did Ryan set this up?”

“No. At least I don’t think so. One of his boys told me you were looking for a worker, but he didn’t say what kind of job you were offering.”

“I don’t believe you.”

He shrugged. “And I don’t blame you, but it’s the truth. I should’ve told you earlier; I get that. But if they set me up, I’m in the dark. They never gave me more than a couple of days’ work and sure as heck never offered me anything to come and work for you. They thought it was a joke, and I figure it was at my expense.” Doubt still clouded her eyes, but Nate saw a spark of something else and went for it. “Thing is, even if they did offer me cash or a job to stitch you up, I wouldn’t take it. I might be some things, but I’m not that kind of man. I promise you I’d never do something like that to you.”

“I don’t know what to believe anymore.” Her shoulders sagged as the fire in her eyes dimmed.

“Maybe you have it all wrong, Joy. He seemed nice enough. Offered you help and even brought Toby a gift. Are you sure you haven’t imagined it all and let it get out of hand because you’re so stressed out trying to do everything on your own?”

“No.” She held out some paperwork to Nate. “If this is true, then no. I’m not imagining it.”

Nate reached for it and quickly scanned the pages. He’d seen a will before, but this one didn’t make any sense to him. Too many big words and addendums for him to take in right now. He threw the pages down on the table. “Why would he do this when he’s offering to help you out?”

“Because he’s a greedy, nasty man, despite the way he carried on in front of you. He wants nothing more than to kick me off the place.”

“Didn’t look that way to me. He offered to help you.”

She gave a bitter laugh. “Oh, Nate. He’s got you suckered, too, hasn’t he? That’s how this man works. Makes everyone think he’s as nice as pie, but underneath it all is a man hell-bent on getting what he wants. If the honey doesn’t work, he brings out the big guns.” She nodded at the will. “Guess he’s given up being nice to me.”

“I don’t believe it.” It all seemed too over the top.

Joy’s back straightened, a spark of defiance glowed in her eyes. “Bradley left the ranch to me and Toby, and nothing that man says is going to change that.” She lifted her chin. “I can’t do anything to make you believe me, Nate. Any more than you can make me think you had nothing to do with some harebrained scheme of Ryan’s to come work for me and get your foot in the door. Comes a time when we gotta trust each other. You gotta decide if that time is now.”
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She wouldn’t blame him if he didn’t believe her. Her father-in-law’s words before Nate arrived left a dirty taste in her mouth. “You’re no better than I said you were. Marrying my son to get your hands on his inheritance then slipping into bed with this here slimeball soon as Bradley’s cold in his grave just proves it. I’ll see you two in court.”

And then he turned on the charm when Nate walked into the kitchen. Pretended to be the doting grandfather. Now he had Nate and her doubting each other when the whole plan had been to put up a united front and save the ranch.

What a recipe for disaster. Who could she trust, and would Nate trust her? She’d seen the doubt in his eyes when he asked her the question. She came across as a neurotic widow grasping at straws because she couldn’t hold her ranch together without someone to lean on. Would he think she talked him into marriage for her own benefit, or would he just think she was plain crazy?

“What I told you in the beginning is true. If you stick around long enough, you’ll see that. Ryan is a snake in the grass. Comes across as kind and considerate when he wants something, but if he doesn’t get his own way, he turns nasty. Bet if you asked around town, you’d find that out for yourself.”

“Okay.” The way he dragged the word out made her shake her head.

It would be an uphill battle to get him back onto her side. But then, there was something he wasn’t telling her either.

“Look at it this way. You’re no worse off now than you were before we got married. If, after a month, you still don’t think I’m telling you the truth, you can get a divorce. I won’t hold you to anything.”

He tilted his head and stared at her. “I thought you said you never go back on a promise.”

What the heck? “I don’t.”

“Seems to me that you promised to love me until death do us part.” His usual swagger settled on his hips as he approached. His trademark grin that had the ladies quivering in their shoes was aimed right at her.

“I did.” But she didn’t know then what she knew now. Ryan had sent Nate here, but for what, only time would tell. In the meantime, it wouldn’t hurt to let him know she wasn’t going to be pushed around. Not by him or her father-in-law. “But you didn’t tell me the whole truth then, so I guess that makes it null and void.”

“So maybe instead of fighting each other, we should be trying to get along and sort this shit out.” He slammed his hand over his mouth. “Sorry. Keep forgetting the little guy here.”

She smiled through her frustration and wiped her hand across her face, trying to bring herself back to an even keel. They had to see this through to the end, regardless of their differences. “Yes, we should.”

“Good.”

“Let’s take this one step at a time. What did he say?” Nate pulled out a chair and sat down at the table.

“His usual stuff about how I should give in now and let him have what’s rightfully his. When I told him to stop shouting because he’d upset my son, he pulled these papers out of his jacket pocket and waved them in my face.”

“Did you read them?”

“No. I didn’t have a chance. He was too busy badgering me for me to concentrate anyway. I’m sure it’s just a whole heap of nonsense, same as everything else he’s come up with to intimidate me.”

Nate rubbed his chin and frowned at her.

A sinking feeling hit her stomach. “It is, right?”

“It looks like a will, Joy. A proper, legal will.”

“Not a copy of Bradley’s will?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Didn’t really have a chance to look at it either. Tell you what, how about I take this young man into the bathroom and clean him up while you read it? If you like, we can talk it over after Toby goes to bed.”

Damn her father-in-law. She really didn’t need any more of his crap. What had she ever done to him to deserve this? It didn’t make sense. Joy picked up the papers and started reading in the solitude of her kitchen.

Later that night, when they lay in bed, side by side but still not touching, she told Nate about the will. “It’s Bradley’s grandmother’s will. Written after the one that left this place to Bradley from what I can gather.” A heavy stone sat on her chest. He was going to take her to court and force her out of her home, and there was nothing she could do about it. “How is that possible?”

“I’m not sure what that means. I don’t know the details of the first will, but didn’t she leave the ranch to Bradley, who in turn left it to Toby? Why is anything going to change anything?” Nate rolled over and stared at her.

“Because Ryan can probably get the will we used overturned with this latest one. It means that Bradley didn’t have any right to leave me and Toby this place. It belongs to his father legally, handed down from his mother-in-law, I suppose.” She put a hand over her eyes. Saying the words out loud made them seem all the more real. She would be homeless, married to a man who didn’t need to be tied to her. What an awful way to end the last twelve plus months of hardship and grief.

“Why would he bring that out now? Why not produce it at the time?”

“I don’t know. I wasn’t exactly in the right frame of mind to ask him.”

A sob rose in her throat, and she didn’t even try to hold it back. It was all too much. Joy found herself wrapped in strong arms, her face against Nate’s chest. She let her emotions take over and sobbed her heart out. All the while, he patted her back and whispered in her ear.

“I don’t have any answers for you, Joy. I don’t know what to do.”

Her last recollection was his stroking her hair from her tear-stained face, his breath warm on her head.


Chapter Eleven


Joy opened her eyes and stared straight into her new husband’s chin. They lay snuggled together, arms around each other, and it felt comforting to be held by someone once more. She blinked, remembered crying herself to sleep last night. Nate had been kind and thoughtful. Nothing like the man she was expecting when he applied for the job. Nothing like the man he used to be, according to the town gossipers. She stared at his face, following the sharp angles of his jaw, the shadow of his dark hair as it hugged his cheeks. The tiny creases around his lips that matched the lines around his eyes from the sun.

Those long dark lashes were wasted on a man, but suited him perfectly.

“You staring at me, Joy?” His lips curved into a smile.

A warm wave of lust uncurled in her belly. “Maybe.”

The arm around her waist tightened, and she sucked in a breath as the fire in her gut sprang to life. She was asking for trouble lying here with him like this, but she didn’t want to move away.

He raised a hand and scratched the bridge of his nose before he opened his eyes and met her gaze. “Anyone tell you your eyes look like melting butterscotch, right before it burns and goes dark?”

“No.” Flames seethed and crept over her skin.

“Pretty as a picture. My momma used to make butterscotch when she was feeling up to it, before she got too sick. Sometimes it set real good, and sometimes it wasn’t cooked enough. Made it chewy like soft toffee, but we liked it anyway. Us boys would fight over it to get the last piece.”

“You must really miss her.” After what she’d been through, she could understand how lonely he must have been, even with his brothers for company.

“I guess. What I miss most is the family connection, you know? Knowing that there’s someone there for us. Sure, I have my brothers, and when it comes down to it, they’ll have my back, but I miss the stability we had with a parent in the mix.”

Joy shuffled closer to Nate, desperate to hang onto the connection that’d been missing in her life since her husband’s death. The need that had chosen this morning to wake up and make itself known. Nate kissed the top of her head just as a howl came from Toby’s room. Talk about timing. She pulled away from him, a groan clogging her throat.

“You stay put. Let me get him up.”

“No, Nate. You don’t have to do that.” She sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed.

“I know I don’t have to, but I want to. Me and Toby are like this.” He crossed two fingers and grinned at her. “Buddies.”

“That’s nice. I’m really glad you two get on so well.” She rested back on the pillow and sighed. He’d bonded better with her son than with her.

“You and me will, too, Joy. I know we can make this work. Just take one day at a time, treat each other respectfully, and eventually, we’ll connect where we need to be.”

Joy gave a bitter laugh. “Oh, Nate. I love your optimism, but I read the will last night. If that’s a genuine piece of paper, I’m going to lose everything. You won’t need to connect with me after all.”

He pulled his jeans over his boxer shorts and studied her while he did up his buttons.

“Nothing that man tells you should be taken at face value. We’ll run it all past Sadie and see what she says.” He grabbed a shirt and slipped his arms into it. “If the ranch was supposed to be his, don’t you think he would’ve found this will back then?”

She lay back and curled under the covers while Nate got Toby up. Something wasn’t right about this whole thing and damned if she was going to let the ranch be taken off her so easily.
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Nate pulled his cell phone from his pocket on his way to feed the horses. It’d rained during the night, and the dips in the drive shimmered with water. After he caught up on all the other jobs, he’d flatten it out, make it smooth again so Toby wouldn’t trip over the potholes and hurt himself.

Sadie picked up the phone on the first ring. “Nate, how are you?”

He lifted his foot and placed it on the fence rail, quickly dealt with niceties, and then gave her a quick rundown of what had happened last night.

“You’d better get me the paperwork so I can look into it. I’ll be in the office later this morning. Seriously, this man will stop at nothing to get Joy off that ranch.”

“I know. I saw him in action last night. He’s smooth, but under it I suspect he’s mean, real mean, like a rattler on a hot day if what Joy says is true. It’s not like he needs the land or anything. What he has is plenty big enough for him and his other sons. What would it hurt him to leave Joy alone?”

“I know. But he has a reputation for getting what he wants at no cost to him. Get Joy to drop off the papers to me, and I’ll get right on it.”

“Thanks. He had Joy all worked up, and poor Toby doesn’t understand the tension between them.”

“What did you say to him?”

“Told him I wasn’t prepared to put up with his threats and, if need be, I’ll call in the sheriff.”

“Good. I don’t want either of you to put a foot wrong here. Let him be the one who breaks the law; it’ll give me something to slap him down with. Harassment I can work with.”

“He threatened to take her to court. In fact, I believe he said he’ll see us in court.”

“Great. Just what you don’t need.”

True, but his life had never been that easy. Why change things now? “Oh, well. I never did expect this to go smoothly. You know the saying, if it looks too good to be true…”

The thoughts had run riot in his head last night after Joy fell asleep in his arms. How had he come to this? Trying to change his ways that was how. By being an adult and taking responsibility for a change instead of drifting around from woman to woman. Being taken to court for his actions might make him rethink the whole “nice guy” persona. It was so much easier being a tomcat without a care in the world. This adulting shit was hard work.

But it did have its benefits. Nobody had cared much about him back then or given him more than he’d offered. A different bed every night, a different body. Now he had a little boy to help bring up and a woman who needed him.

And she baked him cakes. Chocolate cake. His favorite. Nobody had done that before. Asked what his favorite foods were and produced them like it wasn’t a bother. If things didn’t work out for them, he’d keep that memory in his mind forever. A small gesture of kindness that meant so much more than she could imagine.

Last night was the first time they’d touched, and he had her father-in-law to thank for that. Without Ryan upsetting Joy, Nate didn’t know how long it would’ve been before he would’ve said the situation was right to reach out for her. Try as he might to curtail his urges, sleeping on the couch had cost him.

Small steps. Small steps to a big future. That’s if they could get past this bump in the road.

“Don’t think like that,” Sadie cut off his deprecating thoughts. “You’re a good guy looking for a break, and Joy is a wonderful woman who needs help and someone to stand up for her. I think you’re that guy, Nate.”

“I don’t know. I like her and all. I mean, we get on fine, so far. Not sure things are going to work out or even if they need to if Ryan gets his way.”

“You leave Mr. Mitchell to me. How did Toby react to him throwing his weight around?”

“That’s the thing. He’s kind and considerate where Toby is concerned. Brought him presents too. Toby doesn’t see what Joy does.”

“That’s a good thing then. If you can spare him that, it’d be good.”

Nate grinned. “He’s a cute kid.”

“He certainly is.” Sadie’s voice softened. “And I’m glad it’s you who’s there for him.”

Nate’s throat closed. If there was one thing that was going to bind him to Joy more than his marriage promise, it was Toby.

“I kind of feel that this is where I’m supposed to be, you know? I mean, apart from the obvious point that I need a job, I figure this little tyke needs a father and maybe that’s me.”

“I like how you think, Nate. You have the opportunity to be someone very special in Toby’s life. Don’t go letting that man muck it up for you. I told both you and Joy that this wasn’t going to be easy, and it won’t be. You’re always going to come up against opposition because it’s not your usual kind of marriage contract. But don’t let that derail you. It worked for the Watson boys. It can work for you.”

“I sure hope so. Had enough of not making anything of myself. Listen, you don’t need to listen to me yammer on.”

“You know, Nate, as your sister-in-law, not your lawyer, I have to say, I love listening to you yammer on. It’s kind of nice and comforting to hear your dreams. Don’t let anything stand in your way.”

Nate hung up and went to feed the horses. Joy would be ready with breakfast soon, and he wanted to go collect his new buddy for a walk around the yard.


Chapter Twelve


“Thanks for standing up for me last night.” Joy ladled eggs onto Nate’s plate already crowded with bacon, biscuits, and sausage. “I’m at my wit’s end as to what to do with that man.”

“I called Sadie. She wants you to take the papers into her as soon as you can. If she’s not there, leave them with Emily and Sadie will get them after court. She’s going to deal with him, so you don’t have to worry anymore.”

He’d called her already? She wasn’t used to having anyone take control of anything. How sweet. “Oh. You shouldn’t have worried her out of business hours, Nate.”

“She’s family. Listen, I don’t want you to think I’m taking over, but you were upset. I’m involved in this, too, and he annoyed the heck out of me threatening you like that. You don’t deserve it, and I’m not going to sit back and let him get away with it.” Nate reached for the hot sauce and slathered it over his breakfast.

Joy stood with the pan in her hand. Nobody had had her back since Bradley got sick. “That’s so sweet of you. Thank you.”

He reached out and put a hand on her arm. “I don’t agree with any man ranting on a woman like that, but you’re my wife and that was crossing the line. It’s my job to look out for you no matter how we came to be married. I hope you don’t think I’m pushing in where I’m not wanted. This here is a partnership where we look out for each other. Least, that’s the way I see it.”

Butterflies swooped low in her belly. He was going to protect her and Toby. “You’re right. It is a partnership.” She sniffled and returned the pan to the stove before taking a seat at the table. “I appreciate your being here for me, Nate.”

“That’s what a man’s for, isn’t it? Standing up for his wife no matter how strong she may be.”

“Yeah. Thanks.” She might’ve made the right decision after all. Now all they had to do was sort out the latest piece of news and they could work on their relationship, because there was something to look forward to in this mess. And she was going to work on it, despite the comment her sister threw out as she left last week.

“You know he’s only here for the ranch and what you can do for him. He might come across as nice now but don’t be fooled by a pretty face. You have too much to lose to get sucked in by a handsome cowboy.”

She wasn’t going to drive herself crazy thinking of all the things that could go wrong with Nate being her husband. Instead, she wanted to focus on the good and hopefully attract a happy life.

She shrugged off the memory and concentrated on feeding Toby his breakfast while watching Nate eat. “Plans for today are?”

“I want to finish checking the fence lines out in the back pasture. I can take Toby in the truck with me if you like. That way you can go into town and deal with Sadie and anything else on your list. Then we need to tally up that list of things that need doing here so I can make my way through it. I know the fence down by the stables needs a couple of boards replaced, and one of the water troughs is leaking enough to fill a small dam. I’ve got all the hay put away for winter and the barn door is fixed. What do you think?”

I think you’re methodical and thorough and I like that. “Um, yeah, sounds good. I think the horses need their feet done too. But don’t worry about Toby. He can come with me today. Pretty sure you’ll be busy enough without him, and you can take the horse instead of the truck if I take him.”

“I don’t mind. Whatever works best for you is fine with me.” He stabbed a piece of bacon and smeared it through the last of the runny egg yolk and popped it in his mouth. “That was good. Going to keep me going all day.” He rubbed his belly, and Joy remembered waking up to the smell of his skin, her face pressed against his chest.

The will in her handbag weighed heavy in her hand as Joy walked into the law office after lunch. Emily stood and smiled. “Well, well, Mrs. Hansen. How’re you doing, Joy?”

Joy gave the elder woman a quick hug. “I’m good. Sadie said to drop in today.”

The office door opened and Sadie walked out, a file in her hand. She smiled when she saw Joy. “Hey, I was just thinking about you.”

“Hope it was good, ’cause we need the vibes, you know.” Her body sagged.

Sadie tilted her head and sighed. “I’m going to deal with that man once and for all. Don’t let him get to you.”

Emily took the file from Sadie. “Is Ryan Mitchell being a pain in the butt again, Joy?”

“I’m pretty sure he doesn’t know any other way, to tell you the truth. He’s never been nice to me, so as far as I’m concerned, it’s more of the same, just a different day or excuse.” She pulled the will from her handbag and passed it over to Sadie.

Emily shook her head and made noises with her lips. “Always was a nasty piece of work, even at school. Don’t know how his poor wife ever put up with him. Reckon he put her in her grave quicker than was necessary too.” She sat down and sniffed in disdain. “Meanest kid in the playground, and he didn’t improve with age.”

Sadie looked up from the papers. “I’m going to have to compare this to the other will, but so far it looks legit. I’m sorry, Joy.”

“But how is that possible?”

“I don’t know, and I’d only be guessing, but perhaps Bradley’s grandmother had a change of heart and this will didn’t surface until now. It often happens.”

“But wouldn’t you’ve known that?” Joy let Sadie lead her over to a chair and sat down.

“I’ll make coffee.” Emily got up.

“This wasn’t done by our office, unlike the one leaving the ranch to Bradley. I can speak to the lawyer who wrote it up to see if he can give me any reason for the change of heart, but what I’ll do is investigate to make sure this is the last and final will. It was only done a month or so after the one we had, so there must have been an incident to prompt it.”

“Does this mean we have to hand the ranch over to him?”

Sadie shook her head. “No, you do nothing for now but sit tight. I’ll write to this lawyer and challenge Ryan’s allegations. As far as I’m concerned, the terms of the will have been executed and there’s nothing he can do without making a big fuss over it. That’ll give us time to do some digging for his ulterior motive. In the meantime, you go about your normal life and try not to worry. Easier said than done, I know, but now you have a hunky Hansen to distract you.”

Heat rose in her cheeks.

Sadie laughed. “Ah, I see I’ve hit a spot, and I don’t blame you for falling for a handsome man like Nate. Those Hansen boys are swoon worthy, aren’t they?” She waved a hand in front of her face. “I shouldn’t be surprised considering I have one of my own.” She leaned in closer. “How’s it really going with you two, Joy?”

Emily came back into the office before Joy could answer, laden with a tray containing three mugs and a plate of cookies. “Nothing my oatmeal chocolate chip cookies can’t make better.” She handed them each a coffee and then held out the plate. “Where is the little one of yours, Joy?”

Joy reached for a cookie. She wasn’t about to explore her feelings for her new husband. Not yet. Not until she knew what she offered him was still hers to give and they trusted each other more than they did now. Setting him free if she lost the ranch didn’t fill her with any sense of happiness though. “He’s at the ranch, checking the fence lines. I wanted to bring him with me so Nate could get on with things uninterrupted, but Toby wasn’t having a bit of it. He’s Nate’s new sidekick and seems to spend all his time with him.”

“That’s wonderful. Sounds like it’s all working out between you two. I’ll have to tell Jethro. He was worried about how you two would work together, even though he was happy about the marriage.”

“It was a gamble. No two ways about it. But we get on well, and Toby… well, Toby has gravitated to him like you wouldn’t believe. It’s so sweet to watch them together.” But heartbreaking at the same time. It should’ve been Bradley taking his son around the ranch, learning to take care of it, not Nate. But at least Toby had someone who cared enough now.

“And you. Have you gravitated toward him, Joy?” Sadie sipped her coffee, but her inquisitive gaze never left Joy’s face.

“Working on it.” And that was all she was prepared to share right now.

“I think it’s time you two came over for a meal. How about this weekend?”

“Are you sure you want to do that, Sadie?” She might get on well with her lawyer business-wise, but this was taking things to a whole new level.

“Sure, why not? We’re family now and I don’t want you to forget it. Besides, I like having the chance to cook for people, and I know Jethro is dying to get to know Toby.”

Being part of a family again was very tempting. She badly wanted to join them, but… “What if this all falls apart? I don’t want you to think you have to involve us in your family, in case we’re kicked off the ranch.”

Sadie visibly bristled. Her back straightened and her eyes changed from pale blue to steely gray. “I will not have you talking like that. This will get sorted, and as long as I live and breathe, that poor excuse for a human being will not kick you off that ranch. If you and Emily say he’s a nasty piece of work, I believe it, and I’ll move every stone in Marietta to find out what the heck is going on.” Sadie gave herself a little shake that reminded Joy of a cat caught in the rain. A smile curved her lips. “I haven’t had a good battle in court for some time. It might energize me if things get that far. Bring it on.”

Joy laughed. “You’re good for my soul, Sadie. How did I get lucky enough to meet you?”

“I’m the one who was lucky.”


Chapter Thirteen


“Crease, I’d like to introduce you to my wife. This is Joy and her son, Toby.” Nate held his breath while his youngest sibling took it all in. They hadn’t told him about the marriage bargain; it had the strong possibility of upsetting their romantic brother. It’d be easier to deal with the fuss once it was all signed and sealed.

Crease had been the one most upset when their mother died. Still a toddler learning to walk, Crease wasn’t mobile enough to be as independent as the two older boys and always lagged behind in everything they did. Including getting attached to anyone.

Crease stared at Joy, Nate, and back at Joy again, his mouth working to spit out the words. “I don’t understand. Your wife? You don’t even date anymore. How could you possibly have a wife?” Hurt and confusion shone in his eyes, the hangdog look Nate was hoping to avoid. This was going to be bad.

His heart thumped as Joy turned accusing eyes on him. “You didn’t tell him? Nate, what the heck is wrong with you?”

“I… look I didn’t want to say anything until you two could meet. I thought it was better that way.”

“But he’s your brother.” He’d never seen Joy this angry before, but that was all changing judging by the way she held herself, ready to do battle and let him have an earful. Hurt, yes, but the fire in her eyes made him want to back away. “How could you be so cruel?” She stared at him for a moment, and when he didn’t reply, she heaved out a long-suffering sigh and turned back to Crease.

Her whole persona changed. She smiled gently as one would with a scared kitten, relaxed her posture, and took a step closer to him, distancing herself from Nate.

“I’m sorry you had to find out like this, Crease. My name is Joy, and this here is Toby.” She gave her little boy a kiss and let him down. Nate watched him toddle off to explore his new surroundings, and wished he could go with him and avoid this confrontation. He should’ve come straight out and told Crease about the arrangement and the reasons why he’d gone along with it. How his little brother hadn’t heard about it in town was a mystery.

“I put an advertisement in the paper for a husband and your brother answered. We got married two weeks ago.”

Crease wobbled on his feet and grabbed the doorframe for support. “You married her because of an ad? What the heck were you both thinking?”

“Man, give me a chance to explain, will you?” He touched Joy on the shoulder. “I’m going to take Crease out and have a chat. You’ll be okay here, right?”

“She’ll be just fine.” Sadie slipped her arm through Joy’s and led her into the kitchen. “We can chat over a glass of wine.” Sadie called out before they disappeared, “Jethro is in the barn fiddling with the tractor. Can you tell him it’s quitting time shortly, please?”

Crease pushed past Nate. “I’ll go tell him. This is giving me a headache.” He stormed out and slammed the door.

“For fuck’s sake. It’s not his life, it’s mine.” And he wasn’t making it any easier on himself either. What a fool.

“Yes, it is.” Joy stood at the door, a somewhat somber look in her eyes. “But he’s part of your life. I think he deserves more consideration than you give him.”

“Aw, come on, Joy. You don’t know him like I do. He’s the most romantic kid around. Always got his head in the clouds, dreaming of the perfect life. The one he’ll never have. If I’d told him, he would’ve cried foul because I wasn’t in love with you and you didn’t love me. A marriage of convenience goes against everything he believes in.”

“And that’s why I think you should’ve told him. Let him get his head around it and not dumped it on him like this.” She crossed her arms and gave him a tentative smile. “Go and deal with it, try to make him understand. You can’t afford to lose your brother, because that would kill you. I know that much about you.”

She was right. His brothers meant the world, and the last thing he wanted was to drive a wedge between them.

“Fine. Hold dinner for us.”

A voice yelled from the kitchen, “You have a half hour and then it’s on the table. Talk fast and make it good, because if you ruin this dinner and don’t straighten out your brother, I won’t be happy.”

Nate hurried from the house and headed toward the barn. He could see Jethro with his head under the tractor, but there was no sign of Crease. It wasn’t his business who Nate married, nor was it his business how the arrangement worked. Damn his little brother’s sense of old-fashioned propriety.

A curse word stopped him in his tracks moments before a wrench came flying toward him. He ducked in time and it clanged on the driveway. “Hey. What the heck do you think you’re doing? When the hell have I ever done anything to you?”

Jethro looked up from under the hood. “Huh?”

Nate held up the wrench. “This, you almost got me good. Deliberate?”

“Sorry.” Jethro jumped down and pulled a dirty rag from his back pocket and wiped his hands. “Damn spark plug is broken and I can’t get it out. Don’t know how the heck I’m going to get this old girl going now.” He slammed down the hood and threw the rag on the workbench. “Don’t tell me dinner’s ready yet. I need a beer first after the day I’ve had.”

“Sadie said we have a half hour. Listen”—he moved closer and lowered his voice—“I need your help. Crease has had a hissy fit over me marrying Joy through an ad. He’s slunk off somewhere, and I have to make up with him or Joy is gonna skin me alive.”

“Ha. Should’ve told him upfront like I told you to.” Jethro nodded to the top of the barn where the winter hay was stored. “He’ll be up there. Where he always goes when things piss him off.”

“Anyone would think he was still a little kid the way he carries on. He’s a grown man, for goodness’ sake.” But no matter how much Nate protested, he understood his brother’s angst. Their mother’s death had hit them all hard, but Crease had her for the shortest time and suffered the most.

“Deal with it. You know you gotta.” Jethro scratched his head. “If you like, I’ll go grab us a beer each and meet you up there. See if I can help you talk your sorry ass out of this mess.”

Nate slapped him on the shoulder. “Thanks, appreciate it.”

Crease sat on the old milking stool, gazing out the only window. Nate planted his butt on a bale of hay and waited. It didn’t take long.

“How could you do that to her? The woman deserves better than that, in my opinion.”

“Yep, she does. I totally agree with you.”

He turned and faced Nate with a look of heartbreak in his eyes most people wouldn’t understand. So vulnerable, even at age twenty-two. He’d been called all kinds of names at school, teased and ridiculed for his unwavering sense of proprietary, his sensitive nature, his old-fashioned attitude. “So why’d you do it then?”

“Because Joy was stuck and needed me. I bet that in the same circumstances, you’d have done the same thing.” He picked at a strand of hay and shredded it between his fingers. He proceeded to tell Crease about Joy’s dilemma with Ryan Mitchell.

Nate paused in his story as Jethro climbed the stairs and handed them each a cold beer. “Got us an extra fifteen minutes. The girls are busy gossiping up a storm.” He twisted the cap off his bottle and lifted it up. “Cheers.”

“Shit. Why didn’t you say so?” He wiped the condensation from the beer bottle on his worn jeans and twisted off the top. “Never did understand his way of thinking. But why marry her? Isn’t that taking things a bit over the top?” He took a drink and then picked at the label with his fingernail. “Coulda just worked for her.”

“I thought so at first, too, until I saw him in action one night after we got married. I came up from the barn and she was in the kitchen, backed up to the counter like a mountain lion ready to spring. Didn’t understand it until after he left and she told me what I saw was him trying to act nice. Kind of like a smoke screen for what he’d already said to her when I wasn’t around.”

“Which was?”

“That he was taking the ranch off her. He threw a will on the table that apparently leaves it to him.”

“What!” Jethro jumped up from his perch, spilling his beer, and stared at him. “How the heck did that happen? I thought Sadie wrote up that will.”

“She did, but this one was from Bradley’s grandmother who left him the place. It was dated a month after the original and it leaves it all to her son-in-law, which is Bradley’s father, not Bradley. So technically, according to him, Joy doesn’t own the ranch and she didn’t need to marry me.”

And that should give his brother more to think about than how he wronged the poor girl.

“Still.” Crease rubbed his hand over his chin. “Kind of comes across as you being a bit of a gold digger, least ways, that’s what they’ll say in town. Folks won’t think you’ve changed at all. Still the same old player out for what you can get.”

“Who cares what the gossipmongers say? This is about me and Joy and what’s best for us.” How could Crease even think like that? Sure, he was pissed because he wasn’t told before the wedding, but heck, some support would be nice. “Thought you would’ve been on my side.”

“It’s not about sides, Nate. It’s about what’s right and wrong. You’re too damned stubborn once you get your mind set on something. Reckon there’d be a better way than this.”

“Well, if there was, I couldn’t see it. Nor could Joy, otherwise she would’ve done it by now.” He took a slug of beer. “What I did think though was that I’d get better support from my family. If I can’t count on you guys to support me, who can I count on?”

“Don’t go getting all dramatic on me. You can count on us. Just not sure I like what you’re doing. Doesn’t feel right.”
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“What did you say to Crease to make him calm down?” Nate and Joy lay together in their bed, discussing their visit with the family.

“The truth. He’s a romantic at heart. The kind of guy who’ll bring you flowers every day and love you to death.” He folded his arms behind his head and smiled, showing the dimples that made her weak at the knees. “Bit much for some, I guess, but I’m pretty sure he’ll find the ‘one’ sooner or later.”

“I think he’s sweet. Sadie told me a little bit about him too. Nothing wrong with a quiet, sensitive man.”

Nate laughed. “We used to tease him mercilessly when he was growing up. Bit mean, but that’s what brothers do.”

Joy looked at the cracks in the painted ceiling. If her sister was as loving, she’d be more than happy. But Cassie had always had a chip on her shoulder. Decided the world owed her a living from the minute she took her first breath. Even though she was the younger of the two girls, she had to be the first one to have a new dress, a bicycle, and as she grew older, the cutest boyfriend, the wildest friends.

When their parents died, Joy had tried her best to talk sense into Cassie, but it didn’t seem to work. Regardless of being the younger sister, she was bitter that Joy had married first, fallen pregnant first, and nothing Joy said could change her ways. Cassie always had to be first in everything.

“You’re so lucky to have brothers you can talk to.”

“I am. They used to annoy the living heck out of me, but we always had each other’s backs. Fought like crazy, but if anyone got in between us or caused a ruckus, we’d band together.”

“Tell me more about Crease.”

The smile deepened and a small dimple appeared on his cheek. Joy itched to run her finger over it, test out her reaction to Nate.

“Mom named him after one of her favorite characters, Sir Crease Knightly or some such weird name. It was so long ago I don’t rightly remember. Mom was an avid reader, loved her Regency romance books. I guess if it made her forget her own crappy marriage, it did the job. Right?”

“Yeah.” Joy reached out and swept a strand of dark hair from his face, noticed the flicker of his eyelashes.

Nate turned and smiled at her. “She was happy anyway. Had us boys, and Grandpa took us all in. Me and Jethro gave him hell, and he had no idea what to do with a toddler. But we all managed to get along as best we could.”

“You did, and you’ve all turned out to be great men from what I can see. I bet your mom would be proud of you, Nate. Not many men are willing to take on another man’s child like you did. Regardless of what you may gain in the process.”

“I reckon they would.” He seemed embarrassed by her praise.

“No, they wouldn’t. Maybe marry me and put up with Toby, but you’ve fallen in love with him. You know you have.” And for Joy, that was the best thing to come out of this marriage so far. Toby had a man who cared for him at last.

She ran her finger along his jawline, determined to find out if she could move on from the guilt she felt taking another man into her husband’s bed.

“You’re playing with fire, Joy.” Nate blinked, his pupils darkening as she slid closer.

Her pulse jumped and she swallowed. “I know.” She rose up on her elbows and leaned over Nate. He closed his eyes as she lowered her lips to his. Arms held her to his chest, and he spread his legs to settle her between them, his boxer shorts and her sleepwear the only thing between them.

Nate’s fingers wound into her hair, holding her face still while he devoured her lips. His tongue slid between her teeth, tasted and danced with hers. Heat rose in her belly and Joy sighed, sinking into the moment. This is what she’d wanted from the moment she opened the door to him. What she craved, almost as much as saving the ranch.

Nate slid one hand down her back and under her top, brushing her breast. Her body reacted, nipples standing to attention.

“Joy, are you sure?”

“Yes.” The word sounded raspy to her ears. Maybe it was the heat of the moment or the passion that made her answer sound far away.

Nate slid his hand down the side of her belly, sending shivers to her toes. His fingers found the elastic of her shorts and brushed past it, cupping her butt and holding her firm against him. His cock twitched against her stomach, and Joy panicked.

“No. Don’t.” She rolled off Nate, staggered to her feet, and pushed herself against the bedroom wall. “Oh, my God. Nate, I’m sorry.” How could she want another man already? Hadn’t she told him only days ago that she didn’t trust him? Nate was a player, a ladies’ man.

He sat up, reached for her. “What is it? Tell me what’s wrong.”

She held her hand to her throat, trying to untangle her emotions.

Nate crouched on the bed, hand held out to her. “You’ve got cold feet, Joy. Nothing more and it’s understandable.” He wiggled his fingers. “Come here. We don’t have to do anything you don’t want. Just lay here with me and talk, okay?” The come-to-bed grin belied his words. She was playing with fire.

“It’s not fair to you. I’m leading you on in more ways than one.”

“Stop beating yourself up. You’ve been through hell lately and it’s bound to leave you a mess emotionally. I get it, honestly, I do.” He sat back, dropped his hand, and gave her a soft smile that almost made her believe him. “I might look like I don’t understand how a woman’s emotions work, but I watched what my mom went through. And goodness knows, Grandpa talked about her troubles enough in the hopes that we’d be more understanding. Guess it didn’t really make sense back then but now I get it.”

“Really?” This guy became more and more worthy every day in her book.

“Yeah. So if you want to come back to bed and pretend that never happened, it’s cool with me. We don’t have to do anything until you’re ready.”

“But don’t you want to, you know, have sex with me?” What a fool question to ask. With the way his shorts tented out still that was the stupidest thing she could’ve said.

“Of course I do, but I’m not going to force myself on you. When you’re ready, we can try again, and if that doesn’t work, we’ll wait a bit longer.”

Joy crawled back on the bed and lay down beside Nate. She’d made Nate a promise after all. And she never went back on a promise. It was up to her to follow through.

And so this weekend, when she would finally look at him and not see Bradley’s head laying on the pillow, Joy would have sex with Nate.


Chapter Fourteen


“Word has it that Ryan pressured his mother-in-law to change her will in his favor.”

Joy held the phone to her ear, her mouth open as Sadie relayed what she’d heard. “But that’s despicable. How can anyone get away with that kind of behavior?”

“That’s not going to happen here if I have anything to do with it. Emily backs up that behavior too. Remember she said he was the schoolyard bully? She’s not the only one saying that. The problem we have now is, do we have to prove it? I don’t like it. The will you have was legally executed at the time, and nobody came up with anything then, so I don’t really understand what his game is. But if that will is legit, and it looks like it is, we have a fight on our hands.”

Her stomach dropped. “I don’t know what to say. I have no idea what he has on me.”

“I know this is a shock to you and I’m sorry, but I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t let you have the facts.”

“I understand. I don’t know how to fix this, Sadie. Can he really take everything away from us?”

“I don’t know. The judge may even refuse to hear a case from us if it doesn’t have any merit. Mr. Mitchell contesting the will might well be an open and shut case. What we need is someone who actually saw him bullying Bradley’s grandmother. Someone with credence like a doctor or her pastor. Someone with standing in the community and not attached to you who can tell the judge how he pressured her to leave the ranch to him. Her own words would be perfect, but unless she left something in writing, I don’t know what our chances are yet.”

“I don’t know what to do.”

“I want you to think, Joy. Does Bradley have any old letters from his grandmother telling him she was leaving him the ranch? Anything you can get your hands on that shows it was always her intention to leave the ranch to Bradley will help. Birthday cards, Christmas cards. Anything that mentions her motivation to not leave the place to Ryan. To give you a chance of holding on to your ranch, we need to prove that this new will was coerced.”

“I’ll have a look, but I don’t recall seeing anything. I mean, Bradley was always talking about it in high school, how the ranch was going to be his because his grandmother wasn’t going to leave it to his father. He never actually said why though. Least not to me.”

“Did he keep a journal?”

“No. Nothing like that.” It would make things so much easier if he had, but Bradley had never been one to write down his thoughts unless it was something to do with the way he wanted to run the ranch. His ranching magazines were filled with notes. She hadn’t the heart to throw them away.

“Oh, well, we can only hope that someone can corroborate what Emily said. Someone the judge will believe. But I have to warn you, Joy, things are going to get nasty. Everything you’ve ever done could go under the microscope.”

“I’ve got nothing to hide.” Being poor didn’t count as points against someone in a court of law.

“And I wouldn’t be surprised if they dig into Nate’s affairs either. Anything to make the pair of you look as though you’re the type to rob a man of his mother-in-law’s property.”

Surely there was nothing in Nate’s past that would make the judge look at them the wrong way. His bad reputation wasn’t that bad, not really. He never robbed anyone or caused serious damage to property. Anyone he got in a fight with gave as good as they got from what she understood.

“Leave it with me and I’ll see what I can do.” She’d tear apart the house if it was going to save the ranch Bradley intended her and Toby to have. “Thanks, Sadie. I’ll get back to you.” Joy hung up the phone.

[image: *]*

Nate heaved a sack of feed onto his shoulder and headed toward his truck to throw it in with the rest of his purchases.

“Must be nice marrying into something like you got.”

Nate dumped the feed and turned to the voice. A cowboy stood watching him, hands on hips and a belligerent glare in his eyes. He was going to meet up with one of the Mitchell boys sooner or later. For the life of him, he couldn’t understand why they were so different from their brother, Bradley.

“Leroy.”

“Pa told me what you done. Marrying Joy wasn’t the smartest move, but then”—he spat on the ground—“didn’t expect nothing more from one of you Hansens.”

Nate counted to ten and plastered a smile on his face. “What Joy and I did is no concern of yours. Now if there’s nothing else, I have places to be.”

Leroy shook out his hands, flexed his fingers. “Don’t think you’re gonna step away from me, Nate. You’ve teamed up with my sister-in-law hoping to get your grubby little hands on something that rightly belongs to my pa. Never should’ve gone to Bradley, rest his soul, in the first place. Ain’t how it works. Belonged to my ma’s mom, so it shoulda come to Pa when she died.”

Nate sighed. “Leroy, I wasn’t privy to the workings of your grandmother’s mind, and I don’t really care how your family dynamics work. It’s not my business, but what happened, happened. Let the lawyers sort it out. That’s what they’re there for.”

“I can do things they can’t. Like take you out back and give you a hiding.” Leroy adjusted his hat and nodded to the back of the feed barn. “Unless I can convince you to walk away and end this sham of a marriage?”

“Not gonna happen, Leroy. I married Joy for a reason, and I’m going to stick by her side. A deal is a deal and it’ll take more than a little pissant like you to change my mind.”

“Things would’ve gone a lot better for her if’n you’d stayed outta the way. You know that, right?”

“And you thought it was funny sending me there in the first place?” Nate shook his head. “Like your father trying to force her off the farm with insults and stealing her ranch hands. Don’t you think it’s wrong to harass your sister-in-law like this? Man, she’s your brother’s wife, the mother of your nephew. Even if you don’t get along with her, how can you condone the treatment she’s been getting?”

“We get on just fine, but that’s not what’s at stake here. That ranch rightly belongs to my pa, and if he wanted to leave it to Bradley when he passed on, that’s his business. Far as we’re concerned, Joy has no call on it. Least ways, not yet.”

Nate wiped a hand over his face. Last thing he wanted to do was get into a fight, but Leroy wasn’t looking like he was going to back down. “Leave it to the courts. They can decide if that will is genuine and who should have the ranch. No need for you and me to go head-to-head. Joy needs me back at the ranch, so if you don’t mind.”

Leroy made a threatening step toward him. “Genuine? Are you calling my father a liar?”

Nate planted his feet and stared. “Seems strange to me this will suddenly turned up after your pa chased away the ranch hands and Joy married me as a last resort, don’t you think? Kind of smacks of underhand dealings in my book.”

“That’s not the case. That will is the real deal. Pa tried to let Joy be and grieve my brother’s passing. Even tried to help her out, but, oh no. She didn’t want no help from him. Wanted to do everything on her own when she could’ve had us to help her. That’s what family is for, don’t you think? Kept hiring the dumbest hands that didn’t know a cow from a steer and messing up what Bradley worked so hard for. Woman was just plain stubborn.”

“Not what I heard. Said he stole her workers so she wouldn’t have any choice but to let him take over. Doesn’t sound like helping to me. Sounds like he was trying to force her off the ranch so he could take it, and when that didn’t work, he suddenly comes up with a new will. Who would you believe?” His anger choked his words.

“Out back, now, or I’ll take you on where you stand!”

Nate brushed by Leroy and stormed out the back of the feed store, ready to stand up for his wife and her son. He walked straight into a flying fist that hooked him as soon as he made it around the corner. The dirty cheat had someone else waiting to help him.

Nate went into fighting mode.

Punches flew with the curses as frustration, foul play, and the fight to save his new life ruled Nate Hansen’s fists.


Chapter Fifteen


“Joy, this is Sheriff Watson. I think you should come into town. You and I need to have a talk.”

Her heart almost stopped. “What’s happened? Is it Cassie, is my sister okay?”

“She’s not the reason I’m calling. I have your husband here. Busted up a fight between him and your brothers-in-law at the feed barn. They claim he started into them for no reason and want to press charges. He’s not saying anything, so I haven’t charged anyone yet. Want to give them all a chance to come up with the truth, if that’s even possible.”

Apprehension rolled down her back. Leroy and Nash had never been anything but nice to her, if not a little standoffish, even with the way their father treated her. Why would they take on Nate when he hadn’t done anything to them? This wasn’t good if Nate had gone back to his old ways already.

“I’ll be there soon, Sheriff.”

Joy collected Toby and headed into town to make sense of what was fast turning into a rotten day. When she asked for Sheriff Watson, she was told to sit and wait while he was on a call.

Moments later, Ryan stormed into the sheriff’s office and demanded to see whoever was in charge. With a whimper, Toby tucked his face into her body, his fear of his grandfather in this mood palpable. How had things gotten to the stage where a little boy was scared of the man he should’ve looked up to? Her world was a mess and Joy had no idea how to repair it.

“Get me the sheriff.” Ryan tapped his boot on the floor as the receptionist made the call.

Sheriff Watson walked out and shook Ryan’s hand, noticed Joy in the waiting room and nodded to her. “Be with you in a minute, ma’am.”

“I want to know why you have my sons locked up when that Hansen fellow was the one who started brawling.”

The sheriff shook his head. “Now, I don’t know that for sure. Your sons have been mighty vocal laying the blame, but as far as I can see, two to one doesn’t seem good odds, even for a man who can hold himself like Nate.”

“Let them out. Got work for them to do.”

“Nope, not gonna happen until I can figure out what the cause was behind this fight and make a decision of who, if anyone, gets charged. Those boys of yours are staying exactly where they are until I say different.” He smiled at Ryan. “Now, if that’s all, I have someone else to see. Good day to you, Mr. Mitchell.”

Nobody flicked off her father-in-law like that. Joy grinned then quickly cleared the smile from her face. The sheriff beckoned her into his office. She clutched Toby to her chest as she followed, her head held high as her father-in-law’s eyes burned into her back and he muttered curses loud enough for her to hear.

“Don’t mind him. He’s got a temper on him, but it’s all bluff.” Rory Watson had never been anything other than kind to Joy.

“No, it’s not. He’s a mean, nasty man who’ll do anything to get what he wants.” She bit her lip. Had she gone too far? She took the seat he indicated and kept her arms around Toby.

Rory leaned forward and stared in her eyes, a smile softening his features. “Perhaps you can tell me what you mean by that. If that man is harassing you or causing you any problems, now might be the time to let me know about it.”

Toby twisted around in her arms and watched the sheriff warily. He stuck his finger out. “Damn chick’ns bite.”

Rory laughed. “Is that right? Tell me about it, young man.”

Joy relayed how Nate was now Toby’s new best friend for saving him from the cranky chickens.

“I’m glad to hear they get on well. Those boys had a rough time of it when they lost their mom. I’m glad Nate is doing good.”

“Me, too, and he’s a nice guy. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have married him.” Heat flamed on her cheeks. It was too late now to feel embarrassed about her choice of matrimonial selection or the process she’d gone through.

“Look, I’m the last one to accuse you of doing something unconventional, as you know. Gina came to me with a toddler because she was desperate for a future that didn’t include living in the back of her car. And I wasn’t in the right frame of mind to do the whole dating scenario again after my first wife passed away. I wanted a wife without all the fuss that goes with finding the right one.” He grinned and Joy relaxed. “Worked out for us. No reason why it won’t work for you.”

“I sure hope so, but days like this I doubt the wisdom of it all. This wasn’t part of my plan.”

“Don’t go defeatist on me now. You were in need of help and someone to lean on. I, of all people, get that, Joy. So whatever reason you had for marrying Nate won’t ruffle my feathers in the slightest. If it has anything to do with what happened today, you should tell me, don’t you think? ’Cause he isn’t talking, and that’s not going to fix anything.”

“My father-in-law has been stealing my ranch hands. Ever since Bradley died, he’s been at me to hand over the ranch and let him take over.” It still hurt on an emotional level that she was treated like an interloper. “The last time he came over to the ranch and threatened me, Nate kicked him out. Said that he’d call you if Ryan came back, but he didn’t seem to care.”

“And that’s what he should do, call me. But that doesn’t explain what happened today.”

“Ryan’s come up with a new will.”

Rory frowned. “Have you had it checked out? Made sure he isn’t bluffing?”

“Nate and I spoke to Sadie, and she wants us to fight it.” Toby climbed down from her lap, restless at being held onto.

Rory leaned back and folded his arms. “Damn right you should. I smell something funny here and I don’t like it.”

She tucked a curl behind her ear and watched Toby inch his way to the desk, his little fingers twitching to touch something. “He has a reputation as a bully. All I need to do is find someone who can say he pushed his mother-in-law to change her will when she didn’t want to and we can use that in court. Otherwise, I don’t think we have any hope of keeping our home. Nate will have married me for nothing.”

Toby walked around the side of the desk and reached for the sheriff’s hat, but Joy stopped him. “Don’t touch, baby.”

“It’s only a hat, Joy. Can’t come to any harm.” He placed it on the boy’s head and laughed when it covered half his face. “Bit too big for you, little cowboy.”

“He loves Nate’s hat too.”

Rory looked back at her. “Do you think Nate would’ve started that fight?”

“No, I don’t, least not without good cause. Sadie told us to be careful and not do anything that could reflect on us in court. Even with the boys goading him, I doubt he’d lift a finger and ruin our case before we started unless he had good reason.”

“Now that I know what’s going on, I can see where this came from.” He stood up, took his hat back, and popped it on his head. “Listen, you go do whatever it is you need to do for an hour or so. Get coffee or shop, call on a friend. I’m going to have a chat with Nate and the boys. See if we can work it out.”

Joy stood up and grabbed Toby’s hand. “Thank you, Sheriff.”

“Call me Rory. And something else, too. My father went to school with Ryan, same era. I’ll ask around and see if he knows anything. I’m not saying I can help, but there’s no way I’m letting him run my cousin and his lovely wife off of their land if I can help it.” He opened the door and let her walk out before him. “You call me if he shows up again, you hear?”

“Thanks, Rory.”


Chapter Sixteen


Nate looked up and squared his shoulders as the sheriff approached his cell.

“Time you and I had an honest chat, wouldn’t you say, Nate?” Rory sat down on the bunk opposite him.

“Nothing to say.” He looked past the sheriff to another cell and met Leroy’s pain-filled gaze. One eye had swollen shut and he had blood on his lip. He ran his tongue over his own fat lip and tasted the blood. “Done talking. Just charge me and get it over and done with.”

“Nope. I spoke to Joy.”

What the heck had he gone and done that for? “She doesn’t need this kind of crap.”

“Oh, I agree, but here you sit.” Rory leaned back, lifted his foot, and rested it on his other knee. “Now, the way I see it, you two are in a bit of a pickle and you need a solution to the problem. Thing is, using your fists isn’t the best way to go about it. Seems to me you and Joy need to be clever, not stupid.”

“Only stupid thing she did was to marry me. Would’ve been better letting her father-in-law help her out. Run the ranch for her so Toby could grow up with family around. Least that way, he might let her stay in the house.” He dropped his head in his hands. He’d thought about it, thought about what Leroy said. Maybe she was being melodramatic, thinking she had no choice but to marry him. What if the opposite was true? Had she even considered her father-in-law’s proposal, or just dug her heels in at the first hint of a takeover?

Nate and Joy need to chat, clear the air, and make sure he had the facts. Then he’d make up his mind as to whether or not she would be better off without him.
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He walked out into the sunshine and shaded his eyes with his hat.

“Man, I’m sorry about this. Wasn’t how I planned on spending most of my day.” Leroy stood beside him, his brother a couple of paces back.

“I need you to tell me something truthfully, Leroy. Was your father ever going to let Joy stay on the ranch, or was it always his intention to kick her off?”

Leroy glanced back at his brother and leaned in. “I had it in my mind that he was going to let her stay, but once she got to being so damned difficult, his manner changed. He got as stubborn as all heck, and now I don’t know if things can ever go back to how they were.”

“Not even for Toby?” How could anyone not love that little boy?

“I’d like to think the kid could bring this family back together. Bradley’d be ashamed of us all if he could see us now. Not dead much more’n a year and we’re at each other’s throats.”

Nate folded his arms and looked down at his scuffed boots.

“And then along comes Nate Hansen to stir the pot.” Leroy whistled. “Yes, sir. Didn’t that put the old man’s back up. Like a red rag to a bull that was.”

Guilt crawled up his throat. If he hadn’t been so desperate, things might not’ve come to this today. He should back down and let Joy be taken care of by her family.

“Nate!” He looked up and brightened at the relief on Joy’s face.

He was such a dog for considering his need for a job over what might be best for Joy and Toby. She ran across the road with Toby in her arms, her bright spring dress flapping around her legs.

She wrapped her arm around his shoulders and Toby launched into his arms. “Thank goodness.” She hung onto him for a moment before moving back and turning her gaze on her brothers-in-law. “I’m ashamed of you two. How could you?”

“Now, look here, Joy. Don’t go blaming us for everything. Nate was pretty quick with his fists, too, ya know.” Leroy took a step back, held up his hands.

“And why would that be, do you think? Wouldn’t be because you’re here doing your father’s dirty work, would it?” She sneered. “And to think I thought you two were on my side. Should’ve known better.”

Leroy looked ashamed. “Yeah, we should know better. But he’s our pa.”

“No, me. I should’ve known better than to trust you two. Bradley thought so much of his brothers, and you’ve let him down by doing this.”

Nash, the younger brother piped up, “Hey, give us a fair crack here. If’n you hadn’t gone and married Nate, Pa would’ve let you stay in the house. You know that. He just wants to do what’s best for everyone. You included.”

Joy snorted. “Sure. By running me off the place. Stop and think for yourself, Nash, and stop parroting your father’s words. He’s being a stubborn pig, and that’s all I’m going to say right now. I want to get my husband home.” She hooked an arm through Nate’s. “I’ll give you a lift over to the stock feed merchant and you can collect your truck.”

“What about us?” Nash glanced at her hopefully.

“Walk. It’ll give you time to think about your actions.” She dragged Nate across the street to her car without a backward glance.
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“You’re wrong, Nate. He had no intention of letting me stay in the house. Much as told me so to my face the first time I accused him of stealing my ranch hands.”

“The boys seem to think he will. They’re on your side, believe it or not. Damn stupid fools are under his thumb though.” He held a cold cloth on his swollen eye.

“Told you he was a bully, didn’t I?” She spooned gravy over the steaming biscuits and pushed his plate toward him, then dealt with Toby’s meal.

“And for what it’s worth, I don’t trust them either.”

Nate put the cloth down and breathed in the aroma, his mouth watering, but his mind warred with his stomach. His thoughts won out.

“I’ve had time to think, Joy.”

She sank into her seat. “Don’t look at me like that, Nate, please.”

He leaned his elbows on the table and took her hand. “Look, Leroy told me that since you married me, Ryan has upped his game to get you out. He reckons that if I weren’t involved, things would go better for you.”

She laughed and waved a hand over her face. “Whew. You had me going there for a moment.” Joy cackled so much Toby clapped his hands and joined in.

How could the woman be so jovial when he wanted to discuss dissolving their marriage and setting her up for a better life? He’d never understand how a woman’s mind worked. “Seriously, stop it. This isn’t funny. Because I’m married to you, he’s going to fight you tooth and nail. You’d be better off without me complicating things. Don’t you think?”

Joy wiped a finger under her eye, erasing the tears of laughter. “They’re sucking you in, Nate. No way on God’s earth is Ryan going to let me stay here, no matter what I offer him. I know that man better than you do. And the boys are feeding you a line of horseshit too. They were on my side when we were in high school, but Daddy holds the purse strings and they do what he says. You mark my words. If you walk away, he’ll push harder, thinking I’m easier game without you around.” She composed herself and cut into her steak. “Nope. We go ahead as planned and fight it out in court. No more of what happened today, you hear me? Walk away in future; let them stew. I don’t want you getting suckered into their lies.”

“You sure this is the right thing, Joy? I don’t want to make things worse for you than they already are.” Nate couldn’t dislodge the knot that filled his gut.

The last thing he wanted to do was turn his back on either Joy or Toby. He’d become very fond of both of them, and he already loved the ranch like it was his own. But fair was fair. If leaving her would save her future, Nate was prepared to walk away.

Ask him a year or so ago if he’d be quite so willing to sacrifice his living to improve someone else’s chances of success, the answer would’ve been a resounding no.

“Stop worrying and leave it to Sadie. I think she’s going to get things sorted out.” She put down her steak knife and helped Toby to scoop up the small pieces of vegetables in gravy with his spoon. “You don’t know that family like I do. Any show of compassion on his part is just a lie.”

“If you’re sure. I don’t want to go messing up any chance you and Toby have of staying in your home. I’m sure Bradley wouldn’t have wanted that.”

Her eyes misted and she gave him a wobbly smile. “You’re nothing like your reputation, Nate Hansen. That man would never have given a damn about a widow and her child, no matter what was on offer.”

Pride bloomed in his chest. The man he used to be embarrassed him now that he looked back. “You’re not a widow anymore, Joy. You’re my wife, and I’m responsible for the two of you.”

“And I appreciate that, Nate. It’s nice knowing someone has my back when I need them.”

Would she think the same thing if she knew he’d wanted to reconnect with her sister before Joy had offered him a better deal? Crease was right. Nate did look like a gold digger.

Toby banged on his high chair with his spoon and giggled.

“Yes, little man, I love you too.” It was true. Little Toby had wiggled his way into Nate’s heart without even trying, and he’d miss him terribly if things went wrong. “Eat your dinner and I’ll give you a bath while your mom has five minutes to herself.”

“How about I tidy up and make coffee? We can sit out on the front porch and look for shooting stars while Toby plays with his toys before bed. The sky’s still enough to see clear across America tonight. I haven’t had the heart to go looking for a dream until now.”

Surely she didn’t mean he’d made her see life was worth living again? Nobody had ever given him this much ownership on a relationship before. Most of that being his own fault because he didn’t want to risk his heart and end up like his mom, alone and wounded. Being with Joy felt different than anything he’d ever experienced before.

“When my brothers and I went camping down by the river, we used to watch for stars. We’d line up our sleeping bags, hunker down, and see who could stay awake the longest. I never did manage to find a shooting star of my own. Jethro always seemed to be the lucky one. I used to think I was cursed. Least, that’s what he’d tell me the following morning when I woke up, annoyed with myself for falling asleep again and missing it.”

“I think your luck is about to change, Nate.”

It already had, more than he could’ve imagined. Nate had to protect what Bradley left behind. The urge to make Bradley proud of him was mixed in with very real emotions about stepping into the dead man’s shoes.

Either way, Nate had a job to do and he wasn’t prepared to give it any less than his best shot. Even when walking away still might be the best thing.

A short time later, Nate kissed Toby good night. The toddler’s thick lashes rested on his chubby cheeks, and held in his tight little fists was the straggly rabbit he’d taken to carrying around at bedtime.

“That was easy.” Joy turned off the bedside lamp and followed Nate out of the bedroom toward the front porch.

“He was tired before his head hit the pillow. I didn’t think he’d be awake past the first couple of pages of his bedtime story.”

“You’re so patient with him, Nate. It’s wonderful to see. Thank you for being so kind to my little boy.”

He put a hand on her shoulder and she leaned into him. “Who wouldn’t be kind to him? He’s super cute and such a character. I like Toby a lot.” And he wanted him to have better memories of growing up than he had.

Her smile faltered for a moment and then she grabbed his hand. “Come with me. I’ve set us up on the front lawn.” Joy pulled him down the steps and out to where she’d laid blankets and pillows. She dropped to her knees and tugged on his hand. “Come on, get comfortable. The sky is full of stars tonight just waiting to put on a show for us.”

Anticipation rolled in his gut, and Nate dropped down to the blanket and lay on his back, his head cushioned by the pillows Joy had pulled from their bed. He put his hands behind his head, marveling at the milky waves brightening the dark night sky. “Something about a starry night. Makes you feel like the tiniest speck of light in a huge ocean. It used to scare me when I was little. I was terrified of getting sucked up into a void of stars. I didn’t understand how the universe worked. Probably why I didn’t mind falling asleep early.”

“It’s an amazing work of nature, that’s for sure.” Joy wriggled closer so their bodies touched. “Bradley always said that if Mother Nature intended for us to mess with her design, she would’ve done it herself to begin with. Guess that’s why he was so much into the organic movement. Liked to see things work with nature, not against it.”

“I can see where he was coming from. The way we run the world though, doesn’t always work out to be profitable or easy. Guess it’s a fine balancing act.”

“Much like a marriage.” Joy rolled over onto her side and slid her arm over his belly, sending waves of energy through his body. “I know what you’ve been thinking, Nate. I can read your face. Don’t use Ryan as an excuse to tear us apart when things are just getting started. You and me, we have a future if we let it happen. I know we do.”

Nate turned toward her; the stars reflected in her eyes. “I want to believe that too, Joy. Thing is, I’ve learned never to expect anything because it only ends in disappointment.”

She pouted. “You shouldn’t think that way. Haven’t you heard that if you think positive, you’ll draw that energy to you?” She swiped her tongue over her bottom lip. His pulse spiked. “If I didn’t think that way, do you think I would’ve ever done what I did? I had to believe that a marriage between us would work, that you’d be a good father for Toby.”

Nate unfolded his hands from behind his head and wrapped his fingers around hers. “Way I figure it, less I believe in dreams, the less I’ll get hurt.” He squeezed. “Don’t want to try to disillusion you, Joy, but real life isn’t all pretty stars, hearts, and flowers. You should know that anyway.”

“Don’t you think I already know that? Losing my husband wasn’t anything I would’ve chosen to go through. But here’s the difference between you and me, Nate. I loved him, always had, but instead of seeing myself as a poor widow with a child and a ranch I couldn’t handle, I choose to see myself as the lucky woman who had the most incredible husband possible. Even for that short time, I was blessed. More so when Toby came along. Sure, things are rough now, but I’m a glass half full kind of girl.” She wriggled over more and rested her cheek against his chest. “What if I’d never had Bradley or Toby? Look what I would’ve missed out on. Imagine going through life knowing what might’ve been if only my attitude had been different. Imagine what I would’ve had to endure if all I thought about were the negatives in my life.”

He swallowed. She spoke words of wisdom. What if he started thinking the same way? Would that make their marriage a loving stable one or would he still be the guy who didn’t deserve a wife and family because his normal routine was to flit through life and women without thought?

“I can hear your brain ticking, Nate. You think you don’t deserve better, but you do. We all do.”

She made sense; still, it was hard to let go of his old ideas and move on. Harder yet to open his heart to the possibility that someone might love him for himself.

A movement from the corner of his eye snagged his attention. A bright shooting star streaked across the sky. He bolted up, pointed to the sky, his other arm around Joy. “Look. Look at that.” He pulled her close. “My first shooting star. I don’t believe it.” He wanted to shout out loud, share the joy of such a simple pleasure. To feel, just once, like he was worthy of what Joy was offering him. But a niggle made him pause.

“You have to make a wish. You know, wish on a star,” she urged.

A wish. He could wish for anything he wanted. Didn’t mean it would come true, but it was nice to believe if only for a moment.


Chapter Seventeen


Nate cracked his whip and hurried the cattle through the pasture. He wanted to separate the heifers and calves to do a general health check, something Joy hadn’t been able to manage on her own. He kicked his horse gently and pushed them through the gate and into the smaller pasture.

After he shut the gate, he took off his hat and wiped the sweat on his forehead with the dusty bandanna around his neck.

“Looks like you’re finally doing some hard work for once in your life.”

He perked up. “Crease, what’re you doing here?” He’d better not be here to give him another lecture.

Crease shrugged and climbed up on the fence, swung his legs over, and placed his butt down. “Thought I’d come and see what you’re doing. See if you need any help.”

Nate nudged the horse over to the fence. It sniffed at Crease’s shirt and then snorted.

“Thanks.” His little brother wiped his hands over his shirt. “Can’t you teach this animal some manners?”

Nate leaned on his pommel and grinned. “Never did manage it with you. Not gonna happen with the horse, I suspect.” He loosened the reins and the animal dropped its head to nibble on the grass. “What’s going on, really?”

His little brother blushed under his hat. He’d never been able to keep a secret or hide his emotions.

“Talk around town.”

Nate’s heart sank. It was bound to happen, but still, he’d thought the local folks would at least give him credit for standing up when Joy needed someone. “Do tell.”

“Old man Mitchell says you’re a thief. Stole his poor dead wife’s momma’s ranch and he’s gonna take you to court and get it back.”

“Maybe, maybe not.” The horse swiped at flies with its tail and shook its hindquarters.

“He’s saying some pretty mean things about Joy, too. Things no man should be saying.” Crease chewed on his lip. “Real mean stuff, Nate.”

“Spit it out.” He listened, his anger building as Crease repeated what he’d heard.

“You can’t go facing off with him, not really.”

“Oh, and why is that? I ought to ride into town and knock some manners into that man, despite what I promised the sheriff.” He gripped the pommel of his saddle tighter to keep his seat.

“’Cause you’ll make things worse. Least that’s what Sadie is saying.” He wiped a hand over his face and tilted his hat back, staring at Nate. “Said I shouldn’t tell you because you’ll only burr up, and that won’t help Joy.”

Nate looked out over the ranch, focused on the hills on the horizon topped with early snow. The gall of the man, saying things like that about family. Oh, Nate knew why he was saying it. Trying to get him to retaliate and cause a ruckus, make things easier when it came to court by dirtying his name. It wouldn’t take much to sway the judge if Nate came out fighting. While not technically damaging, it would go a long way to making the judge think Joy had taken the wrong path by marrying him when she had family ready and willing to step in and help her. It’d cast seeds of doubt in the court’s mind.

At least, that was what Sadie thought would happen. The agenda she called it. If Ryan could prove that Joy was better off with family by her side, the new will might hold the winning hand if he was willing to let her stay on the ranch.

“What’re you going to do?”

Nate looked back at Crease. “Nothing. I have a job to do here and I’m going to do it. If you’ve got nothing better to do, you can help me.”

Crease’s face lit up. “Sure thing. What can I do?”

“We’re doing a general health check. I want to feed the heifers with calves through the cattle race and give them all a good going over. Check out the ones who haven’t dropped their calves yet as well. Mark any that might need a better look at and run them into the round yard for now. You up to it?”

“Heck, yeah.”
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“I had a visitor today.” The excitement in Sadie’s voice made Joy sit up.

“Yes?”

“Mr. Watson, Sr. He went to school with Ryan and had some interesting things to tell me. Said I should talk to one of the retired doctors about how he treated his wife and mother-in-law and see how that affected her mental well-being.”

“Do you think he’ll tell you? Isn’t there client privilege or something that prohibits a doctor talking about clients?”

“Yes, but only if that client is alive. I’m not asking him about her medical history per se. What I want is someone of note like a doctor who can tell me if he witnessed any parental abuse or coercion between them. I think it’s all we’ll need to overturn this latest will.”

Joy’s heart beat faster. If only it were this simple.

Sadie continued, “I didn’t know Bradley’s grandmother, but I can’t for the life of me understand why she’d leave the ranch to him and then turn around and change her will if what people are saying is true.”

“She didn’t like her son-in-law that much. It was pretty obvious to me and Bradley. We moved in here and looked after her before she passed on. Never had a good word to say about him, from what I remember. Mind you, he could’ve done his dirty work when I wasn’t home. I worked in the bar until I got too big with Toby. She’d passed away by then though.” Joy wiped her fingers over the smudge on the doorframe. Toby’s sticky fingerprints were everywhere, it seemed. “Anyway, if the doctor can help, that’s wonderful. I don’t want to lose the ranch, Sadie. Not after everything Bradley went through.”

“I know, honey. I understand that. But I’ve been in touch with the lawyer who drew up the last will, and he insists that the will is legit. His client wants to go ahead with court proceedings if you don’t voluntarily hand over possession of the ranch. I suspect more to make you a laughingstock than anything else because there’s a really good chance you’ll lose unless we find some compelling evidence that backs up your case.”

“Hand it over?” She slid down to sit on the small toddler chair near the door.

“Which I told him you will not do. I don’t care how much he tries to bully you, you stay put until the court rules on this. Do you hear me, Joy?”

She closed her eyes and took a fortifying breath. “Yeah, I hear ya.” Fancy thinking he could scare her off.

So typical of the bully he was. Trouble was, the more this dragged on, the more she wanted to give in. She’d lose the ranch, but along with that would go the money worries, the constant headache that set in by five p.m. Waking up before the sun, wondering how the heck she was going to get the work done and take care of her son at the same time. As much as it would hurt to walk away, some days it seemed like the easiest thing to do. No more battles. She was tired of fighting.

But Joy wasn’t going to say that out loud to anyone, even her lawyer. Certainly not after telling Nate how much of a glass half full kind of girl she was.

“Right. I’m going to go visit the doctor and I’ll let you know how it goes. Have you had a chance to look for any letters or diaries that may have belonged to Bradley’s grandmother? I need anything you can find, Joy.”

She’d forgotten she’d promised to look in the old bookcases loaded with magazines and journals, old stock records, and a mismatch of books that Bradley couldn’t bear to part with. So much of his grandmother’s belongings had become their own when she passed away.

“I’ll do it now, promise.” Once she fed Toby some lunch, she’d go room to room and then try up in the attic if she had no success. There had to be something somewhere they could use to prove the old lady had every intention of leaving her ranch to Bradley.

Sadie hung up and Joy leaned around the corner of the door and stared at the jumble of books in the lounge. Two great, hulking bookcases filled to overflowing with books and magazines they couldn’t stand to throw out when Gran went into the hospital for the last time. So much to go through, but would it give her anything to save the ranch?


Chapter Eighteen


“Take a walk with me outside.” Nate grabbed Joy’s hand and pulled her up off the floor of the lounge where she sat surrounded by dusty old books and a mess of loose papers. Since lunch, she’d been going through the books, pulling out loose pages, only stopping to make dinner. He wanted her to have a break if only for a short time.

“But Toby…”

“Is fast asleep already. Crease wore him out. Nothing is going to wake that little guy.”

A hint of color touched her cheeks. “I should keep going here.”

“How about I take Toby into town with me tomorrow and you can do more then? Have to order more ear tags for the calves we sorted through today. Only a couple left in the barn and its not going to do the number we have. Does that work for you?”

“Okay.”

Nate pulled her away from the pile of old books and dragged her out the front door, across the porch, and over to the post and rail fence. He turned his back to it and pulled her into his arms. Joy leaned against him, her breath warm on his chest.

“What did you want to talk about?” She fiddled with a button on his shirt.

“I wanted to tell you about what Crease heard in town today.”

She slumped in his arms. “Don’t tell me. I’m a horrible person, a slutty girl for marrying you, and my father-in-law is going to run us out of town because I cheated him out of the ranch. How did I do?” She pulled away and looked at him, hurt in her eyes.

“Yeah, about right. But that’s not what I wanted to say.” He swallowed, stared past her, and took a breath. “I care about you, Joy.”

She smiled in the low evening light. “I care about you, too, Nate.”

“And that’s why I think you should rethink the idea of taking up his offer of help.” The last thing he wanted was to see her run off the ranch if there was another way out of it.

Joy grabbed his face in her hands and placed her lips on his. The smell of coconut and strawberries teased his senses, while the softness of her lips resonated through his brain, a warm fuzz building in his gut. He slid his arms around her slim waist and pulled her closer. For the second time in months, his body reacted with a will of its own. Her fingers moved into his hair, tugging him closer as she opened her mouth to him.

Nate’s hands slid to her butt encased in denim. A moan escaped her lips as he rolled his hips against hers. This was his wife, and he had every right to kiss her. So why did it feel wrong?

He pushed her away and held her at arm’s length. “I’m sorry.”

Joy bit her bottom lip, confusion in her eyes. “What’s really going on, Nate? You bring me out here under the stars, kiss me, and I know there’s a connection between us. You can see it as much as I can, so what the heck are you pushing me away for?”

He winced at the pain in her voice. How could he tell her he didn’t feel worthy taking her dead husband’s place? It made sense to him, if he didn’t question himself too much. Having to explain it to Joy made it sound like an excuse.

“You’re overthinking things. I can tell.” She cupped his cheek and ran her thumb over the bristle on his cheek. “Bradley was the same. Nothing was black and white to him. Always had to dissect things and torment himself over his decisions.” She gave a throaty laugh. “You know, those lines between your eyes gives you away.”

He rubbed at the spot. “Do you blame me?”

Joy leaned in further and wrapped her arms around his neck. “What happened today to give you this much angst, Nate?”

His arms went around her again and she snuggled against him. “Crease told me about the gossip in town. Ryan’s been spouting off about you, like I said, and it got me to thinking.”

“We’ve been through this before. He’s going to do everything he can to get me off this ranch. He’s a bully, Nate, plain and simple. He doesn’t need the land.” She blew out a breath. “God knows this little parcel of a ranch won’t do squat for his production. Not even the water I have will make that much difference to him.” She frowned and stared at him. “Did you know this ranch was Grandma’s before she married Grandpa?” Joy squared her shoulders. “She inherited it from her pa before Grandpa was even a person of interest to her. She worked hard to keep it, too. Brought up their three girls here, and when Grandpa started buying up more land and wanted to move into a bigger house, she kept this place going, separate from Grandpa’s. Almost like she had an inkling that it was going to be her safe place.”

“Why would she need one?” Nate held her against him while she talked.

“Because Ryan married the eldest girl and started pushing his weight around before Grandpa died. Grandma knew what he was like, and no matter what she did, he went his own merry way and railroaded everyone, including his wife. Bradley said Grandpa thought he was just spirited and keen. He was proud of the way he came into the family with nothing and worked hard.”

“Guess you can’t complain when someone works hard. It’s what this country is built on.”

“Yeah, I get that, but she could see something he couldn’t. Grandpa was poorly a lot of the time, and it was easy for him to let Ryan take the reins and run the ranch. When he died, Grandma moved back here against Ryan and her daughter’s wishes. She paid him no mind and left him to run the family ranch. Being as he was the only son-in-law, she didn’t seem to care. Anyway, when Bradley was born, he seemed to gravitate to her and spent a lot of time here. I guess she thought it made sense to leave him something being as he was the eldest grandchild and his brothers would get their share of the big ranch anyway.”

“I wonder if it goads Ryan that he never got his hands on this parcel, or is it more that he never got the upper hand on his mother-in-law?”

Joy rested her head against his chest. “Bit of both, I suspect.”

He held her closer. “After what you’ve been through, you deserve to have an easier life. Ryan throwing his weight around doesn’t leave a nice taste in my mouth.”

“He’s not going to win if I have anything to say about it.” Joy looked into his face. “When you go into town tomorrow, can you take some papers to Sadie for me?”

He sucked in a breath. “Have you found something?”

She pursed her lips. “Yes but no. Nothing that will blow Ryan out of the water but little hints at how manipulative he was. Just side notes, really, in letters she’d written to Bradley that he kept. I’m still hoping for the wow factor, but I don’t know if I’m going to find it.”

“Keep looking. Anything to help you win this case is worth having.”

A dreamy look came over Joy. “So is that the end of you hinting about leaving me because it’s better for us?”

“I’m still arguing with myself about that. Heck, I love it here, like being with the two of you. It’s not like I’ve had a real family before, you know. I don’t want to lose this, but at the end of the day, this is about you guys and I’ll do what’s right for everyone involved, regardless of what I want.”

“Nate Hansen. You’re a good man. Don’t let anyone tell you different.”

Coming from her, that comment made his heart swell with pride. “I’m just doing what I can. I can’t help that I’m falling for you, Joy.”

“Just don’t go breaking my heart, Nate. I couldn’t live with that happening again in this lifetime.”

This time when he kissed her, she didn’t break away from him. His lips trailed kisses down her cheek, across her jaw, and down her throat, waking up sensations in his own body he hadn’t had for far too long. His body screamed for love and his heart called for someone to treat him gently. A broken heart twice in a lifetime would be too much for her to bear, he knew. Just as he knew being rejected would kill something he’d been too scared to let grow. Nate wanted to feel and be loved as much as he wanted to give it.


Chapter Nineteen


“Morning, Ms. Emily.” Nate pushed open the door of the law office, Toby on his hip, and strolled up to her desk.

“Well, good morning, Nate. Hi there, Toby. Don’t you look just like the cutest little cowboy today?”

“He’s pretty cute, all right. We stopped and bought him his own hat. He’s been hankering for one ever since I’ve known him.” He dropped the envelope on the desk and patted the white hat on his stepson’s head. “You like it, don’t you, pal?”

Toby giggled and patted his hat. “Mine.”

“My goodness, it’s so good to see the happiness on that child’s face, Nate. Thank heavens his momma has you now.”

Nate puffed out his chest. “Thank you, ma’am. I appreciate your kind words.” Even if he still couldn’t quite convince himself he was worthy enough. He fumbled his thanks as he put Toby down.

Emily frowned. “Well, why be so surprised? Just ’cause you were a bit of a hellion growing up doesn’t mean you don’t have a good heart. Even I could see you just needed someone to love you.” She reached out and drew Toby toward her, giving him a cuddle. “This little man is so adorable. Now, I’m guessing you want to speak to Sadie?”

“Yes, ma’am. If she’s available, that is.” He shifted his feet. “Uh, Joy told me to make sure I said hello from her. She’s busy at home trying to find more information for Sadie.”

“Sadie has someone with her but won’t be too long. You can wait or go do some chores and come back.”

“I have to go to the produce store, so how about I do that and then come by before I go home? You can hand her these papers from Joy though in the meantime. I’m pretty sure she knows what they are.”

Emily gave them a cursory glance and then tickled Toby under the chin until he threw himself back in her arms, giggling. “You can leave this little guy with me. I have some cookies in the back that he’s going to love. How about that, Toby? Do you want one of my shortbread cookies?”

“Oh no, you don’t have to do that. I can take him with me; it’s no bother.”

Emily frowned at Nate. “Now you listen here, Nate. This young man is one of my favorite people and I’d love to give him some morning tea. Why, his momma wouldn’t mind, I’m sure.”

“No, she wouldn’t. She thinks the world of you.”

“So let me play babysitter for half an hour or so while you do your business. When you get back, Sadie will be ready to see you.”

Nate reached out to Toby. “You be a good boy now, ya hear? Ms. Emily is going to look after you while I go do my chores, but I’ll be back soon.” He adjusted the straw hat and stepped back.

Toby waved his pudgy little hand as Nate left the office. He jumped in his truck and drove across town to the produce store, mentally marking off what else he needed besides cattle tags. Inside the store, shelf upon shelf was loaded with anything he could possibly need on the ranch. Right now he couldn’t afford most of it. He walked over to the counter and waited his turn, flicking through a magazine while the owner served the customer in front of him.

“Nate. What can I do for you?”

Nate tipped his hat. “Mr. Beale. I need ear tags for some calves.”

“Right. Well, Bradley has his own we used to order for him. Did you want to go with those or do you want to change things now you’re in charge?” The shop owner stared at him, a blank expression on his face.

“I ain’t gonna change anything. Let’s go with what they usually have. How long to get them in?” He would not let anyone make him feel bad about stepping up for Joy and Toby.

A smile touched Mr. Beale’s face. “I’m glad to hear it. He worked hard on that place to get it where it is today. Hate to see things change after all he went through.” He pulled out an order book and opened it. “How many are you after? We do them in lots of one hundred.”

“Not sure how many cows are going to calf, to be honest. Still bringing them in.”

Mr. Beale leaned on the counter. “Last order, Bradley did two hundred. Why not stick with that, and if you need more, just give me a call? Only takes about seven days to get them in. That do for you?”

Relieved, Nate nodded his head. “Sure, thanks.”

“Good to see you’re doing something with your life at last, Nate. Your grandpa would be proud of you.”

The words “better late than never” hung in the air. “Thanks. Man has to grow up sooner or later, right?”

Hands slid around his waist and dove into the front of his jeans. Nate whipped around, ready to fight, instinct kicking in before his brain had a chance to think things through.

“What the hell?”

A familiar curvaceous brunette laughed as he grabbed for her.

“Nate, careful.” They stumbled together and landed in a heap on the wooden floorboards. She cried out as she hit the ground with Nate on top of her. He rolled off, desperate to put distance between them.

Red talons reached for him, gripping his arm. He couldn’t shake her loose. “Don’t be like that, lover. It’s been too long, but we can make up for it.”

“What the heck do you think you’re doing, Cassie?”

“Just getting what’s mine, and about time, too. I’ve missed you, Nate.” She leaned up and gripped his face with her other hand, her fingers digging into his cheeks.

“Let me go, or so help me…” He hadn’t hit a woman yet, but if she kept this up, there was no telling what might happen.

She dug her fingers in more as he scrabbled to find his feet. “Let me go, Cassie. This is your last warning.”

“Or what, Nate? You’ll hurt me? Can’t hurt me any more than you already have.”

He grabbed her hand and tore it from his face but missed the backhand that came his way. “Ow!” He pushed her away and she hit the floor, a cry of pain ringing in his ears.

Nate got to his feet and backed away, leaned on the counter. Mr. Beale had a blank stare on his face. “What? You think I brought her in here?” Nate shook his head as footsteps came toward him.

Ryan Mitchell and his two sons strolled into the shop, convenience written all over it.

“You set this up.”

Ryan smiled, shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Nate. The boys and I have business in here. Seems to me you’re in a spot. Anything I can do to help?” He reached out a hand and dragged Cassie to her feet, his eyes wandering over the low-cut top she wore, the tiny denim shorts that barely held her butt in. A lecherous gleam came into his eyes.

“You all right here, miss? Anything I can do to help?” He pulled out a handkerchief and passed it to her.

She wiped at her face, crocodile tears welling in her eyes. “He threatened me. All I did was get excited to see him again and he threw me to the ground and hit me.” The tears flowed and Nate’s heart sank.

Mr. Beale shook his head and held his hands open wide as if to say, what, I never saw a thing. “Was busy writing your order down, Nate.”

Nate wiped his cheek and brought away a bloody hand. A nail gouge stung his right cheek.

He turned back to his sister-in-law. “I didn’t hit you and you know it. You came in here, launched yourself into me, and unbalanced us. We both landed on the floor because of it. Nothing more to it than that.”

One of the boys put his arm around her, and she cried into his shoulder while Ryan looked on, a satisfied smirk on his face.

“I think we should call the sheriff, don’t you, Ms. Cassie?”

“Now listen here—”

“No. You listen for a change, Nate Hansen. Everyone knows your reputation around this town. You’re nothing but a male whore and a money grubber. How the heck you got your claws into my poor daughter-in-law is beyond me. Turned her into a selfish person who refuses to listen to reason. If it weren’t for you, Joy’d have plenty of help from me and the boys, but you had to go putting your nose in where it wasn’t wanted and now look what’s happened. And now you go around hurting women ’cause your head has got too big for your damned hat.”

“That’s crap. You set this up to try to get me to leave Joy. Just so you can dig your claws into her and take away the ranch. You’re not going to win, you slimy bastard. Not if I can help it.” Nate picked up his hat, slapped it against his leg, and jammed it on his head as he walked out.

“You’re not going anywhere until the sheriff gets here.”

“Fuck you. Out of my way.” Nate brushed past him, leaving Ryan stumbling into the wall.
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The front door opened and Toby came running in. “Momma.” He threw himself into her arms. If ever she needed validation this marriage would work, her baby falling for his new father was it. What was it they said about kids and animals? They could tell who the good guys were. Score one for her after the terrible times she’d had recently.

“Hey, baby. Did you have a good time with, Nate?” Nate stood at the door, a glower on his face.

“I’ll be down in the barn if you need me.”

“What did Sadie say?” But she was talking to the closed door. He was gone. “Well, that doesn’t sound good.”

Toby touched his hat. “Hat, Momma. Mine hat.”

She melted as she smiled at him. “Oh, baby, that’s so cute. Who bought you that, Nate?”

“Dada. Hat. Mine.” He pushed away from her and ran down the hall into his bedroom, followed by the sound of toys being pulled from his closet.

But he’d called Nate Dada. Tears welled before she could stop them. Sweet, oh, so sweet. But Bradley should be the one hearing those words.

She sniffled and wiped her hands across her face, fierce in her determination to move on with the family she had now. Nate was a good father for Toby, and she’d honor her dead husband by accepting that life wasn’t fair, that what they’d had for such a short time wasn’t perfect, but there was always hope for a better future.

He’d called Nate Dada.

Joy got to her feet and brushed the dust from the old books off her jeans. Nate was probably cranky because it was lunchtime and she hadn’t given it a thought. She hurried into the kitchen and pulled out the leftovers from last night’s roast. While Toby was happy playing in his room, she’d make a plate of sandwiches and they could go down together and bring Nate up his lunch. And find out what happened in town today. Someone probably had another go at him, looking at the frown on his face. He’d just have to grow a thicker skin until all this was over like she had.


Chapter Twenty


No matter how much he insisted he was fine during lunch, Joy wasn’t buying it. His cheek bore the scar of a fight, and she asked more than once who did it. How could he tell her and not ruin the already rocky relationship she had with her sister? To top it off, it’d be a case of who believed whom. With the Mitchells to back up Cassie, Nate didn’t stand a chance having his side believed. Better to keep his mouth shut.

Joy watched him like a hawk as he ate his roast beef sandwich, and later that night when he came in for dinner she was still trying to figure out what had happened. Ryan was using every dirty trick in the book to bring her down and he’d been caught in the middle. He should’ve seen it coming.

“You gonna sulk all night, or are you going to tell me what happened?” She put down her knife and fork and reached for her water glass, watching him.

He swallowed his mouthful of mashed potatoes and gravy. He could take another bite to give him time to form the words, but it wasn’t worth it. He put down his fork and sat back in his chair just as a loud knock sounded on the kitchen door.

Joy jumped up with a glance at him and went to answer it. Nate wasn’t surprised when the sheriff’s deputy stood there.

“Ma’am. I’m here to see Nate Hansen. Mind if I come in?”

He stood up. “I’m right here. What’s this all about?”

Fear and confusion clouded Joy’s eyes. “Yes, what is this about?”

“There’s been a charge against you for assault, Nate. I’m gonna have to ask you to accompany me to the sheriff’s office.”

Joy gasped. “What? Are you kidding me? Who’s pressing charges and for what?”

Nate put a hand on his wife’s shoulder. “Joy, it’s okay. I’ll sort this out.”

She shrugged him off. “It’s not okay.” She turned back to the deputy. “Who laid charges, Aaron?”

Aaron winced, held his hat between his hands in front of his stomach. “Your sister.”

Joy turned to Nate, her mouth open. “Cassie. Why? What did you do to her, Nate?” The light in her eyes died a little as he watched.

He shook his head. “Nothing. It was all a misunderstanding.”

“A misunderstanding? What kind of misunderstanding with my sister ends with the sheriff asking for your butt in his office?”

Toby started to wail, and Nate stepped toward him but Joy held up her hand. “Don’t. You’ve done enough for one day.”

His heart fell to his feet. She believed the worst, but Nate didn’t blame her. He’d always known he’d fail at being what Joy needed. Everyone who said he was a good guy was wrong.

“Let’s go.” Nate grabbed his hat off the back of the door and stormed out, the deputy behind him, the wail of the little boy he’d come to love ringing in his ears.
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“I don’t know what else to do, Sadie. I didn’t mean to disturb you at home, but I’m scared.”

“Leave it with me. I’ll give Rory a call and see what’s going on. Nate didn’t say anything to you when he got home?”

“No. Let Toby inside and went down to the barn like he was in a bit of a mood. He was quiet over dinner, and then Aaron rocked up and took him away.” Her voice broke.

“Don’t worry. I’ll deal with it and call you back. You sit tight, okay?”

Joy hung up the phone and collapsed in the chair. How could she have been so shocked at what happened? Cassie had lamented her lost relationship with Nate when she found out Joy had married him. Of course she wasn’t going to forgive her sister for taking the man she wanted. Changing her tune and telling Nate to be nice to Joy while she plotted against them. She’d never forgive Cassie. But to go to this much trouble was beyond mean. Joy’d expected more from family. How easily she’d ignored the warning signs. Cassie wasn’t the most subtle man chaser in town. And she’d set her sights on Nate again. How convenient.

Joy should’ve been on Nate’s side, not second-guessed him. How stupid was she for not supporting him after all the pep talks she’d given him.

Joy stood. She wasn’t going to let this derail her marriage. Not by a long shot. She’d made a mistake and now she was going to fix it. “Toby. Come on, baby, we’re going to see your daddy.”

By the time she made it to town, hardly a soul was on the street. Lights and music came from the hotel, but most of the shops were long closed. She parked on the corner outside the sheriff’s office and grabbed Toby from his car seat. She pushed her way through the door and stopped in front of Aaron at the reception desk.

“I’m here to see Nate.”

The deputy looked up, blushing up to his hairline. “Not sure I can let you do that, Joy. Rory made me lock him up for the night. Didn’t say nothing about having visitors.”

“Well, Rory didn’t know I’d be coming in. Come on, Aaron. You know Nate isn’t a bad guy. My sister would’ve made a play for him, not the other way around. You know her reputation.”

Aaron put down the pen and stood. “I do. I also know Nate’s reputation. Everyone does.” He licked his lips. “He’s been charged with assault, Joy.”

She swallowed. “Exactly what does that mean?”

“According to the report I just typed up, he pushed her, causing her to fall heavily.”

Joy closed her eyes. Not what she was expecting. “Right, so she grabbed him, he pushed her, and she landed on the floor on her ass. Do I have that right?”

“I guess that about covers it.”

“And that’s assault? For goodness’ sake, don’t you think that’s a little bit ridiculous? He could charge her with the same only he’s not that stupid.”

Aaron leaned back in his chair. “I don’t make the rules, Joy. Just enforce them.”

Joy let Toby down and he gripped the edge of the counter and watched Aaron. “Nate would’ve been protecting himself, not trying to hurt her. He’s not that man anymore. He’s my husband, and if there’s anything I’ve learned in the few weeks we’ve been married, it’s that he’s changed. He’d no more go chasing my sister than you would.”

The blush deepened and Aaron fumbled. “I reckon you might be right, but the law is the law and Rory said I have to follow it. Someone lays a complaint of assault, I gotta lock him up and let him have his day in court.”

“Are you kidding me? You’re going to keep him here and make him appear in court tomorrow for… for what exactly?”

“Well, Cassie has a bruise on her face and a wrenched arm. Ryan Mitchell claims he saw Nate hit her, and she’s verified that account.”

She folded her arms and gave an overexaggerated sigh. “Oh, well, he’s guilty then. If my scum-ball bully of a father-in-law says Nate did it, who are we to argue? May as well lock the cell and throw away the key. Pretty sure the judge doesn’t even need to bother coming in tomorrow if Ryan is to be believed.”

“No need for that level of sarcasm, Joy.” Aaron stood his ground. “It’s up to the judge to decide who is in the wrong here. And Nate, well, he didn’t want to say much to me, so what choice did I have? Seems to be his thing, not standing up for himself. Makes him look more guilty, if you want my opinion.”

The front door opened. “You’re not paid to give your opinion, Deputy.” Sadie strode into the office, high heels tapping out a tune on the floor. “I’d like to see my client please.”

Aaron gawked at her before he found his voice again. “I’ll have to clear it with the sheriff, ma’am.”

“I already did.”

The phone on the desk rang, and Sadie gave Joy a grin.

“Yes, Sheriff, will do.” Aaron put it back down on its cradle. “Sheriff said you can go in, Sadie. But she has to stay out here.” He gave Joy an apologetic look.

“Why? That’s not fair. Sadie, I need to see him, tell him how much I care.”

Sadie put a hand on her shoulder. “Shush now. Let me go deal with this, and I’ll try and swing you a short visit, okay?”

Joy swallowed and nodded. She grabbed Toby’s hand and led him to the waiting room to sit it out. She wasn’t going home without telling Nate how sorry she was for putting him in this position and for letting him think she didn’t believe him.


Chapter Twenty-One


“Why didn’t you tell Joy what happened? You know this is a setup, right?”

Nate leaned his head back on the concrete wall of his cell. “Yeah, it’s pretty obvious.”

“It’s too late for me to post bail, Nate. I’m sorry, but there you have it. We’re going to have to wait until tomorrow morning unless we can get an early mention on the judge’s docket.”

“Doesn’t matter anymore. Me and Joy are over. She’ll be better off without me. Anyone can see that.”

Sadie leaned her face against the bars. “Nate Hansen, I swear you are as pigheaded as your brother. What is it with you guys?”

He stared at her. How was he supposed to answer that? He’d tried, done his best, but no matter how much he wanted to do better, there was always someone ready to drag him back down again. Made sense to stay where he was, and that way nobody would have expectations he couldn’t live up to.

“Joy is out there in tears, waiting to get you out. What am I supposed to say to her?”

“Tell her I’m sorry, but it’s for the best. She was right about her father-in-law. He’ll stop at nothing to get what he wants. I can’t risk him hurting her or Toby. I want you to talk to Ryan. Tell him that if he’ll let Joy stay on the ranch, I’ll walk. It’ll mean she can relax and not worry so much. Spend the time with Toby, seeing he grows up right, like Bradley wanted.”

“No. No way. I’m not letting you walk away from her. You signed a contract, Nate. A contract I’ll personally hold you to. I know you’re only doing this because you think it’s right. That it’s better for Joy if you’re not around.” She huffed and Nate almost smiled at her ferocity. His brother didn’t stand a chance against Sadie in full fight mode. “What Ryan is trying to do to you two is nothing compared to what I’m going to throw at you if you walk away from her. She’s the best thing that’s happened to you, so get off your stubborn ass and fight for her. Like she’s fighting for you.”

His throat clogged and it was a moment before he could speak. “I saw the look in her eye, heard her ask what I’d done. Even she believes I did wrong, and I don’t blame her one bit.”

“She does not, Nate. Words get mixed up in the heat of the moment; believe me, I know better than anyone. That girl is head over heels in love with you and was probably stunned if you want to know the truth. Having someone arrive at your door to drag away your husband isn’t cohesive for a good conversation. If you can’t see that, you’re blind as well as stupid.” She crossed her arms and gave him daggers. “And if you can’t see how much that little boy has fallen for you, too, you don’t deserve him.”

“I don’t know what to do, Sadie. Please tell me where to go next.” He wiped his sleeve across his face.

“Tomorrow I’ll get you a hearing as soon as I can. In the meantime, you have to sit tight. Those papers Joy brought over aren’t enough to bring up just yet. We need more evidence that Ryan pushed his mother-in-law into changing her will in his favor. As soon as we can get that, I can take it before the judge.”

“Did you speak to her doctor yet?”

She shook her head. “No. He’s offered to see me tomorrow. I’ll try to make that a breakfast meeting. In the meantime, you have to keep your spirits up. I’ll talk to Joy and tell her to keep looking for anything that might help us.” She swiped her tongue around her lips. “Anything I can pass on to her for you?”

Nate swallowed. How did he say he was sorry when he couldn’t even form the words in his own mind? “Tell her I didn’t mean for her to get upset like this.”

“I’ll tell her. She’s outside with Toby, but I don’t think Aaron is going to let her come in and see you.”

“I don’t want her to see me in here anyway.”
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“All rise for the judge.”

Sadie stood and gave Nate a look that made him scramble to his feet. He mumbled sorry as he stood. His mind had been elsewhere.

The judge sat and looked over the courtroom. “What do we have here today that’s so all-fired important, Mrs. Hansen?”

Sadie picked up a sheet of paper and approached him. “Your Honor, we have a grave miscarriage of justice that I couldn’t bear to leave for another day. Your clerk kindly let us in this morning. I do hope you don’t mind.”

He took the paper from her hand and peered over his glasses at Nate. “Mr. Hansen. Last time you were before me it was to get married. A momentous occasion that can’t be topped, I’d say. Let’s hope today isn’t going to change my opinion about you.”

“Your Honor, as you’ll see from the arrest sheet you have before you, Mr. Hansen was charged with assault yesterday. Now, I’d like to set a date for this to be heard as soon as possible, but in the meantime, I’d like Your Honor to set bail. This man needs to be home working his ranch and looking after his wife and stepson. He has no serious priors, and I can assure you he isn’t a flight risk.”

The judge peered over his glasses at Sadie. “But he has been in front of me many times before.”

“That’s true, Your Honor, but you have to understand the circumstances. Mr. Hansen is now a family man with responsibilities that make him a different person to the one you knew in the past.” Sadie walked closer to the bench and lowered her voice. “Sir, I have every reason to believe that this is connected to the case I’ve already discussed with you. I think it’s a tactic by the other side to discredit my client and her husband, but in the meantime, Mr. Hansen needs to be home where he belongs.”

Nate looked back as the courtroom door opened. Joy slid into a back seat, her pale face and dark shadowed eyes making contact with his before sliding to the floor. He was to blame for the grief she was getting from her father-in-law. How long would she be prepared to put up with it and take a chance on him?

“I’d like to think you’re right.” The judge looked up. “Sheriff Watson, what do you have to say about me setting bail?”

“Fine with me, Your Honor. I happen to agree with Mrs. Hansen, but the law is the law. We had to press charges.”

The judge made a note on the pad in front of him.

“Mr. Hansen.”

Nate stood. “Yes, sir.”

“I’m going to grant bail, but you must be careful about what you do until we can set a date. I’d like to run this case alongside the one brought up by Mr. Mitchell, as I feel your lawyer has a point and we owe it the law to make the correct judgment in that case. I’ll reserve judgment until that day. Understood?”

Nate swallowed. “Yes, sir. I ain’t going anywhere I shouldn’t.”

“Pleased to hear it. I’m setting bail at one hundred dollars.” He slammed his gavel down and called for the next case.
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“I’m going to kill you if you ever doubt yourself again. Do I make myself clear, Nate Hansen?”

Tears rolled down her cheeks, but Joy didn’t care. He was free and they had a fighting chance of winning this case.

“But you’d be better off without me. We both know that, no matter how much we try to kid ourselves.”

Joy planted her lips on his and stopped his protests. He didn’t react for a couple of seconds, and then it was as if a dam bad been broken. His lips pressed against hers and his arms lifted her off the ground. Joy slid her legs around his hips and clung to him.

She’d had no plan in place if Nate had refused to talk to her. She’d pinned everything on how he reacted when she finally got to talk to him and touch him.

He broke the kiss and pressed his forehead against hers. “I’m so sorry. Joy, I can’t tell you how much I—”

“Shhh, stop. It’s okay, Nate. I know, I know.”

“Joy. Where did you find this?” Sadie waved the letter at them.

She slid to the ground but kept hold of Nate’s hand. “It was in one of Bradley’s stock record books. One I’d packed away when I made room for Nate’s things in the bedside cabinet.” She swallowed the embarrassment, but nobody seemed to notice. “Last night I was tearing my hair out, trying to think of something, anything, to use against them, when I remembered Bradley used to keep the birthday cards his grandma wrote him. Even when we lived in the same house, she’d write him a letter saying all the things she never could say out loud to him. She wasn’t the kind of person to share her feelings too much.”

“Is it good?” Nate squeezed her fingers.

“It’s better than good. I’m going to take this straight to the judge and ask that he book this case in as soon as he can. I had a breakfast meeting with her old doctor today, and he can corroborate what’s in this letter.”

“You mean we might have a chance now? He won’t be able to kick us out?” How sweet would it be to have a life without this hanging over her head?

“You always had a chance, Joy. Now the odds have gone up considerably in your favor.”

“What about the assault charge?” Nate kept her close.

“I’m going to have a quiet chat with Cassie. If I can talk some sense into her, that is.”

A shadow crossed over them. “Don’t even go there, Sadie. You’ll get your hand slapped by the judge, and I don’t appreciate you doing my job when I have it all under control.” Rory Watson stepped into their circle. “I’ve already asked her to come in again. She and I will work it all out.”

Sadie bristled. “Didn’t seem to get it sorted out last night, Rory. What makes you think you’ll have any luck now?”

He put his hands on his hips and grinned. “Well, see now. My wife told me that you get more bees with honey than with vinegar. I tend to believe her. It also helps that Leroy came in early this morning and had a quiet chat to me.”

Joy gasped. “No. Please tell me he wasn’t on his father’s side.”

“That’s what it sounds like. Doesn’t want to get too involved, and I don’t blame him for that. Ryan can be a nasty piece of work when he wants to, but Leroy did let slip about your sister needing money and that I might want to look into it a bit more so long as I keep his name out of it.”

She held her hands over her face, channeling a deep sense of calm to keep her grounded. “I don’t believe it. After everything we’ve gone through, some good might finally come of all this mess.” Nate pulled her into his chest and hugged her while the others talked around them.

After she calmed down, he said, “I have something to add to that. Leroy hinted that they were prepared to throw a considerable amount of cash my way if I step aside.”

Joy froze in his arms. Surely he wasn’t considering it?

He rubbed her back and sighed. “But I told him where to shove it, of course. I can’t walk away, no matter what my initial thoughts were. I want to stay and fight for what belongs to Joy and Toby. They’re my family now, and he’s not going to push them around anymore. Don’t care how low he gets or what he throws at us.”

Joy turned her face up to him. “About time you came to your senses, Nate.”

“Sorry. Better late than never, I guess.” She snuggled into his chest, a sigh of relief sagging her body.

Moments later, Sadie said good-bye before she headed back to the office.

Joy reached out and grabbed her arm, stopping her for a second. “I’ll come and get Toby soon, promise.”

Sadie grinned. “Emily’s in heaven, so don’t rush. Go have a quiet coffee with your husband and talk things over.” She crossed the road and hurried away.

“You have a short memory, Nate.”

He stiffened at the sheriff’s words. “What are you talking about?”

Rory laughed. “Nothing serious, so get rid of that defensive look. I seem to recall telling you that you two could make this work and not to let anyone derail you. That didn’t work out well, did it?”

“I guess not. But seriously, all I was doing was standing at the counter, ordering ear tags for the calves, and a couple hands wound around my belly and that was it. All hell broke loose.”

“I’m hoping Cassie will confirm what you say. I’ve no doubt Mr. Mitchell is behind it as Leroy says, but you need to listen and listen good. Go home, stay there, and keep out of trouble. Don’t come into town—send Joy—and if anyone from that family comes over to the ranch, call me. This needs to be sorted out, and the sooner the better. Can’t abide bad blood between families. I know what that’s like.”

“Appreciate it, Rory. Come on, Nate. I know Sadie means well by having Emily take care of Toby but I’d rather head home. I don’t want to be around town any more today than I can help.”

“Sounds like a good idea.” Rory tipped his hat and walked away, leaving them alone on the path.

“Nate, take me home please.”


Chapter Twenty-Two


Later that morning, Nate sat in the living room with Joy, and she was loath to break the peace between them even though he had more work to do down at the barn. They’d fed the horses when they got home, and the list of jobs he had in mind to deal with got longer every day, but they needed to talk. Sort out their issues.

“I’m so sorry it came to this, Nate. I didn’t mean for it to go so wrong when I advertised for a husband.”

He slipped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. “You can’t blame yourself, especially not when someone else is involved. He’s a law unto himself, that man.”

She smiled. “Yes, he is. Makes me wonder how I got so lucky with Bradley. He was nothing like his father, thank goodness.”

“Can’t see you married to anyone who would push you around like that.”

A car door slammed and Nate stood up and looked out the window.

“Who is it?” Fear rolled up her spine. Joy had had enough stress for one day. She didn’t think she could take another confrontation without snapping someone’s head off.

“Your sister.” He let the curtain drop down.

Great. Another drama to deal with. If she didn’t love her little sister so much, she would’ve disowned her by now. Joy’d never known anyone who caused so much trouble. “What on earth does she want?”

Nate stood out of the way as the door burst open.

“What the heck do you two think you’re doing?” Cassie stormed in. “You’re such a selfish pig, Joy. You have everything you’ve ever wanted and you still manage to fuck up things for everyone else.”

Joy stood, brushed down her hair, and let her hand down at her side, deliberately spreading her fingers to avoid clenching them in a fist. “What are you going on about?”

Cassie sneered and turned her bitter gaze on Nate. “Him, this ranch. Everything you want, you get.”

“Oh, give it up, Sis. For goodness’ sake, what did I ever do to you? When Mom and Dad died, who looked after you?”

“Don’t go getting all uppity with me, Joy. You know damn well you hampered me more than helped, bossing me around. Not letting me do anything fun. You know I’m not the country type. I like it fine in the city, but did you let me go? No! You made me stay here and get a job with no prospects, and here I am. Still in a job with no hope of anything better while you’re sitting on this place with him.” She glared at Nate again, the curl of her lip higher than the last time.

“You know what, Cassie? Do whatever you want. Move to the city, I no longer care what you do with your life. Hardly my fault you didn’t make the most of your opportunities when you had the chance. If you’d done what Bradley and I suggested and gone to college, things would be looking better for you, but you didn’t. Oh no. You wanted to hang out with your friends, drinking and catting around. Look where that got you. Nowhere.” Joy shook her head. “For years, you’ve been the bitter one, as if the whole world owes you a favor. Well, guess what? It don’t. You make your own luck and decisions. Something I found out the hard way.”

“You righteous cow. You wouldn’t let me make my own decisions up until now. And when I do you go and muck them up.” She threw herself on the couch.

“You’ve got nerve. You plot against me with my father-in-law, set up my husband, accuse him of assault, and then come here expecting us to feel sorry for you? I don’t know where Mom went wrong with you, I really don’t.”

“Girl’s gotta make a living any way she can.”

Nate took a step closer. “If you have something to say to me about our relationship, you bring it to me, understand? You don’t go dragging it out and making it something it wasn’t to get back at your sister for something she didn’t do.”

“Leopard don’t change its spots, Nate. Just ’cause you think you’re better than you are don’t mean it’s true. You enjoyed it, be honest. Once a player, always a player. All put on for show, if you ask me.” She sighed. “Why, I bet if the moment were right, you would’ve dragged me out the back and had your way with me.”

“You have it so wrong, Cassie. I don’t want you. Haven’t for ages.”

Joy had taken a gamble on Nate for all the wrong reasons. As much as her sister wouldn’t agree, Nate’s words gave her the validation she needed.
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He hoped his ears weren’t burning. Nate looked at Joy, who nodded for him to leave. He snuck down the hallway and grabbed Toby and hotfooted it to the barn, tucking his guilty secret away. “You and me, pal, we have men’s work to do.”

Toby pressed his hat on his head. “Men’s work.” He frowned and then grinned. “Damn chick’ns.”

“Your mom hears you saying that all the time, she’ll tell me I’m a bad influence on you. Can’t have that.” He patted the small cowboy on the shoulder. “Want to help me check the horses’ shoes?”

“Yep.” Toby put his hands on his hips and watched as Nate called one of the horses in to the stall. He grabbed Toby and lifted him up onto the rail. “You sit up there and hold on, okay? Don’t want you falling off and getting trampled.”

“No. Want to help.” He spun around and slithered back to the ground before Nate could stop him. His bottom lip jutted out, and Toby folded his arms across his tiny chest.

Oh boy. Didn’t see this attitude coming, but it was kind of familiar. “Toby, you need to do what I say so you don’t get hurt.”

Toby pressed his lips together and shook his head.

Breathe in, count to ten, and come up with something good. Charm or discipline—which worked better for Grandpa with us?

“Let me make you a deal, pal. You do what I say now and I’ll help you get the eggs when we’re done here. Okay?”

Toby eyed him up for a moment then relented. “P’mise?”

“Yeah, buddy. I promise.” He scooped Toby up and placed him on the railing again. How on earth had Grandpa managed three of them? Just one little cowboy was enough to send Nate into a slight panic.

“’Kay. Hold’n on.”

“That’s my boy.” Nate opened the gate and slid a halter on the horse. He pulled it over to the other side of the door away from Toby and hitched it to the top rail.

“Now, we need to clean out the hoofs and see if they need filing down.” Nate took a hoof pick from the shelf near the stall and ran his hand down the front of the horse’s leg, keeping an eye on Toby in case he changed his mind and made a run for it. “Nice and smooth like. Don’t go spooking them and, easy as you can, lift up that front leg, hook it back, and there you have the hoof to clean.”

“Clean it.” Toby clapped his hands and watched.

“And then we go around and do the rest of them.” He worked his way around the stalls, then picked up a file. “Now this is how you manicure a horse’s hooves, young man. When you’re bigger, I’ll teach you, but for now, you gotta sit and watch me do it. Okay?”

“Yes, Dada.”

Nate bolted up. “What did you say?”

“Yes, Dada.” Toby grinned and a gob of dribble flowed down his chin onto his shirt.

The words Nate’d hardly ever said himself hit him like a sledgehammer in the chest. Nate dropped the file on the ground, scooped him off the railing and walked outside, gulping down fresh air into his constricted lungs to gain control of his feelings. “You called me Dada. Well, that just takes it all.” Emotion clogged his throat as he held Toby against his chest. He’d never expected to feel this way, to be the man he hoped to become, but this little fatherless boy had broken him down, bit by bit, and made him someone else. Someone he could be proud of if only he’d let himself.

“Momma.” Toby pointed at the house when a car door slammed. Cassie was leaving. Moments later, Joy headed toward them. “Momma.”

“Hey, baby. What’s going on? Is everything all right, Nate?”

Nate blinked and realized he had tears in his eyes. “Toby just called me Dada.”

Joy grinned.

“You don’t mind?”

“No. I’ll always make sure he knows who his birth father is, but as far as we’re concerned, you’re it. If you don’t mind, that is.” She bit her bottom lip and stared at him.

Did he mind? How to put it into words. A little man to trail around after him, to learn from and look up to him. To be all the things he’d never had in his own life? The scale of it hit him. There was no going back, no changing his mind about this marriage, the family he now had. The time had come when he had to say good-bye to his tarnished reputation for good. This was his future. It was so clear now.

Nate opened his mouth, but he couldn’t form the words.

“Nate.” Joy reached for him, worry etched in her face.

“I… I’m sorry.”

“Why?” Her worry turned to panic. He couldn’t let her think the worst. Nate forced a grin and she relaxed.

He unjumbled the words racing around in his mind, taking his time to put them into a sensible sentence. “I can’t believe how happy this makes me. I never imagined it, you know. Now I know what Rory meant when he said he got more than he could ever have hoped for when he married his wife.”

Joy put her hands behind her back and looked out over the pasture. “Does this mean that you’re done with trying to walk away from us?” She glanced at him. “I know what you said to Rory, but that may have been in the spur of the moment. I need to know if you’re really going to stay, Nate. I don’t want to do this on my own, but I will if I have to.”

“I’m staying, Joy. I can’t imagine being anywhere else now.” He held his arm open and she snuggled in beside him. “What was all that rubbish your sister was on about?”

“She wanted to get back at you and didn’t care about causing me any trouble while she was at it. Seems charming Ryan promised her a nice sum of money if she succeeded. But Cassie didn’t count on Sheriff Rory Watson digging deep.”

Nate laughed. “He said he could smell a rat. Guess those charges will be dropped then.”

“From what I can gather, yes, or at least Sadie will be able to get them thrown out of court if he doesn’t give up. Now all we have to do is wait for the day we face him and fight for this place.”

“Don’t worry about it. Things will work out, you’ll see.”


Chapter Twenty-Three


Joy jumped when the judge banged his gavel and everyone sat down. He picked up a file from in front of him and peered over his glasses. “Are we ready to settle this once and for all, Mrs. Hansen?”

Sadie stood. “Yes, Your Honor. My client is keen to move on with her life.”

The judge waited for the other lawyer to speak.

He cleared his throat, looked at Ryan Mitchell, who gave Joy and Nate a filthy look and nodded his head. “Yes, Your Honor.”

Luckily, they’d been warned about courtroom tactics. Joy pressed her lips together to hold back the retort creeping up her throat.

“Let’s have your witnesses, Mrs. Hansen.”

“Thank you, Your Honor. I’d like to put these papers into evidence first. The first is an affidavit from Mrs. Mitchell’s retired doctor. He’s suffering ill health and will appear in court if need be, but I don’t want to put him through that if we don’t have to.”

“Approach the bench.”

Sadie walked over and passed the paper to the judge, who quickly scanned it.

Please let it be enough. Joy wiped a bead of sweat from her top lip, praying that today’s court appearance would settle this matter and let them get on with their lives.

“I’ll accept this in lieu of him being here.”

Mr. Coles, the opposition’s lawyer stood up. “Your Honor—”

Judge Petersham held up his hand. “Don’t even bother objecting. We all know Doc Reed is on his deathbed and I will not drag the poor man into court for your client’s benefit. Doc is the most honest man I know so I’m accepting it.”

The lawyer sat down, shrugged.

“And the other paper, Mrs. Hansen.”

Please let this be enough to save us, please.

“It’s a letter written in a birthday card to Bradley Mitchell. Every year his grandmother wrote to him, even when he was living in the same house with her, taking care of her when she became housebound and reliant on family help.” Sadie handed it over to the judge and Joy squeezed Nate’s hand.

“In this letter, Mrs. Mitchell tells Bradley about the pressure her son-in-law put her under to sign her property over to him. That it would still benefit Bradley if she did as she was told. Mr. Mitchell would make sure she was looked after but she had doubts about that.” Sadie paused and looked back at the opposition, her eyebrow raised. She turned back to the judge with a smile on her face. “You can see by the letter that she didn’t believe it for a minute and she insisted that Bradley get the ranch on her death. She had no intention of leaving anything to her son-in-law other than the property he was already managing. She also mentions how she couldn’t bear to put these thoughts into words, Your Honor, in case of retribution from Mr. Mitchell Sr.”

The judge looked over his spectacles at the other lawyer. “Are you sure you and your client want to fight this case, Mr. Coles?”

Joy held her breath while the lawyer and his client put their heads together. Harsh whispers filled the courtroom. Eventually the lawyer stood up. “Your Honor, if I could have a recess with my client, we may be able to come to some sort of compromise.”

“I’m not looking for compromise, Mr. Coles. I’m looking for a settlement. Today. This has dragged on long enough.” The judge picked up his gavel and slammed it down. “We’ll break for thirty minutes.”

“Yes, Your Honor.” He gathered up his papers and hurried his client out of the courtroom.

Sadie picked up her folder. “Let’s go outside and get some air.” She strode out with Nate and Joy hurry to keep up with her.

“But what about what he did with setting me up?” Joy hung on as Nate tried to keep up with Sadie’s long-legged stride. That girl could put on a pace when she wanted to. “Are you going to bring that up?”

Sadie didn’t speak until they were outside and heading toward the coffee shop. “I’d rather leave that until we hear what he has to say. If he wants to bargain, that’s a really good tool for us to use against him. The judge will hate that he’s been blackmailing you or setting up scenarios that led you to be jailed all in an attempt to make Joy look bad.”

Boy, they’d done that well. Just as well she had thick skin. They chose an outside table. “Do you think we’re going to win this one, Sadie? I mean, he doesn’t look like he wants to give up, and even with the doctor’s affidavit, he wants to fight from the way he argued with his lawyer.”

The waitress came and took their order before Sadie replied. “I personally think he’s going to crumble before we get to that. I wouldn’t be surprised if I get a text message before the half hour is up.” She put her cell phone on the table in front of her. “In my opinion, he doesn’t stand a chance of winning but we have to see this through if you want it to go away forever.”

“It’s not right, the way he’s been pounding on Joy.” Nate put his hat on the ground beside him. “How does he think Toby is going to react to him when he grows up? Bet the fool hasn’t even thought that far ahead.”

“I don’t either.” Sadie accepted her coffee and stirred in a sachet of sugar. “But as we know, he only seems to care about himself. And if Leroy is starting to lean away from him, his world may come crashing down in more ways than one. But let’s not worry too much just yet. Why spoil a good cup of coffee?”

Sadie’s cell chimed with a text before she finished her coffee. “Told you.” Sadie picked it up and opened the message, reading it before smiling at Joy. “His lawyer has an offer for you. Wants to come across and talk. Is that okay, Joy?”

“I guess.” She slid her hand into Nate’s and he squeezed her fingers. Even though he tried to reassure her with his touch that it would all be okay, she couldn’t help but tremble. It was all coming down to the wire and she was scared it would go wrong.

Mr. Coles came over.

“Have a seat, Charles.” Sadie’s voice sounded genuinely caring. “Tell us what you’ve got.”

Charles crossed his hands in front of him on the table. “Well. My client is being stubborn and insists that the property belongs to him. He is proposing that he give Joy and her son a lifetime lease on the house, but he have the ranch to run as he sees fit.”

“No!” Joy ripped her hand from Nate’s and slapped it on the table with such force, her coffee spilled. “How dare he!”

Sadie shrugged, turned to Charles. “I guess you’ve got your answer. My client rejects that offer.”

“I thought she would, and if she were my client, I’d insist she did too.”

Sadie put down her cup and smiled. “So, here is my counteroffer. You tell Mr. Mitchell that if he walks away now, we’ll drop the case against him.”

“What case are you talking about?”

“The case my client wants to bring against him for bullying, harassment, willful damage, emotional turmoil. She will be suing him for mental harassment in damages that will make the cost of the ranch he wants look miniscule in comparison. We have enough evidence to whittle down his fortune and make him the laughingstock in this town. Even you know what a bully he’s always been, Charles, despite the way he tries to come across as caring and kind. I bet you even felt his fist a time or two in the playground. Must I go on?”

Joy swallowed. Sadie worked up was a sight to see. Thank goodness she was on the right side.

Charles gave a weak smile. “No. I get the picture, clear and concise. I’ll go back and see what he says. Be in touch.”

“Oh, my goodness. You’re mean and nasty. I like that.”

Sadie preened. “Thanks, Joy. I can almost smell success. Now, to be clear, if he leaves you alone, you won’t go seeking damages now or in the future? They’ll ask for assurances on that.”

“I just want him to leave us alone, Sadie. Me, Nate and Toby, well, we have a future to build together and don’t need the worry, to be honest. I’d gladly never set eyes on the awful man again if I could help it.” Hopefully, Nate was on the same page. She touched his arm, let her hand rest there. “That’s okay with you, isn’t it?”

“If that’s what you want, sure. I’m ready to bury this case now and get on with life.”

Sadie drained her coffee as her cell chimed again. “Showtime, folks.”

“He’s agreed?” The blood drained from her face and Joy had to take a breath to steady herself.

“He wants to discuss it face-to-face.” Sadie picked up her purse. “Ready?”

“Yeah. Let’s do this.”

She grabbed Nate’s hand and followed Sadie back to the courthouse. Her father-in-law watched her walk up the stairs to where he stood with Charles. He whispered in his lawyer’s ear as she reached the top step. If looks could kill, she’d be lying in a pool of blood by now. Luckily she didn’t scare easily.

Sadie walked straight up to the two men. “Let’s do this, Charles, before the judge calls us back in. What is your decision, Mr. Mitchell?”

“My client wishes you to know that he’s only agreeing out of respect for his dead son’s memory,” Charles said.

A muffled snort escaped Joy before she could help herself. What a load of bull. “Where has that respect been these last eighteen months?”

“Now you look here. I know you and your sister. Tarred with the same brush. Out for whatever you can get. Latched onto my boy and strung him along until you got what you wanted.” Ryan brushed away his lawyer’s hand. “And look what you got yourself mixed up with now. Biggest male whore in town. And everyone knows for a fact he slept with your sister. Guess that makes you no better than him, don’t it?” He pointed a finger at her. “You think I’m gonna let my grandson be brought up by a couple of no-good scumbags, you can think again.”

Nate didn’t pause when the finger poked Joy in her chest. He punched Ryan in the face and stood over his crumpled body.

“Don’t you ever threaten my wife again, you hear me?” Joy didn’t protest when his arms came around her and held her shaking body close. She hadn’t expected Nate to lose it like that. After all that had happened, he should have kept it low-key, at least until this was over.

You really do care. She hugged the thought to her chest.

“Let’s take this back to court, Charles. I think the time for your client to get away with anything has gone.” Sadie pushed Joy and Nate ahead of her and ignored the blustering man on the ground.


Chapter Twenty-Four


“I was only protecting my wife, Your Honor. Mr. Mitchell was forcing himself on her. Throw me in jail or whatever you want to do, but nobody hits on a woman when I’m around.” Nate stood in front of the judge, his hands behind his back. It was the only response possible after the judge had bawled him out for fighting.

“While I don’t condone that kind of behavior in my court, Mr. Hansen, I do have sympathy for what you did. Your client, Mr. Coles, seems to have a fondness for violence whether it’s by his hand or from others he’s coerced to perform on his behalf.” He turned over a sheet of paper and stared at it. “After giving this matter due consideration, taking all the evidence put before me into account, I’m afraid I’m left with little choice.”

Nate’s throat closed and he glanced at Joy, who sat huddled next to Sadie, mouth open and eyes wide. She had the look of a terrified hare, waiting for a mountain lion to pounce. He should’ve kept his hands to himself, not punched the man until this was over. It was worth it to see him on the ground, if only for a few seconds. But how the heck would he make it up to her if he’d killed any chance she had of winning?

“It is the finding of this court that Mr. Mitchell coerced his mother-in-law into changing her will for his benefit. Furthermore, it is the finding of this court that he is responsible for the encouragement, shall we say, of the loss of Mrs. Hansen’s staff over the last eighteen months. Both of these acts, in the eye of this court, carry penalties. I’m going to leave the matter in the sheriff’s hands for his consideration. For now, I find in favor of Mrs. Hansen. The original will stands.” He picked up his gavel and slammed it down. “Good day to you all.”

[image: *]*

Joy sat stunned at the judge’s words.

“You won, Joy. You won.” Sadie pulled her to her feet and gave her a smacking kiss on each cheek.

“We did.” Her breath came in short puffs, the excitement almost too much. She glanced at Nate staring at her, openmouthed. He’d been freaking out as much as she had. After that dustup on the courthouse steps, she didn’t blame him. The thought of it damaging the case was only slightly overshadowed by the fact he’d done it for her.

“You did it, Joy. I almost wrecked it for you, but you did it.” He leaned in and kissed her, almost chastely.

Joy fanned her face. “Wow. Just wow.” She let herself be led out of court, avoiding the penetrating gaze from her father-in-law, who was being held back by his lawyer.

As they stepped out into the sunshine, the shakes started. Nate pulled her into his arms and held her against his chest. “It’s okay, honey. Let it out. It’s been a long time coming.” His masculine aftershave was the only thing that kept her remotely grounded when all she wanted to do was curl up in a ball and give way to the emotions she’d held down ever since Bradley had been diagnosed with cancer.

“You’re okay. I’ve got you. Let it all out and then we can get our boy and go home.”

Home. Finally, nobody could take it away from her. She could stay there forever and do what Bradley wanted—raise their son somewhere safe. And she had Nate to thank for it.

She stared at the dark hair curling over the collar of his work shirt, and gathered herself together. Suddenly, she felt almost shy around him. Now that it was over, would he want to stay or would he feel she was safe enough on her own? Nate was so much a part of their lives now; she couldn’t let him go. Now she could focus on her marriage and make him see that they were good together. She just had to let him know that having him around meant more to her than keeping the ranch. She wanted him to stay because she knew he was the man for her.

“Yes, let’s go home. We have lots to catch up on.” She reached for Sadie. “Thank you so much for everything you’ve done. I can’t imagine we would’ve won without you.”

Sadie blushed. “You were in the right, Joy. You had to win, but I hate to count my chickens before they hatch.”

“Me too. We’ll celebrate one night soon. For now, me and Nate have a little man to collect and take home. Things to talk about.”

She slid her arm through his and pointed him in the direction of her car.
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It was later that night before Nate and Joy managed to get a chance to talk without being interrupted by either someone calling to congratulate them or Toby wanting all their attention.

Nate walked into the bedroom with a towel around his waist and water dripping down the back of his neck. “Some day, hey?” He perched on the end of the bed. The sparkle in her eyes said it all.

“Yeah, some day. I can’t believe it’s finally over.” Joy put down the book she was reading and smiled at him, more relaxed than he’d ever seen her. It was enough to make his belly flip. “We don’t have to worry anymore, Nate. We can move on and be a real family.”

He wiped a trickle of water that ran down his neck across his chest. “Are you sure that’s what you want? I don’t blame you if you want to tear up our contract now.”

She laughed. “Yeah, I want to tear it up. Wouldn’t you? There’s no need for it now that I’ve won.”

The smile on his face slipped a little before he caught himself. “I guess so.” He stood up and moved back toward the bathroom to gather his clothes. “Better contact Sadie and tell her what you want to do. I won’t fight you on it, you can be sure of that.”

Joy scrambled across the bed and grabbed his arm before he got to the door. “What the heck are you saying, Nate? Is this where you and I part ways?”

He looked up at the ceiling trying to gather his words before he spoke. “You just said you wanted to tear up the contract. Your own words.”

“Yeah, I did. But I didn’t mean I don’t want you anymore.”

He searched her face to get an idea of where she was headed. If this was the kiss good-bye, she could’ve done it before he started to relax and let down his guard. “I don’t understand.”

Joy wrapped her arms around him, rested her face against his bare chest.

“You wanted a husband is what you said. If I recall rightly, you didn’t want me exactly because of my reputation.”

Joy laughed and looked up. “True, but I had to keep my feelings close to my chest in case this didn’t work out. I had to focus on the final goal. I had to secure the ranch for Toby, and if it meant I had to sign you up to be my husband against my better judgment, I was prepared to do it.”

He had to come clean or he couldn’t live with himself. “Joy, we need to talk.” Her face dropped. Nate unwound her hands from his body and stepped back.

“I thought we did that.” Uncertainty crossed her eyes.

“It’s about Cassie.”

The shutters came down on her eyes.

“What she said wasn’t true. I didn’t want her, not then.”

“But now?” Bitterness coated her words.

“I don’t want her now either, but before I applied for the job, I considered getting together with her again.”

Joy slumped to the bed, her face in her hands. Nate reached for her then changed his mind. If he were her, he’d slap him for that confession. He hadn’t meant to upset her, but living a lie didn’t sit well on his shoulders. Must be the new, responsible Nate, because the old Nate would’ve bragged about how easy it would be to score a night between the sheets with Cassie.

Joy’s shoulders shook.

“I’m sorry. I couldn’t not tell you. I’d have felt like a heel, like I was cheating on you or something.”

“Cheating.” A muffled voice came from the bed. “How exactly is that cheating?”

He shrugged. “Dunno. It just is.”

Joy raised her head. The tears he expected were nowhere in sight. Instead a huge grin lit her face. She was laughing at him. What the heck?

“Sorry. But if that’s the case, I have a confession, too.” She wiped her cheeks on a sigh. “That first night you slept in here? I had the biggest case of guilt you’ve ever seen. Spent most of the night apologizing to Bradley for cheating on him.”

“But we didn’t do anything.”

“I know that. But the intention was there, Nate. Same as you intending to catch up with my stupid sister again. It didn’t happen.”

“Not going to either. I’m married to you now and I don’t cheat. That’s not who I am.” He’d never be that man again. There was only one bed he wanted to be in.

“I know that. But we both have things that make us feel guilty. We have to get over that and move on. I don’t know how many times I had to kick myself out of feeling that way.”

“But you’re okay now? With me being in here, I mean?” Sleeping on the couch had no appeal, but if it was what he had to do until Joy managed her feelings about Bradley, then so be it.

“I’m okay. We’ve come a long way in a short time, Nate. That says a lot to me.”

“So, you have everything you want. What now?”

“I don’t have everything I want, Nate.” She licked her lip. God, this woman could make him lust after her with barely a move. “I want you without the contract binding us. I want you because you might care for me like I care for you.”

He cupped her face in his hands. “You care for me? Really?” He shook his head. “After all the grief I gave you with my past and the way it’s nudged its ugly head into your business, you still want to be married to me? Knowing about all the women I’ve let down and the fights and everything. You want that?” How could she possibly mean it? If only it were true.

There you go again, you idiot, doubting yourself.

Joy laughed and the sound went straight to his heart. “You silly man. Of course I want you. Never would’ve married you otherwise. I’m not that mercenary, no matter how it looked. Sure, I was desperate for someone to work for me, but I would’ve given them an out clause if I didn’t think it was going to turn out. Made it a stipulation that at the end of the case, they could go their own way.”

“So you’re not throwing me a ‘get out of marriage’ clause?”

“Well, yes. If you don’t want to stay with me, you can leave, but I’m hoping you won’t do that.”

“This is more than I thought I’d ever have. A wife, a child, and a home. I’d be a fool to give that up, wouldn’t I?”

Joy trailed a finger down his chest, following a drip of water over the muscles and ridges.

She gave him a seductive glance as her fingers heated his skin. “Some would say no. I won’t hold you to the contract if it’s not what you really want. I know you tried to get out of it a couple of times, but I’m really hoping it was because you had some misguided sense of pride or something that made you offer. That given the chance, you want to stay.”

How could he deny her when she did this to his body? It was more than he could’ve wished for. “I do want to stay, Joy. I can’t imagine life without you and Toby. You’ve come to mean more to me than I would’ve thought possible.”

“I’m glad.” She pulled his face down and teased his mouth with hers.

The towel fell to the ground and Joy pushed him toward the bed. They fell onto the covers in a tangle of arms and legs.

“Are you sure this is what you want? Remember what I said about when you’re ready?”

“I’ve never been more sure in my life. Make love to me, Nate.”


Chapter Twenty-Five


Nate lifted the sleep shirt over her head, doing his best not to rush her. He focused on the pulse in her throat while she adjusted to being half naked in front of him.

“You can stop anytime you want. If you decide you’re not ready for this.”

Joy swallowed and shook her head.

He put his hands on her shoulders, leaned in, and kissed her, softly at first. Her hands flattened against his stomach and his breath hitched before he could remind his brain to keep functioning. Nate cupped her cheeks, tracing his tongue over the bow of her lips, her soft floral perfume reminding him how fragile his wife was.

Joy was like her name. Gentle, soft, and kind with a steel backbone that she kept hidden most of the time.

Her hands went around his back and rested on his butt, her gentle tug doing nothing to keep down his erection. She breathed against his mouth, took his bottom lip between her teeth, and bit down enough to make him pause. Nate opened his eyes and stared at her. The gleam of satisfaction in her gaze made him smile. Her earlier fears seemed to have flown the coop.

He pushed her down on the bed, spread her legs, and settled between them. “So, my wife likes a little bit of rough-and-tumble, does she?”

Joy arched underneath him. “No. I like to play, but I don’t like rough.”

Nate grinned and slid down her body, stopping at her breasts. He took a nipple into his mouth and worried it with his tongue, staring at Joy to watch her response. She gasped and pushed up, egging him on. He grazed the tightened bud with his teeth, pulling just enough to stretch her skin before letting it plop out of his mouth before he moved to the other breast.

Joy sighed, kept her eyes closed, and wiggled her hips. He gave the other breast the same attention and slowly made his way down, taking the time to tongue her belly button, teasing her mercilessly as she moaned beneath him. He hooked a finger under the elastic of her shorts and pulled them down her legs, and she kicked them to the floor, exposing herself to him.

When he latched his mouth against her heat, she gasped and froze. Nate looked up. She stared back at him, eyes wide. The turmoil in her eyes tore at his heart.

She wasn’t ready as much as she liked to think she was. Well, he could wait some more if he had to. “You can stop anytime you want to, you know that, Joy.”

He lifted himself to move away from her.

“Don’t you dare stop now, Nate. I need this more than you know.” She smiled, closed her eyes, and threw herself back on the pillows. Nate got back to business. Now he had a woman worth fighting for, he’d do everything in his power to keep her happy.
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She’d come so close to stopping him, a gut reaction that had kicked in seconds before her brain slapped her silly. She could do this. She wanted to do this and push the guilt away once and for all.

Nate used his teeth on her clit, sending any remaining argument out of her head. The volcano buried inside her roared to life. She was going to enjoy this orgasm and the ones that followed. She lifted her hips, reached down, and tangled her fingers in his hair, guiding him to stay exactly where he was.

There was no way she’d feel guilty about taking pleasure with the man she’d chosen to be her husband and help raise her son.

Nate did a little flick with his tongue at the same time he slid a finger inside her, and she cried out. Her breath caught deep in her chest as the orgasm took her on the steepest slope she had ridden for ages. It built and built, threatening to tear her apart with its intensity. It was impossible to open her eyes, the blinding flashes in her brain almost too much to bear.

A roar ripped from her throat as she tumbled over the other side, Nate dragging out the pleasure until she pushed him away. “Stop, please.” She gasped for air as her body shuddered with the follow-up tremors she couldn’t control.

“You okay?”

“Holy crap.” Joy sucked in a few deep breaths as her body tingled with electric pulses, stinging her sensitive spots. How the heck was she supposed to recover from this?

“Good holy crap or bad holy crap?” Nate crouched between her legs, worry clouding his eyes.

“Nate. If I hadn’t stopped you, I’d have lost the ability to breathe, let alone function.” She laughed and fanned her face. “Now I know why the ladies wanted to keep you.”

He shrugged. “They didn’t mean anything, okay? Not that I’m dismissing them, but with you, it’s different.”

Joy lifted herself up on her elbows. “That’s sweet, but you don’t have to say that to make me happy, Nate.”

“I’m not. If nothing else, I’ll always be honest with you. But you’ve given me something special and it’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced before. I feel more settled, better prepared to work at this husband business than I ever was back then.” He leaned over her, kissed her chin. “Did you want to stop?”

Joy kissed him back. “No. Bradley’s ghost isn’t here, Nate. It was all in my head, and you’ve chased him away. You don’t have to worry anymore about me thinking of another man while you’re with me. I doubt my brain could form a decent thought, to be honest.”

He eased her back on the bed. “I’m glad because I’m not finished yet.”

Thank goodness. “I love you, Nate. I honestly do.”

He grinned. “Truly?”

“Yeah, truly.”

“You know how long I’ve loved you?” She shook her head. “That day you told me Toby called me Dada and you didn’t mind. I had no idea I could feel this way about someone, but you’ve opened me up to a whole world of possibilities. I love you more every day, Joy, and I hope you know that.”

“I do. Now less talk and more work, husband of mine.” Joy pulled him down on top of her and opened her legs wider to accommodate him as he eased inside her.

When she opened her eyes the following morning, Joy found herself tucked into Nate’s side, and he had a wicked grin on his face.

“What?”

“I can’t believe I got so lucky to marry you, that’s what.”

“Guessing Rory was right then. He said we could make each other happy. I’m glad.” She snuggled against him, hooked a leg over his. Maybe they had time for another bout of lovemaking before Toby woke up.

Joy was willing to find out.

The End
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