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      “I swear, if he’s set up traps or snares, I’ll hurt him. And I’ll make it look like an accident.” I look in the rearview mirror of my truck and my eyes look a little deranged. “No one would suspect me. Nice little Tilly Warren never hurts anyone. Never does anything wrong. Never takes a chance. Never…” I roll my eyes. My brain has definitely gone off the rails. I often do that when I’m upset.

      My job as a conservationist for a small non-profit, Hearts 4 Wildlife, brings me to ranchers’ doors often. Lately, I have discussed and disagreed with them on a myriad of fauna issues with the area residents. The ranchers have a hate-hate relationship with many species that really don’t mean any harm and are mostly misunderstood. It’s my job to get them to understand skunks, groundhogs, bobcats, pocket gophers, fox, and raccoons—and lately coyotes—and much more. Everything has its place in the ecosystem.

      However, I tend to like animals more than people because in my eyes, they were here first. We should be living around them, not the other way around. But in many of the rancher’s eyes I would be very wrong. We agree to disagree.

      I’m just attempting to get them to use humane ways to encourage the animals to live in symbiotic relationship with both people and their domesticated animals, including cows and pets and recently, ostrich, bison, and emu farms that have popped up over the last twenty years here in northern Colorado. I’m not trying to stop them from earning a living, but of course, many of the generations here believe that their property is theirs to do with as they wish, even if it upsets the balance in the circle of life. Take away the coyotes and the nest predators they keep in check would decimate the populations of ground nesting birds, like the sage grouse.

      I crunch harder on the piece of glass candy that my mom cooked up as gifts for Christmas. She tried something new—strawberry and lemon flavorings. It’s completely different from the traditional cinnamon and wintergreen flavors and reminds me of spring when I would go to the Reeves’ ranch and pick strawberries in their huge garden. Those memories are some of the best of my twenty-nine years of life.

      And that’s just sad.

      I wring the steering wheel of my ’71 Ford Bronco, preparing my speech. The rust is the only thing holding my baby together, but we’ve been partners for almost ten years. Unlike humans, she’s never let me down. Humans on the other hand bring forth disappointment regularly.

      The truck fishtails as I pull onto the lane that leads to the Peacock Ridge Ranch B&B. My guitar slips off the seat and releases an odd sound as it hits the floorboard. Stupid snow. I regain control. My disappointment in my friend and his neighbors is making me take chances that I shouldn’t.

      Doesn’t help that I’m driving in the middle of nowhere two days before Christmas, prime bad weather season. It’s a miracle Santa can find us most years.

      Peacock Ridge has been my home forever, and I probably could drive these roads with my eyes closed, but tonight that wouldn’t be smart.

      I near the house but Cole’s truck isn’t there. He’s never not home in the evenings. If there’s anything my friend is it’s dependable and predictable.

      I park the truck next to an out-of-state plated SUV. By the empty spots, I can tell the B&B isn’t full-up on guests. But they’ll all be gone in a couple of days. The Reeves family is known for their Christmases. They’re packed full of friends and family. I attended one year, but everyone was all dressed up and the women had perfume on and the guys were wearing dress shoes that I know made their feet hurt. Why anyone wanted to wear uncomfortable shoes was beyond me?

      Which brings the yearly community Snow Ball into my mind. The Peacock Ridge Christmas dance event that brings all kinds to the VFW hall. All kinds except my kind.

      Wearing a dress. Not going to happen. My boobs stay hidden behind flannel and sweatshirts for a reason.

      Wearing shoes that kill your feet. Not a chance. I’ll keep my hiking boots, thank you very much.

      Wearing my hair down. That’s a recipe for hell. One—static electricity. Two—I don’t care.

      The only thing I’ll be wearing tomorrow night are my flannel pajamas and a pair of fuzzy slippers. Comfort over fashion.

      Always.

      I reach the front door and walk right in like always. I’ve known the family since I was in diapers and I feel like a sister to Cole.

      “Hello? Cole?”

      A pair of boots clack across the wood floor at the far end of the house in the den.

      Someone who looks similar to my friend Cole rounds the corner.

      “Tilly. Hey.” He chin juts and makes brief eye contact with me. “Cole’s in town seeing Ellie.”

      “Ellie Roberts?” That’s news to me.

      Breck nods, his longish dirty blond hair flopping into his face. “That’s the one.”

      “For?”

      He folds his arms and ignores my question. “Did you need something?”

      I lean against the hallway wall. “I needed to talk to him about this coyote problem that Nolan Church is claiming.”

      “Claiming?” His bushy dark blonde eyebrows rise.

      I tip my head. “You know what I mean.”

      “I only know that those coyotes were harassing our cows two nights ago. And one took out after Roscoe.”

      I push off of the wall my heart pounding. “God, I’m sorry to hear that. Is he okay?”

      “Roscoe!” Breck calls out and the blue healer comes bounding around the corner. The dog sniffs me, smelling my own dog, Bella, and then he lifts his leg.

      “Hey! What the…” I jump out of the way as he lets go of a stream.

      “Roscoe, outside!” Breck says while he rolls with laughter. He grabs paper towels and cleaner and squats to clean it up. “I guess we know what Roscoe’s opinion is of the situation.”

      My jaw tightens. “He smells my dog, Bella. She’s in heat right now.”

      “Sure she is.”

      “I really need to talk to Cole, but is Luke here?”

      Luke is a good second option. The youngest brother of the three Reeves brothers, he’s as levelheaded as Cole, but he really doesn’t have the authority that Cole has as the oldest. But…as the marketing manager he doesn’t want bad press, I can appeal to that. Anyone but the man crouching in front of me.

      Breck.

      God, anyone. I plead to a higher being.

      He stands. “As I said, Cole’s not here and neither is Luke. He has a poker night in town Thursdays. So, either you talk to me or you decide to keep it all bottled up inside that supernatural, witchcrafty head you have when it comes to what we ranchers should do and not do on our own property.”

      And this is why I don’t talk to Breck.

      Cole might have issues with what I ask of him, but he at least listens to me. His brother Breck’s the middle son of the late Betty and Carson Reeves; two of the kindest people in the world. But that gene seems to have skipped a generation when it comes to Breck.

      I will not engage him. I will leave. I will…examine him from the top of his head down to those sexy black cowboy boots.

      Okay, maybe…maybe he’s a tall drink of water and right now, I’m feeling slightly thirsty. And maybe his lips look like they’d make any woman moan with delight. And maybe I’ve fantasized once or possibly twice about what it would be like to be in his bed. But with comments like that, the dreams disappear and I’m right back to understanding why I never take a chance.

      Hell, I’ve never taken a chance with any man.

      “Coyotes—”

      He steps closer and his gaze floats over my face. I swallow and recoil from the action just slightly.

      “Come on. If you’re going to continue with this nonsense, I need some whiskey.” He nods over his shoulder. “I’ll let you get it out and maybe then you’ll feel better.”

      My stomach flutters and I consider turning on the heels of my boots.

      At this moment I can only imagine one thing that will make me feel better, Breck, and it’s not talking.
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      If I have to be the surrogate-Cole I might as well coat my pain with some of Dad’s best whiskey. Our father’s been gone two years now and every time I lift that cut crystal decanter, I think of him.

      I figure Tilly’s either going to follow or she’s going to leave. But I have to admit I’m a little surprised when I hear those massive camel-colored men’s boots clomping behind me and into the den.

      I’m sure she thinks she can change my mind about those detestable and dangerous coyotes needing to stay off our land. One cow gets a little far from the herd and they’ll take it down. And I don’t even want to think about a calf. It’s happened and each time my gut twists when that momma cow cries out for days. It’s honestly heartbreaking and every time makes me a little more jaded about the balance that Tilly will try to convince me is needed.

      I know they’re wild animals and yes, they were here first, but if we can’t live here amicably, they will be the ones to go.

      I turn around. “Whiskey?”

      She slides to a stop. “You have tequila?”

      Interesting choice. I shiver remembering why I don’t drink tequila. One night in Tijuana, a horrible incident that Cole won’t let me live down. I learned my Tequila Lecture 101 grade—it was failing. Almost everyone I know has earned theirs.

      Except out little bro Luke. Huh.

      From the outside I’d think Tilly’s more of a beer girl. Non-pretentious. Down-to-earth. Maybe even tomboy might fit, if I didn’t see how those buttons on her flannel stretch over her chest as she takes off her coat.

      I squat to look through the cabinet.

      She moves to stand beside me, then crouches next to me.

      I’ve never thought of Tilly Warren as gorgeous. Sure, she’s not bad to look at. She’s just…

      Interesting.

      I turn my head. “White or yellow stuff?”

      She huffs. “Blanco or reposado?”

      “Potayto…agahve,” I say with a lift of my shoulders, in a play of the “potayto, potahto” saying.

      She laughs while saying, “The white stuff, please.”

      The delicate laughing makes my gut float like I’ve been touched by an angel. The sound is soft, sweet, and silky and in comparison to her assertive presence, a total gut punch. Her honeyed breaths brush my face with the smells of summer and I’m already intoxicated. Her flannel shirt gapes in the middle from newly popped snaps, under pressure from her deliciously full breasts. I try to drag my eyes away, but the hint of a black lacey bra is totally unexpected. I can feel my blood pressure pulsing through my body, as well as what’s between my legs starting to make his presence known.

      “Um, your…uh,” I look away. “Shirt’s open.”

      She stands quickly and turns her back. “Um…sorry.”

      We have a selection of alcohols for the guests that are in a cabinet in the hallway, but that stuff’s complete garbage. I reach to the back and the glass clanks against other bottles as I pull it forward.

      “No need to apologize.” I stand, kicking out my legs as the blood rushes to them and to give my cock a little room in my jeans.

      I pour a generous glass for no reason other than maybe she’ll stay a little longer than if it was just a shot.

      “Did you know that coyotes often mate for life?” she asks.

      I still with the glass held out. “No, I didn’t.”

      “And did you know that killing coyotes actually causes their procreation to increase, by instigating a threat response in their DNA?”

      Our hands brush as she takes the glass from me and a zip of electricity—or probably static electricity from the winter season—rocks into my hand.

      “Sorry again,” she says.

      “Stop saying that.”

      “Saying what?” she asks as she lifts the glass to her soft pink lips and takes a sip into her mouth, allowing the liquid to slowly descend her throat with a long swallow of her delicate neck.

      Delicate neck? Soft pink lips? What is wrong with me?

      I decide that I’m maybe a little tipsier than I thought. One glass of whiskey and I’m already a twenty-one-year-old on their legal-drinking-age birthday and that moment for me was eight years ago. I’m a seasoned drinker. Not a newbie.

      I shake my head and clear the lingering smog that she’s drifted over my brain.

      “Saying that you’re sorry.” I’ve never known her to be this introverted and needlessly apologetic.

      “Oh, sor—I mean, okay.” She straightens her back and throws back a hearty drink of the tequila. That’s the Tilly I know.

      Pointing to the loveseat, I wait for her to take a seat before looking at my options. Next to her, which with her heavenly round hips will be a nice tight fit for both of us, or in the club chair across from her.

      She takes a seat and scoots to her right, tight against the armrest. Obviously, she’s fine with me sitting with her.

      I slide onto the leather, our thighs touching as I adjust to get comfortable.

      “To answer your question, no, I didn’t know that they procreate like that. So we’re fucked if we don’t do something and they fuck if we do do something.”

      She rolls those big teal blue eyes. “The point is that fucking with the ecosystem isn’t healthy for anyone. It frustrates ranchers because they only see more coyotes from the DNA reaction, and it makes coyotes more aggressive because they feel threatened. It is possible to live in harmony.”

      I’ve heard her argument and I’m ready to move on. Cole’s the one who really decides what to do about animal issues anyway. We all have our part to play in the workings of the ranch. If we all had a say in every topic and undertaking, nothing would ever get done.

      I slide my arm along the back of the loveseat and her long ponytail slips into my hand. The silky blonde strands brush through my fingers. “What do you like to do when you’re not annoying ranchers, Tilly?”

      Her brow furrows. “What?”

      “I guess I don’t know you and maybe…” I swallow a lump in my throat. No, there’s no maybe about it. I stare into those fathoms deep eyes. “I want to know you better, Tilly.”
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      I don’t like to talk about personal stuff and my hand slickens on the glass. I’m thankful there’s a nice sharp etching on the outside of the lowball glass to keep it in my hand. I swirl the tequila, releasing the aromas of the clear liquid. I throw back the last shot and let the metallic and harsh rosemary bite coat my senses as well as my tongue. I can hold my liquor. Always have been able to. I don’t know if it’s genetics or my size or I’m just that stubborn and won’t let the alcohol affect me, but right now my head is spinning like I’m truly drunk.

      But definitely in a different way.

      “I like to paint.”

      The side of his lips rises in a cocky smirk. “And what do you like to paint?”

      I hold his gaze as he takes a sip of his whiskey. “Nudes.”

      He sputters through the caramel liquid. “I’m sorry, what—”

      “Stop saying that.” I return to him as he admonished me.

      “Fair enough. You paint nudes, really?”

      “And other things, but that’s my passion.”

      We get lost in conversation, never moving back to the topic that brought me here. To my surprise, it’s comfortable talking to Breck. I feel…appreciated and in a very comfortable way. Breck is more easygoing than his two brothers, and as much as I remember him being that quiet and introspective kid in high school, a class ahead of me. He’s extremely insightful and offers his opinion without force. It’s actually a skill that I probably should work on, but sometimes my passion just takes over and I end up flustered and frustrated when the ranchers won’t listen to me.

      I stand. “Well, I suppose I should get going.”

      He nods and stands. “And I need to check on the cow in the barn that Dr. Ellie Roberts declared pregnant today. Surprise!”

      “How did Cole miss that?”

      He shook his head. “How did all three of us miss it?”

      “Yeah, that, too.”

      The Reeves family was three generations raised in this house and I knew how important the cattle were to them, even if they had a dozen other side businesses, the cattle were a tradition. Missing this fact was probably a little upsetting.

      “Mind if I tag along?” Why? Why did I ask that? Here I was all ready to go home and snuggle up with my golden retriever and then I ask that.

      “Sure.” He steps closer. “I’d love to have you along.”

      My heart beats fast. My height and size have always been the impediments that make guys scared of me. Not many women are five-foot-eleven and weigh as much as a man. I’m that woman. I’m big. In my eyes I’m not beautiful, just big. But he doesn’t seem to look at me like I’m too much of anything. In fact, his hazel eyes glow like he’s ready to lift me up and throw me over his shoulder and take me back to his cave.

      I clear my throat as it tenses under his scrutiny. “Actually, maybe I should just get back home. Bella needs to get let out.”

      “She can wait a few more minutes, right?” He reaches for the glass in my hand and his warm hand slips it from my grip.

      “I did let her out before I left.”

      “Then she’ll be fine.” He sets the glasses on the counter and he’s out the door. “Tilly…” he calls, and I follow him like a love-sick puppy.

      My whole body lights on fire. It’s like Breck’s ignited a fuse inside of me with his smirks, his questions, his listening to my answers. My homelife was always a “children should be seen, not heard” kind of decree. And even at twenty-eight, I tend to be a statue when I’m with my parents. They’re not horrible people, they just had me when they were in their later years and are set in their ways. Mom liked her romance novels and it took a twenty-one-gun salute to get her to look up. And Dad stayed out in his garage for hours. I’m not sure doing exactly what. It’s probably one of the reasons that I fight for animals. They have no voice, like I experienced and sometimes I still have no voice.

      But I’m so tired of feeling that way in my personal life.

      Breck’s older brother, Cole, and I bonded when we went to 4-H camp when he was ten years old and I was just under nine. He found me crying, homesickness taking all my enjoyment out of what should’ve been a getaway from what truly made me feel even worse. He told me that he’d be my friend forever…

      And he has.

      I slide to a stop on the front porch. The wooden Adirondack rocking chairs whip back and forth as gusts of wind bite the late evening air.

      “Breck, I think I should get going.”

      He turns on the stairs. With the difference between the levels, we’re almost exactly the same height.

      “Okay. Tilly, will you go to the Snow Ball with me?” he asks and my stomach drops.

      That stupid dance looms, but this isn’t how I expected the evening to end.

      I cross my arms as the wind catches the edges of my coat.

      “Are you cold?” he asks.

      “Little…”

      He reaches out and grabs the lapels of the coat, pulling me to him, using his body as a wind break. “There. Better?”

      “I really don’t know.” I lean forward, allowing my body to press into his. Even with his thick brown Carhartt jacket, I can feel how hard his chest is.

      “What don’t you know?”

      I swallow. “Lots of things. One, will Cole be okay with this? Two, do I want to put on a ridiculous dress, uncomfortable heels, and do my hair to go to that stupid dance? And lastly, I’m wondering if you’re looking for one night or all the nights, Breck?”

      He slips a warm hand behind my neck. “First, Cole will care if I hurt you and I promise, Tilly, I have absolutely no plans or intentions of doing that and I’m the one who will end up with the broken nose, if something happens. Second, you can wear whatever you want, sweetheart. You don’t want to wear a dress, then don’t. Wear pants. Wear a unicorn costume. Wear nothing at all. Wait, don’t do that. I don’t want any man seeing the beauty that I haven’t yet seen.”

      Beauty? My stomach rides a rollercoaster.

      His hand tugged on my neck and I balanced my forehead to his.

      He continues, “I’d still love to have you on my arm. And lastly, since this is the first night in a long time that I haven’t felt lonely. If you stayed from this night on, I’d be the happiest fucking man on the earth. Hell, they’d have to use a bomb to wipe the smile off of my face.”

      I suck in a stunned breath. “Breck…”

      He claims my lips and I brace against him.

      He’s patient and undemanding. Like he doesn’t want to scare me. But it’s too late.

      I’m petrified.
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      She’s down the steps and tearing out of the driveway before I can realize what just happened. My brain stuck trying to figure out that kiss.

      It took her a moment, and she pressed her lips to mine harder. But she didn’t move. She was like a statue. My brain finally finds a gear.

      Virgin…

      I wonder if Cole knows and now, I wonder if he’ll actually be okay with this. He’s really protective of her. I’m not sure why, but he has some sort of brotherly vibe when it comes to her.

      I don’t always—or ever—consider my brother in my love life, not that there’s been a ton of love in my life. I’ve been concentrating on my music after college. My brothers and I are often hit on by the guests and for the next two days there is a group of three women that I’ll be staying far from. One of them seems to believe that this is a male-brothel. It’s not. Not once in the last seven years have I slept with one of the women who have stayed as a ranch guest. Yeah, don’t bestow sainthood just yet. I’ve had a couple of one-night stands when traveling for performances for my music, but that’s it. Oh, and I had one long-term girlfriend in high school who dumped me our second year of college. Long-distance, it just didn’t work, for her, but honestly, she wasn’t the one for me either and she was brave enough to do something about it. I respected that.

      And I was being honest with Tilly when I said I was lonely. I’d really enjoyed her presence. Our conversation was unpretentious and easy. I laughed. A lot. I forgot about my troubles and the real world for a couple hours.

      I thought about how much I loved how her cheeks brightened when I’d congratulate or tell her how impressed I was with her. She won an award! I had no idea. Granted it was for her plan to save the pocket gopher, which is my biggest enemy when it comes to the ranch’s garden, but still, a national award, nonetheless. She didn’t go to the ceremony because it was in Washington D.C. Pity, she should’ve gone and been celebrated. Everyone needs the recognition that why they do is making a difference and worth it. I almost never feel that way, she could have.

      I shake out of the fugue she has left me in and check on the heifer. If our calculations are right, she’ll be giving birth right on or day before or after Christmas. A Christmas calf is something we haven’t had for years and my paternal grandmother always told me that it was good luck for the upcoming year. We need all the luck we can get.

      Peacock Ridge ranch revenues are down from travelers. Everyone wants a bargain when it comes to travel and with the invention of home-to-home and short-term house rentals, we aren’t the draw we once were. Luke tries his best and his latest promotion for the fall with bonfires and fly fishing was a draw to make the end of the year look pretty good, we might break even for the year. We’d finished up with the last group right after Thanksgiving. But then we were dry. The current three women were the first in about three weeks.

      Too long.

      I considered getting a real job, but with my degree in music, specifically classical guitar, the options are pretty limited. Had I gotten a different degree, maybe a STEM one, something that would be a better provider for my family, maybe I could be adding to the family till.

      It’s not like I don’t do anything around here. I oversee the bees, horses, and goats we have on the ranch. I plan and plant the two acres of garden used for the bed and breakfast’s commitment to farm-to-table meals, and I manage all of the staff. Four people—two part-time housekeeping, one full-time cook, and one part-time activities director. I’m always busy, but it’s not like I can see that my activities are actually producing money to use to keep the ranch going. Times are tough and I need to get even tougher.

      I walk back to the house and a pair of headlights flash over me as I open the door. I turn with hope that it’s Tilly returning, but it’s not.

      “Hey, you check on the heifer?” Cole asks meeting me at the porch.

      “Yeah, she’s resting. No signs of a calf.”

      “Ellie thinks it’s going to be a big calf, so we might have to pull it.”

      “Great.”

      That wasn’t something I loved to do. I’d helped birth a few of the foals and even the goats. Baby goats are the cutest damn thing ever and we have some pregnant right now for the spring. The guests go crazy for the little balls of energy and their antics. But there are concerns when it comes to having to assist mother nature and often not only the mother but the baby suffers.

      “Let’s just hope that it doesn’t come to that.” Cole opens the door.

      I follow him inside. I keep my voice low. The three guests were in the movie room earlier and I’m not looking for a run-in.

      “How’d it go with Ellie?” I ask him.

      “She’s scared.”

      “Are you?”

      Cole stops. “Scared? Nope. I know she’s the one. She showed me a recipe that mom gave her for chicken potpie. On the back it said ‘To the daughter I never had.’”

      “Holy shit.”

      “Yeah, seeing Mom’s handwriting just about took me to my knees. It was like her voice was in my head telling me it was right. Ellie’s meant to be mine.”

      “Okay, bro, you don’t have to get all sappy.”

      I follow him into the kitchen. He pours himself a glass of milk and grabs the Oreos off the counter. It’s something we do almost every night. Two Oreos. That’s all. But it’s our time.

      The front door opens, but there are no steps. Luke walks in carrying his boots.

      “Trying to avoid detection, bro?” Cole asks him.

      He nods and keeps his voice low. “Yeah, aren’t you?” Luke grabs a glass for his milk. “That guest who looks at a guy like he’s a piece of meat cornered me in the library earlier. She’s a wolf and I really felt like a lamb.”

      Cole laughs.

      “Shhhh. She’ll hear you!” Luke growls at him. “Don’t wake the devil, man.”

      “You’re kinda quiet tonight. What’s up?” Cole asks me.

      Luke grabs his two Oreos. “I’m going to bed. You guys going to the Snow Ball tomorrow?”

      “Yeah.” Cole offers after drinking down his milk.

      I nod without saying anything.

      “Okay. Guess I’ll go. Wasn’t planning on it, but I need to get back in the game.”

      “I think there’s a woman in room three who would like to play your game, Luke.” Cole offers with a chuckle.

      “Again, shhhh.” There’s true panic in his voice.

      Luke’s long-time girlfriend, like from high school until last year, ran off after he asked her to marry him. It was a dark time on the Peacock Ridge Ranch. Not our normal Christmas. He’s not ready to find someone and I know that one-night stands don’t fix things. If anything, they end up uncomfortable. Sure, they can feel good in some ways, but the result is almost always discomfort and emptiness. At least for me.

      “Cole, can I ask you something?” I finish my milk. Fresh milk from the Harvey’s dairy farm is one of my favorite things. I realize that this tradition of ours is actually our father’s. After our mother passed from complications diabetes, he started the gathering time for everyone to have a moment to talk and not about ranch issues, about life. Instead of her prize-winning cookies, he substituted Oreos. I started looking for her recipe box. I could give making her famous oatmeal butterscotch cookies a try.

      Bet Tilly would like them.

      “Sure. Hey, was that Tilly’s truck that I saw turning onto the highway when I was coming home?”

      “Yeah, she was here this evening.”

      He rinses out his glass and puts it into the dishwasher, doing the same with mine. “What’d she have to say?”

      “She wanted to talk about the coyotes.”

      “Of course. I heard that Nolan lost a first-year cow. Not that I really care.” He did care, but in a jacked-up way.

      Nolan Church was Cole’s most hated person. He’d stolen—well, not really—Cole’s wife. Now ex-wife. It was more that Cole and Shanna’s relationship was done, and Shanna moved on without telling Cole. I never really loved Shanna as a sister-in-law, but I endured her and supported my brother.

      “Yeah, that.” I find the recipe and pull it out. “Did you know that many coyotes mate for life? And that killing coyotes triggers a DNA response so that they have more pups, actually increasing the problem?”

      Cole chuckles. “Wow, she really got to you.” Cole grabs my shoulder. “You didn’t know who you were dealing with, bro. She’s subtle and as much as she’s sweet, she’s sneaky and above all, she’s brilliant when it comes to getting into a rancher’s head. Better luck next time.” He shakes my shoulder before walking away. “I’ll talk to her tomorrow and let her know that we’re not going to take actions, unless we have a loss. That’s always been our position and always will be.”

      Had I been played? No. I knew what I felt, and I could tell she wanted that kiss, she placed her forehead to mine, after all. She stayed connected. Hell, I wanted that kiss, too. I wanted that kiss and so much more.

      “I kissed her,” I blurt out as Cole walks from the kitchen.

      He turns to face me slowly. “What?”

      I run a hand through my hair. “We had a good evening together. We drank a cocktail and one thing led to another.”

      His jaw tightens. “No.”

      “No? What’s no about that? We’re adults.” I feel myself getting worked up and I’m not sure why.

      “She’s off limits.”

      My head rears back. “Off limits? She’s not a backroad during spring flooding, bro. She’s a woman. A beautiful, brilliant, and available—”

      “No, she’s not. I’ll give you that Tilly’s beautiful, but to start I’d like to point out the crap you gave me for being interested in Ellie.”

      I grimace. Yes, I did point out that the voluptuous and spunky Ellie wasn’t his normal go-to woman. But I’m different than Cole.

      Cole was the high school everything popular- homecoming king, prom king, most likely to succeed. He dated women everyone said would become models and most guys thought were definitely out of the league, and when he put a ring on one, that marriage lasted a few years.

      Ellie wasn’t his typical woman, but maybe that was the thing. We’d both done the dating, and some one-night stand bullshit, and sometimes chosen questionably, now was the time for no questions. It was time to be sure. To be confident in our choice. And to above all, choose someone who would make us truly happy.

      “What’s your point, Cole?” I start to get the feeling that it’s me who isn’t good enough or maybe enough for her.

      “She’s brilliant and I’m glad you’re seeing that. But she’s also special and different. I can’t tell you exactly why because I told her I’d never reveal her secrets, but Breck, I wouldn’t do this if I thought there was any chance that you two could be together. She’s off-limits.” He turned and didn’t look back.

      I don’t understand his edict. Secrets? What could make her so unattainable and unavailable to me?

      I have a choice to make.

      Follow my brother’s order.

      Or follow my heart.
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        * * *

      

      I’ve rolled around in bed for long enough. What did he mean that she’s special? And different? Every woman is special in their own way. Every person is different, that’s what makes us special. What could make Tilly so special that she wouldn’t be right for me?

      I walk to the office and plop into my chair. Our father set up the main ranch house with guests on one side and us on the other. Mom was the one who started the bed and breakfast and then Dad built cabins around the property to add to the number of possible guests, her natural ability to take care of people helped our family get through some really rough years in the 80s. We’d faced the abyss and came back stronger. But the times had changed again, and we needed something to pull people in. Something different. Something that moved with the times.

      What is it that people want to do?

      They want experiences, not things.

      We’d started hayrack rides in the fall. Sleigh rides in the winter. Fly fishing tours. Expeditions into the mountains for sightseeing. Trips into Denver for shopping. Local artisans coming out for craft, handmade items, and art shows, where we showcased our variety of goat milk soaps, lotions, and body treatments that were made on site.

      I pull out the binder with all the monotony of data that Luke put together and information I let go in one ear and out the other. Demographics assembled and survey’s answered by guests. Details about their stays and what they enjoyed and what they didn’t.

      More outdoor activities.

      Less outdoor activities.

      More food experiences.

      Less food stuff.

      More trips.

      Less trips, more staying in.

      It is a dichotomy of answers. They vary but not enough to truly get some insight. I examine age, gender, income stats. Something stands out. In the last three years we haven’t had a single family come stay? How is that possible? It was all singles or couples without kids. I can hear my mother’s voice: Teach the next generation to ranch, garden, and to treat the land and creatures with respect and they’ll continue what we’ve started. She spoke to Cole, and now she’s speaking to me.

      But how to bring families and kids here? How to get them to understand what we need to do in the future to keep our world a productive and pleasant place? A place where all creatures can thrive and live in harmony.

      I chuckle. Wow. Tilly has gotten into my head. Or maybe the thoughts were always there and she inspired me to come back to who I really am. Just waiting for someone special to bring them forward.

      Maybe it was time I took notice and stopped being a follower and just going along with what my brothers said and started being a leader to make this place what it once was again. A place for all, young and old, singles to families, less fortunate to people who have more, weak and strong. Our narrow focus had limited us and created a place that seemed out of reach for some people. It’s pulled us in a hundred different directions.

      I pull out the plot of our property. There’s an area on the east side where…

      That would be perfect.

      Turns out my heart has a lot more to say than my brother does.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TILLY

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, I wake feeling like I did something stupid. But I’m not sure exactly what was more ill-advised. Not kissing Breck like I really wanted to or running from him after barely kissing him. They both seem pretty high up on the list.

      I roll over in bed and Bella harrumphs at me, stretching along my side. This is why I can’t have a man. One wouldn’t fit one in my bed.

      Bella is an AKC golden retriever, but she was the runt of the litter. You wouldn’t know it now. She’s full-sized and gorgeous. The breeder asked me to not get her fixed for two years in case they wanted options on breeding and puppies. I was close to just taking her to Roberts Animal Clinic and having her fixed.

      “Hey baby, we need to change your diaper.”

      The bleeding was part of the deal for her. But not for me. I almost felt like my dog had life better than me. She could have babies. She could reproduce her breed.

      There were only a few people who knew my truth. My parents, who thought it made me unmarriable and they declared that they planned on me being alone forever. It was nice to hear them say that. Not. My best friend from college because I had to have surgery to alleviate my congenital malformation when I was a sophomore and she picked me up and took care of me. And Cole. Tequila was my friend, until one night it wasn’t. He didn’t seem to understand totally, but I figured through my blubbering, emotional state, he got the gist.

      I’d have to be honest with any man before we got serious that I can’t have kids. Well, that’s not totally true. I can’t carry kids. I have ovaries, just no uterus. It’s called Mayer-Rokitansky-Küster-Hauser syndrome or MRKH-affecting one in five thousand women.

      Everything else down there was spot on, but just not that. So my eggs could be harvested and a surrogate used for pregnancy, but the expense and the giving up control to another woman to carry my child. I was too fucking stubborn. I’d resigned myself to no kids. Probably why I was okay with breeding Bella. Next summer, Bella, you’ll be a mommy. I rub her tummy.

      “Okay, let’s see. What’s on the schedule today?” I really didn’t have days off per se. I just set a schedule for office hours for my coworkers and boss to call me and plan meetings, and then I went out and performed education and site checks for the organization as needed, both to the schools in northern Colorado and to the ranchers and citizens. There were plenty of people who didn’t understand the benefits of having a wide variety of animals in the ecosystem and that taking one out of the circle could have lasting effects. Today the calendar is pretty empty.

      After getting my cup of tea and a breakfast burrito I premade and heated in the microwave of my apartment in Peacock Ridge, I sit at my computer. I send off a couple of emails and clean up some files. Maybe check Facebook, for about an hour. Soon my messenger app lights up on the screen.

      Unknown: Want to get lunch?

      Tilly: Tell me who this is and I’ll answer you.

      Unknown: I’ll give you a hint. Your first kiss.

      I recoil from the desk like my computer is on fire. How did he know?

      Of course he knew. Not like he’s a virgin.

      He’s probably kissed hundreds—okay, maybe not hundreds, at least I hope not—of people. I wouldn’t put it past Breck to not have kissed a dude, probably on a bet, but still.

      I look down at Bella and she cocks her head in a questioning kind of way.

      “What do I do Bella?”

      She sits up and puts a paw on my hand.

      I rock my rolling chair back to the desk.

      My heart crashes against my chest.

      Tilly: Maybe a second kiss after lunch?

      Breck: I can do you one better.

      The doorbell rings and I jump.

      I run to the door and look through the peephole.

      OMG. He’s here? What is he thinking?

      I check myself in the small picture of the Rocky Mountains to the side of the door, using the glass for my reflection.

      “Just a minute.” I try to make it sound like I’m far away, but I can hear Breck chuckle on the other side of the door.

      When I think I’m tolerable—plain, but okay—I move my guitar out of the way behind the door and swing it open. “Hello?” I really don’t mean it as a question, but it definitely exits as one.

      “Hello, sweetheart.” His stocking-capped head makes me want to reach out and remove it so I can see his amazing hair. So thick with a little curl.

      I cross my arms, shielding the fact that I forgot that I’m not wearing a bra and with my chest a bra is a hundred percent needed. “What are you doing here?”

      Breck’s chest rises and falls quickly as he brings his gaze back to my face. “We’re going to lunch. Get dressed.”

      “Breck, I have to work and I haven’t showered.” I shake my head and my ponytail flips around to whack me in the face.

      His hand reaches out and starting at the very end of the strands he winds my hair around his fingers, drawing me closer and closer.

      “Tilly, I know you’re scared.”

      “I’m not scared.”

      He leans forward, his breaths whispering on my face. “Tilly…” His brows rise.

      I roll my eyes and do a little shake of my head. He has me. It’s like he knows me and my ways.

      “Okay. Maybe a little scared.” My gaze searches his face for the truth. That he really wants this. “But it’s you. It’s me. It’s…”

      “Scary. Yeah, I know, but I’m here. I want to be here. And not just for today or tonight.” He unwinds my hair as if he’s giving me space. But I don’t want the space. I want him to hold me and make me feel like I’m never going to fall ever again.

      My legs weaken, like a week old cookie. Without the step from last night and my boots, I actually have to look up at him. I feel small next to his size. I slide a shaky hand up his chest, exploring and memorizing all the hard muscles underneath. His eyes close as I near his neck. Slipping my other hand around his waist, I tuck my hand into a pocket on the back of his Wranglers, using the grip I close the distance between our bodies with a quick tug of my arm.

      He sucks in a quick breath. “Tilly…”

      I rise to my tiptoes and press my lips to his.

      An arm wraps around me and another feeds back into my ponytail, right where it should be.

      I whimper as his tongue slips out and asks for entry into my body. I’m ready. I open slowly and he teases my tongue. I tease him back. My head floats away with the touch. It’s nothing like I expected. It’s sensual and intimate. My body heats low, pressure building, slickening between my legs. I moan into his mouth, and he deepens the kiss, tilting my head to his will in his large hand. My nipples harden until they’re almost painful. We’re not just kissing now; we’re meld our bodies into one. It’s beautiful. It’s inspiring. And it’s making me feel drugged. I’m going to be addicted to this man and I really think I’m okay with that.

      He slows the kiss and pecks my lips once, twice, before placing his forehead to mine. “Jesus, woman, you’re like a volcano ready to explode.”

      I move and my clit pulses. I shutter closed my eyes and whimper. “You have no idea.”

      His lips brush my ear. “Do you trust me, Tilly?”

      I swallow. If he’s wanting sex, I’m not ready…yet. I’m so close. So fucking close in so many ways, but I need to know for sure.

      But it’s just a question, not a demand.

      “I do, but I need you to know something.”

      His face softens. “You have a secret…”

      “Yeah. And it’s not easy to talk about.”

      “Cole told me.”

      My chest burns. “It wasn’t his to tell!” I push off of him as I feel slapped by his admission. “I’m the one who gets to tell…” My voice cracks. “It’s my life…my body.”

      “Tilly,” he calls to me.

      “I can’t believe he did that. And he calls himself a friend. How could he?” I throw my hands up. “Well, now that you know. I guess I want to know—”

      “Tilly!”

      “What?!” My chest heaves.

      He crosses the room. “He said that you’re special and that he’s held your secret tight. He didn’t tell me the secret. I’ll listen to you, when you’re ready to tell me what it is. Until then just know that I’m here and I’m not going anywhere.”

      I’m not sure it’s the right time. I’m not sure I’m ready. But I don’t want him going in thinking that we’ll have a traditional family. I don’t think he’ll just up and leave, but I think it’ll take time to process.

      “I can’t have children. I have Mayer-Rokitansky-Küster-Hauser syndrome or MRKH.”

      “Well, that’s a mouthful. MRKH?” He repeats it. “MRKH.” His eyes cloud. “Can’t conceive or give birth or…?”

      “I don’t have a uterus.”

      His hands slip into mine and he squeezes. I know he means the move to be sweet, but I’m too freaked out to truly feel his care.

      “You do know what that means, right?” I ask. Because I can’t tell if he does and from hearing my girlfriends talk, there seems to be a large contingency of men don’t understand where everything actually is and what it’s for. A penis is a penis and testicles are testicles to them. I’m hoping Breck’s different, but I’m readying to give him a little Sex Ed lesson, if I need to.

      “Yes, I know. It’s the organ where the baby grows. Without it…”

      “Ugh…don’t ever say organ again. I hate that word.”

      He chuckles. “Noted.”

      “But yes…no conception, no birthing.”

      “Do you still have… eggs?” His voice squeaks on the final word.

      I giggle. He’s visibly uncomfortable and little part of me kind of likes it.

      But Cole better be prepared to run the next time I see him. Although he didn’t actually divulge my secret. And maybe he was trying to protect me. He’s still getting punched in the gut.

      “I do and they’re healthy.”

      “Surrogate?”

      “I don’t know. It’s hard to think about right now.” I sigh and the weight of what this malformation really is hits me. It’s my voice being stolen in a different way. I don’t get to decide. I was sure I didn’t want kids until last night made me consider that I might. Until this man kissed me. Or I kissed him. I’m not positive, but all I know is I want to kiss him again and again.

      “But you can still…have… um…sex?”

      “Penis in vagina, penetration?” I ask, crossing my arms.

      He nods, his face scrunched.

      “I really don’t know. I still have all the other parts and…I know I can…” My face heats.

      “Orgasm?”

      I’m probably as red as the bulbs on my Christmas tree in the corner. I always loved the decorations on the ranch—they were homey and country. My tree is pitiful and homely.

      “Yes.” I huff the word. It’s still hard to talk about even with how much I’ve had to talk to doctors about it. “And I don’t have a period. Ever.” That’s something I don’t think I miss, considering all the hell my girlfriends go through, and especially after having to change a dog’s diaper every six hours.

      “Well, the orgasm thing is good news. I don’t know what to say about the period.” He clears his throat. “But I want you to know that I’m still in, Tilly. This doesn’t change how I feel about you. Sweetheart, thank you for telling me.”

      “You’re sure?”

      Instead of answering me, he kisses me. But this time it’s slow, flowing. Nothing insistent, just unhurried and relaxed. But my body is anything but relaxed. It’s on fire. I’m pulsing in parts that I didn’t know pulsed. I’ve masturbated, but it feels different being with someone. It’s putting faith in him to treat my body with respect and with the goal of pleasure, not pain. I’ve been through pain in my life. All I want is to feel good.

      “That’s really great news.” His forehead presses to mine. “Baby, where’s your bedroom?”

      “I won’t have sex, Breck.” I slide a hand down his face. “Not yet…” I can feel his heart pounding as my fingers brush his neck.

      “I wasn’t even thinking of actual sex, I promise, Til.” I love that he shortens my name, it feels like he’s so wound up that he can’t even get out my whole name. Urgent. Suggestive.

      “Down the hall, on the left.”

      He bends his knees, slips his hands under my ass and lifts me.

      “Breck!” I giggle, surprised and almost worried.

      “Sweetheart, I got you. You said you trust me. Show me.”

      I wrap my long legs around him, he kicks off his boots and starts off. Every step confident. The hallway passes quickly, but soon he stops and backs up. His eyes dart to a picture and I close my eyes.

      I forgot. Shit. I crash my face to his shoulder to avoid him seeing my embarrassment.

      “Nice painting. Not totally accurate, but close. You’ll see.”

      Breck takes off again. In a few long strides, I’m being slowly lowered onto the bed.

      I’d never imagined that any man could and would carry me to bed. It’s freeing and I laugh heartily as he leans over me.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You just carried me to bed!” I scream out. My excitement bubbling over.

      He smiles broadly. “Baby, I’ll carry you to bed every goddamn night if it makes you smile like that.”

      I stare up at him as he lowers toward me. His lips start toward mine, but he detours and kisses my forehead, my nose, my chin, my jawline, my neck, lower. He lifts the bottom of my long-johns-style, long-sleeved shirt hem. I purse my lips as I assist by pulling it up and over my head.

      No man has ever seen me naked, but I don’t look away from him. I want to see his reaction. It will mean so much to me to see what he thinks.

      “Damn, Tilly.” He swallows and his eyes widen.

      My chest is something to behold. 42FF—more than a handful. His hands cradle my large globes and he lowers his head, I can feel his breaths fast and hot against my nipples. They ache. They ache for him.

      “Breck…” I moan as he envelopes a nipple in his lips, his tongue curling around the peaked flesh. He sucks lightly, learning my body and I’m thankful that he’s cautious. I don’t know what I like and don’t like with much of anything.

      His left hand releases my breast and it’s making a path down my stomach. My brain is trying to process both his lips on my nipple and his hand making its way through my curly mound. The synapses crash against each other, igniting my body and sizzling every nerve ending. I writhe in the bed.

      Lower.

      Lower.

      Lover. My lover. He’s now in a different place in my head…and heart.

      I clasp his head as it follows his hand. Oh shit…

      He tugs on the edge of my flannel pajama pants and I lift my ass so he can pull them down. I’m giving him permission to see me naked.

      As much as I love the human form and paint it to celebrate it, it’s still difficult to do this. It’s bringing someone into my personal space. It’s allowing him to know me. And I’m worried he won’t like what he sees.

      “Tilly, fuck, you’re beautiful.”

      I cover my face with my arms. “Don’t say that.”

      He pulls my arms away. “You. Are. Fucking. Beautiful. Say it for me, baby.”

      I force down my panic. “I’m…I’m…beautiful.”

      His hands clasp my face. “Again.”

      “I’m beautiful.”

      “Again for the people in the cheap seats.”

      “I’m beautiful!” I cry out and in the blink of an eye, his mouth lands softly on my core. His tongue going at me like a starved man. Intense burning starts in my thighs. My stomach clenches. I grasp his head, guiding him, leading him to where I want him.

      “Yes, tell me what you like, what makes you feel good.”

      I tug him up to my clit. “Suck it.”

      He wraps his lips around it and softly sucks.

      “Harder!” I call out and he briefly chuckles releasing the hard nub, but when he returns he doubles the pressure and I’m done.

      My body convulses as euphoric stars burst from my clit and through my body. I call out his name, insisting he doesn’t stop. My thick thighs clamp around his head and I dig my nails into his hair. He moans around me and I continue to pulse with an energy that I’ve never felt before—it’s both natural and magical, harsh and calming, and wild and grounding.

      It’s love.

      He slows and his tongue darts inside of my body, lapping all the juices that drip from my center.

      “You taste like strawberries. I’ll never get enough of this.”

      Thank God.

      I rock my head in the bedding. But now what happens?

      Do I… reciprocate?

      “I’m good, sweetheart. I expect nothing in return.”

      I lift my head. “Did I say that out loud?”

      “Yeah.” He laughs. “I think you’re in a little of orgasm daze.”

      “Damn straight I am.”

      “Do you feel…good?”

      I push up to my elbows. “Are you kidding me? I think I forgot my name for about two minutes and I’m lucky I’m still in existence. I thought I was physically going to explode into a million pieces.”

      “You were breathtaking. Seriously, best thing to watch ever.” I roll my eyes and he winks at me.

      “Okay, I’m going to go clean up.” He motions to his glossy face and I chuckle.

      “I should shower.”

      “Now that sounds like a plan. I’m in!”

      “Alone!”

      He chuckles. “Okay…fair enough.”

      I gather some clothes and when I step from my bedroom, he’s standing in the hallway, cleaned up. His long legs cross at the ankles and his gaze scorches me. I walk into the bathroom, making sure each step is accentuated by the swing of my hips. I feel sexy, uninhibited, empowered. Now he’s the one who is following me. I place my items on the counter and grab the edge of the door.

      “I’m beautiful,” I say reaching out to him. “Thank you.”

      “You’re gorgeous, Til. And baby, you never have to thank me for giving you what you deserve and want.”

      He’s right. I need to speak up. I have a voice. Hell, I told him to suck my clit! Harder, even!

      “Lunch?” I ask.

      “Whatever you want.”

      And with that I shut the door, but inside, one has just opened. And I’m walking through it with my head held high.
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      We walk out of the Featherbone holding hands.

      “I love that idea, Breck! And I’d love to help, any way I can. I can make informational booklets and website info. You name it and I’ll do it.”

      I kiss her cheek. “Thanks. I’ll see what Cole and Luke think and once I have their approval, I can get rolling.” I glance toward the truck, but I skid to a stop. “Grace?”

      She raises her head from her phone. “Hi, Breck.”

      Tilly’s grip tightens on my hand and I squeeze it back. Grace is no threat to us, she knows this. Grace is a threat to my baby brother. My instincts are to bombard her with questions, but something has changed in me. I want to listen to her and understand her.

      Weird.

      “How long have you been back?”

      “Not long.” Her gaze won’t meet mine.

      “Have you seen Luke?”

      She shakes her head almost imperceptibly.

      I raise Tilly’s hand and kiss the back. “Can you give us a moment?”

      “I’ll go start the truck and get it warmed up.” Tilly passes by Grace. “Welcome home, Grace.”

      Grace smiles at her. “Nice to see you and… congratulations.”

      Tilly chuckles. “Thanks.”

      As soon as I hear the door to Tilly’s truck close—she insisted on driving and as long as we’re together I could care less who drives—I’m shaking my head trying to figure out where to start.

      “Where’d you go?” I ask, not that it’s the most important thing. I hold up a hand. “First…” I step forward and wrap my arms around her. “Grace… we were worried about you. Glad you’re safe and back.”

      Her body hiccups against me and I know she’s going to break if we don’t keep this much more business-like and with an apron in her hand, I’m sure she has places to be.

      “Are you going to contact Luke?”

      “I don’t know if I can…or should.”

      “Yes, you should. And Grace, you can. If you could walk away after what you guys had, you have guts.”

      “I didn’t walk. I ran.”

      That was true, but I could see the fear and remorse in her eyes. I didn’t need to confirm the truth.

      “I don’t need to know why, but I’m asking you to please text him. Just find a way to let him know that you’re okay.”

      “Please don’t tell him I’m back. I’m not ready. I know he’s going to be mad.”

      I step back. “He’s not mad. I know that fact like I know Peacock Ridge. Grace, I heard the man cry himself to sleep. He’s broken. You broke him.”

      “I know. I don’t regret leaving, but I regret what it did to him. I didn’t think and I did it all wrong.”

      “Do you want to be back with him?”

      “Do you think he’ll have me?”

      I actually didn’t think… I knew. But there was a tiny chance, miniscule chance that I could be wrong. Luke was so broken, so I wouldn’t guarantee her. Luke was known for being the most emotional of all of us, plus, the most untrusting and the most impetuous. He and Grace were very similar. I wondered if that was part of the issue.

      “If he asks, I won’t lie,” I clarified.

      “I don’t expect you to.”

      “You look good. Healthy. And happy?”

      “Yeah, put on a few pounds in the last year.” She sighed. “I’m not totally happy, but I feel like I know what happiness is now. I really want to be happy, Breck.”

      “I hope you get your Christmas wish, Grace. Okay, I need to get back to…”

      “This is new?” she asks.

      “Very.”

      “I’ve always thought Tilly was amazing. You know that she paints.”

      I chuckle. “Yeah, I’ve seen some of her works. They’re… um, vivid.”

      Her head tips. “I don’t know what that means but good luck, Breck.”

      I give her temple a kiss as I pass by. “Good luck, Grace.”

      I’ve always imagined that when the right person came into my life, I’d know who it was. My brother had thought that too. He was wrong. But maybe he wasn’t wrong about the love, just wrong about the timing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I give Tilly a wave as I put my truck into gear and head off. We’re going to meet at the Snow Ball. I’ll have the most beautiful woman on my arm, and I can’t wait to hear Cole’s reaction.

      I run a hand through my hair. I don’t know what he’s thinking about, but I see no surprises with this beautiful woman and if anything, I only see potential. A partner for life to go through the ups and downs. But I also used to see kids running around the ranch. I saw animals, dogs, cats, maybe a lizard or snake. I never got to have one when I was a kid because my mother was deathly afraid of slithering things, but my kids, I thought they’d have it all.

      But there is my music and I want that, too. I want so much now.

      I pick up my phone and dial to the chair of tonight’s event.

      “Hello, Breck.”

      “Hey, Ursula.”

      “What’s my favorite Reeves guy up to today?”

      “Just had lunch at the new restaurant inside what used to be Johnson’s Eats, Featherbone. It was great.”

      “Yeah, we went there for dinner last night. I wasn’t impressed with the meatloaf, but Darren thought it was better than mine. Bastards,” she mumbles under her breath.

      Never admit your lady’s food is less than someone else’s, Darren. Rookie move, bro.

      “I was wondering if tonight, I might be able to get up on stage?”

      “Sure! We’d love to have our soon-to-be nationally famous singer giving us something to swoon over.” She sucks in a quick breath. “Oh, I forgot, another singer is scheduled to go on, too. You okay with that?”

      “The more the merrier as Mom used to say.”

      “Great, then just meet up at about eight behind the stage curtain and you can work it out.”

      “Okay. Thanks.”

      “Anything for you, Breck.”

      Cole will just have to understand that sometimes love is bigger than secrets. I know in my heart that Tilly is meant to be mine and I’m not going to wait to make her mine.

      Tonight, I will be something that the whole town will remember. Especially Tilly.
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      “Stupid dress! Stupid shoes! Stupid hair!” I readjust the fabric and it just bunches in another area. “I give up.”

      And as soon as I stop acting like a two-year-old having a tantrum, the silky fabric hugs my curves and I can see it differently.

      I examine myself. “Oh, that’s not bad.”

      “Yes, like I said, darling, it’s the perfect dress for you.”

      I continue allowing these two women in the neighboring town, Heraldsville, to poke and prod me like I’m some sort of alien at the Touch of Magic Boutique. Magic? My ass! More like torture chamber of ridiculous grandmas!

      The shorter of the two, I think her name was Connie, stands back and her gaze darts to all corners and curves of my body. “I don’t know MaryJane, I think the red one would be better.”

      “But Ellie is wearing the red one! This one skims her beautiful figure perfectly.”

      I didn’t know about “perfectly”, but if this didn’t make Breck’s eyes pop out of his head like a cartoon character, I would owe these ladies a huge apology. I had said something that was “fancy.” They gave me fancy and then some.

      “I’m not sure I can drive back to Peacock Ridge in this, ladies.”

      “It has Lycra in it. It’s made to stretch, sweetie.” Connie pats my cheek. “Now for the last piece. You need…” She looks to MaryJane and MaryJane looks to me.

      “Those new earrings!”

      “Ladies, I don’t wear earrings,” I announce.

      “These aren’t clip-ons or posts. They’re this new kind that don’t even sit on your earlobe. They wrap around your ear!”

      I’m slightly intrigued by the apparatus that she pulls out of the display case. They pile my hair up on one side, pinning it creatively so that the bobby pins are hidden, and slip the, for better lack of a term, ear-cuff onto the upper portion of my ear and long lines of fake diamonds trail down my neck. They do the other side and I’m staring at myself in the mirror. I don’t recognize this person.

      And I’m not sure I like it.

      I don’t like it.

      I need to say something now or regret will cover my evening.

      My eyes start to well and Connie steps in front of me. “Oh, goodness, what have we done?” She pulls a tissue from her bra and dabs at the tears. “Sweetheart, what can we do? Have we overwhelmed you? Do you not like it?”

      “It’s…it’s not me.”

      MaryJane gasps dramatically, and I roll my eyes. They’ve overdone me. I wanted fancy, but this feels fake.

      MaryJane scuttles off. She comes back and holds up a hanger and the outfit falls down. “What do you think?”

      Connie clasps her hands together. “Oh, MaryJane, it’s perfect. Wait, Tilly? What do you think?”

      I smile. “It’s perfect.”
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        * * *

      

      I’m back at the truck after putting my case inside the auditorium. I have yet to see Breck. He said be there at 7:45 p.m. which is right before I need to be. I’m not nervous. Well, not to see him. I’m excited and almost giddy.

      Ursula Whitcomb saunters over to me as I sip on my tequila sunrise. “Tilly, you look beautiful. Just beautiful.”

      “Just a little magic, Urs.”

      She laughs. “Honey, we all need that.” She glances around the room. “I love seeing everyone enjoying themselves. Are you excited for the evening?”

      I inhale a deep breath. “I am.”

      She glances to her phone. “Oh, I forgot to tell you that Breck Reeves is going to be singing tonight. He called and asked me. I figured you wouldn’t mind.”

      My stomach crashes. I certainly don’t mind, but to follow him would make me look like a fool. He’s a professional singer. I’m just trying to give the people something special for the evening. I’m good, don’t get me wrong. But Breck…he’s…

      My mouth drops open. I point at the stage.

      Ursula lets out a whoop and the crowd joins in. “I guess he decided to just go on.”

      I stand frozen. He looks effortless in the spotlight. His cool exterior radiating his confidence. His gaze searches the crowd and he finds me.

      My body shivers under his laser focus.

      “Tilly, sweetheart, join me?”

      My mouth turns into cotton and my head spins.

      “I think he’s asking for you.” Ursula gets closer. “Maybe you should go…”

      I take off toward the stage. All eyes are on us. The silky black suit I’m wearing moves with me, the lapel decorated with rhinestones in a swirling pattern throws sparkling patterns into the air. My hair is still pulled up on one side, but the dangling ear-cuff is replaced by a silver and rhinestone hair comb that has a trail of rhinestones falling into my hair. And the shoes…black velvet flats.

      Comfortable and me. Thank God.

      He reaches out, his suit jacket pulling up and showing his cuff-linked white shirt sleeves. “Hey, you.”

      “Hey.”

      “Is this new?” he asks away from the mic. I nod. “Good choice. It’s you.”

      “Definitely.” I get closer and whisper in his ear. “I was supposed to sing tonight.”

      He pulls back quickly. “Really?”

      I nod. “I was trying to be the person I want to be. People in the area don’t always like me. I hate that I know they talk about me at coffee. I want to show them I’m human. That I’m a part of the community.”

      He wraps an arm around me, adjusting his guitar. “You don’t have to convince me.”

      But there’s more I need to tell him.

      “You want to sing?” he asks.

      I shake my head. “No, you’re the professional.”

      “Sing with me…” He brushes his hand down my arm and laces his fingers with mine.

      I glance to the crowd and they’re all staring.

      My voice. I need to have a voice.

      “Okay. Yeah, I’ll do it.”

      “What do you want to sing?”

      This might be the harder part. I run through every duet that I can think of.

      “Maybe Don’t You Wanna Stay?”

      “Jason Aldean?”

      “And Kelly Clarkson.”

      “Right.”

      He turns back to the mic. “Ladies and gentlemen, a special musical treat for you. This is Ms. Tilly Warren, and I’m Breck Reeves, for those of you who don’t know. Tilly protects those who don’t have a voice. She finds a way to explain how we can live with those rascally vermin that we want to just leave us alone. This beautiful woman is special. And we’re going to sing you a song to make your Snow Ball a little more special.”

      He starts out with a few chords and notes and then digs right into the lyrics and they seem to float from him. I take a deep breath and jump in, my voice surprising me. It’s clear and crisp, like a day after a night’s snow.

      The room is quiet. People look like statues.

      I’m belting it out and he’s right there to meet me. Our voices blending into one and sending a shiver of what this night will be down my spine.

      The last nights bellow out into the hall as he strikes the final chords on his guitar, lingering the final chord into the air and then picking the final few tinkling notes as it fades away.

      The crowd erupts in cheers. He wraps an arm around me and draws me close.

      I look up at him. “That was amazing.”

      “You have a beautiful voice, Tilly.” His lips claim mine and I sink into the moment. His lips part from mine and they brush my ear while the guests still roars. “I love you, Tilly Mae Warren.”

      I stand on my tiptoes and whisper back to him, “I love you, more, Breck Carson Reeves.”

      And with that. He slips his hand into mine. “Let’s go…”

      Yes, let’s go…
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        * * *

      

      Breck

      I follow her back to her place. We could go to the ranch and use one of the cabins, but I have a feeling Cole and Ellie are going to do that. I saw them leave the hall while we were singing. I also saw Luke and Grace and although I wasn’t sure what was happening, it didn’t look like they were fighting. I was hopeful.

      I pull into her driveway and something catches my eye. What the…

      I look into the backseat.

      Shit. If you cockblock me, dog…I swear, no treats for you!

      It’s partially my fault. I left the door open while I put my guitar into the truck.

      Tilly comes along side of the truck. “Is that Roscoe?”

      “He must have snuck into the truck. Do you want me to take him home? Or we can go out to the cabin.”

      “Can’t…Bella. Well, no better time to see if they get along.”

      “Um…I don’t know how to tell you this.”

      “What?” She opens the back door and Roscoe runs to the front door, sitting and waiting.

      “He’s not fixed.”

      She crosses her arms. “Are you kidding me?”

      “No.”

      “Why not? You do know the importance of fixing your animals to stop the procreation of unwanted animals, right? Controlling the pet population so that we don’t end up with strays and the damage they can do to the environment. I swear Cole told me that he was fixed.”

      “I made the appointment and then Doc Roberts, the original one, had his gallbladder attack and I never rescheduled.”

      “She’s wearing a diaper, maybe he’ll leave her alone.”

      Right. Sure, that’s gonna happen.

      “If you think so.”

      “We can put her into my office. She doesn’t mind being in there.”

      “That would work.”

      We let them get acquainted and let them outside to go to the bathroom, watching carefully for any interest by Roscoe or Bella in mating and they seem to have no interest.

      “I guess that was less to worry about than we figured.”

      “Kinda reminds me of you and me,” Tilly says as she lets them in the sliding door.

      “You know, Tilly, I think I was respecting Cole by not understanding my feelings for you. I thought… I thought that maybe you two were a thing.”

      She stills. “No…a long time ago, he saved me and helped me become…me.” She tells me a story of how he saved her at camp and then was there for her after. My brother was protecting her. I know he’ll still be upset that I went against his wishes, but hopefully he will understand. And when it comes to her secret, I’m wondering if he didn’t understand and thought she couldn’t have sex. Sex is important, but intimacy and connection are so much more important to me. And with Tilly I feel those like an intense summer storm, but I know this won’t pass. It’s here to stay.

      “I guess he was trying to protect you still.”

      “I don’t need to be protected from you. I need to be loved by you, Breck.”

      I step close to her. “We don’t have to do anything, sweetheart. Just to sleep with you in my arms will be enough.” My short whiskers brush her forehead and I hug her tight.

      She steps back and flicks the button on her jacket, allowing the slick fabric to fall from her shoulders into a black puddle on the floor. The black lace bra underneath awaits me. She reaches to her hip and the sound of the teeth of a zipper clicking hits my ears. She slips the fabric over her hips, then turns so I can see the fabric skim her round butt cheeks. A matching thong to the bra magically disappears between her round cheeks and I can’t wait to tug it down her legs.

      “Fuck…that’s beautiful.”

      “I want to make love, Breck. We just have to go slow. Be careful.”

      “Sweetheart, if you tell me anything hurts, I will stop. I don’t care what’s happening. I will do anything to make sure this is pleasurable and a memorable experience for you.” But then it hits me. “Shit. I don’t have a condom.”

      She laughs. “Not really needed.”

      I’ve never gone without protection, with anyone. I shiver thinking about it.

      I consider her comment for a moment. “Oh, that’s true. And I’m clean. I haven’t been with anyone for almost a year.”

      She looks back at me as she starts down the hallway. “Your trip to NYC?”

      “Yeah. I got tested after. Clean.”

      “What ever happened with that manager?”

      I’d talked to a production company, an agent, and a manager, but it seemed what I was offering wasn’t what they wanted. Life moves on.

      “Nothing. He dropped off the face of the earth.”

      “That’s too bad. I know everyone was rooting for you.”

      She turns on a nightstand light and throws a gold scarf over the lamp, a soft glow covers the room.

      We stop at the bedside.

      “Maybe I was meant to be here. With you, Tilly.” My hand brushes over her skin, in between her breasts, down her stomach, over her thong, floating. “Damn, you’re wet.”

      Her hands slip my jacket off my shoulders as I undo my belt and strip my pants off. I know that I want this to be slow and generous, and it will be, but I can’t get naked fast enough. I want her to see.

      To see how close her painting is to the truth. And how far.

      I stand back, dragging my grey tie through the neck of my button down. I strip off my white dress shirt and pull my t-shirt over my head.

      Her eyes widen and her pupils explode in those beautiful blue eyes. “Yes. Oh, God, yes.”

      “Just keep saying that.”

      She reaches forward and strokes my cock through my boxer briefs. “You know that painting is you, right?” Her other hand grazes over the skin where I had emergency surgery when I was eleven to have my burst appendix out. Back then they didn’t have laparoscopy at the local hospital, and everything was big and ugly when it came to incisions.

      “I saw the scar.”

      She blushes. “I saw you naked.”

      My eyebrows peak. “What? When?”

      “Last summer. That creek behind the ranch. I was out counting fish for a survey. You stripped down and sunk into the water. I shouldn’t have watched, but you were so handsome. I couldn’t help myself. I came home and painted you immediately.” She tugs the underwear down my legs. “Wow. But as I now see, I’ll have to do some major renovations.”

      “It was cold that day.”

      She throws her head back and laughs. I take the opportunity to run my lips up and down her long elegant neck, reaching behind her to release her beautiful breasts from the lace. I tweak her nipples as I explore her collarbones and I don’t stop descending. My tongue laves over her nipples, those glorious spheres held in my hands, warm and soft.

      We climb onto the bed, leaving the sheets crumpled at the bottom.

      I tease her lips and my hands explore her body. Her hand rocks long my cock and I have to imagine some pretty horrible things to stop my nuts from tightening. I trail my hand down her body and through that thick curly patch of shelter. I glide fingers over the soft lips, collecting the dripping juices and stroking the delicate flesh.

      “Can I—”

      “Yes… please.”

      Slowly I glide a finger inside of her body and she sucks in a quick breath as I retreat and reenter her body. She’s not warm. She’s steaming hot inside.

      “You okay?”

      “I’m good. It’s good.” Tilly’s eyes shine up at me. “It’s really good.”

      My thumb finds her clit, all engorged, and I skim it.

      “I feel like you’re playing my body like your guitar.”

      Soon her hips are rocking, slowly. I give her clit a bit more pressure. It’s so hard and yet she’s so soft. Her breathing is fast.

      “Sweetheart…” I stroke my cock, and my body clenches.

      Her eyes flicker open. “Make love to me, Breck.”

      I move over her and line up, being careful not to penetrate her until she’s ready.

      She lifts her hips and the head of my cock slips past her soft entrance. “Oh, God.” She nods frantically. “Yes… slowly.”

      I proceed forward. “Shit… Umm… we didn’t talk about how long…this might…take me.”

      She giggles. “It’s okay, Breck.” Her hands clasp my face. “It’s beautiful.” She arches her back.

      “That’s good baby.” I wait for her to get used to being filled. And I realize how filled I am in the process. She’s given me a gift. Her and her heart.

      I withdraw and slowly rock into her, a little deeper.

      “Breck…oh, God…”

      “That’s right, sweetheart.”

      Her hips jolt to mine and our bodies collide.

      “I’m close, Breck.”

      “My Tilly’s so beautiful.”

      Her pussy flutters along my cock as she clamps her eyes closed and arches her neck, her orgasm so amazing that I know I’ll never see anything more beautiful.

      Except her.

      I let my body react, unclenching my jaw and giving two quick thrusts and then I stay planted, just allowing the blast to roll over me while I stare into her bright eyes. Her lips meet mine and she whispers. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      I’ve never thought that love was a gift, but Tilly has changed my mind.

      I’m sure she’ll continue to attempt to change my mind forever.
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      Tilly

      The following August.

      “Excellent job, Travis.” I walk along the picnic tables and admire paintings. Eighteen eight- to ten-year olds line up in front of the table easels, leaving their memories on a canvas.

      Families now flock to the Peacock Ridge Ranch and Eco-Friendly Learning Center. My husband’s brainchild. I do the arts and teaching the kids when it comes to how to live with amicably with flora and fauna and why we should be respectful of both. He does the facilities management and rehabilitation and potential rehoming of injured animals. I’ve had some interesting effects on him.

      We were married on Valentine’s Day. We knew it was forever, so why not make it forever. It was a big day for the whole family and will be a date to celebrate for a very long time.

      “Tilly…” Luke runs over. “It’s happening.”

      My stomach drops. “Now? Are you kidding? Her due date isn’t until next week.”

      “When a baby’s coming, a baby’s coming. Can’t really discuss the finer points of staying inside a uterus with them.”

      I giggle. “I guess so. Okay. Um… you’ll finish this?”

      “I guess so. Kids, this is going to get very Picasso meets Warhol.”

      “What is warthall?” one asks.

      “Maybe just let them go explore the learning center.” I roll my eyes.

      “She’s waiting for you in the den.” My brother-in-law gives me a kiss on my cheek “Now go!”

      I take off on a run. I pass by Ellie, Cole’s pregnant wife, their first is only weeks weeks away, too. I job backwards. “Did you hear?”

      “Is it happening?”

      “It’s happening!”

      She waves me on. “I’ll catch up, just can’t run. Go!”

      I fly in the backdoor and Breck’s standing there.

      He’s back from his first fifteen-city tour. His independently released album flying up the charts. Seems I gave him some inspiration. My favorite songs, “First Kiss” and “She’s Beautiful.” And I even sang with him on, “They Were Here First,” a cheek-in-tongue song about making the world better for the next generation.

      “She’s doing okay, sweetheart.” He steps back and Bella’s panting, laying on her side.

      My eyes fill with tears. She looks so scared. I’m sure she’s not ready. I’m not ready.

      Ellie makes it in the back door with her veterinary bag. “Let’s see how we’re doing.” She kneels with Breck’s help, her huge tummy keeping her from leaning over. She listens. She examines.

      “She’s great. Oh…here we go.” She assists mother nature, but Bella’s a natural.

      One by one, puppies find their way into our world.

      A whimper sounds from behind the closed door that goes to the bathroom off the den.

      “Is Roscoe in there?” I ask Breck.

      “I didn’t know if he should be out here.”

      “What do you think, Ellie?”

      “I don’t see why not, after all they’re his babies, too.”

      Seems that Bella and Roscoe finally figured out how to end their spats with a little doggie-style lovin’.

      Ellie finally took care of making Roscoe a one-time daddy after we realized Bella was pregnant. Snip. Snip.

      Two hours later, all the puppies are nursing and Roscoe’s cuddling with Bella.

      Breck wraps me in his arms. “They’re amazing.”

      “Yes, they are.”

      “You thinking what I’m thinking?” he asks.

      I purse my lips. We’d started looking into surrogates. “Yeah, I’m ready.”

      He turns me in his arms, his eyes wide. “You sure?”

      “I am. I want a baby that’s half you and half me, honey.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      His lips claim mine and I hear music playing.

      It’s the magic of our song.

      Don’t you Wanna Stay…

      
        
        ~THE END~
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        Want more of the Diamond Ridge Mountain Men? Click here— Brynn Hale Books

        Up next—Luke and Grace #3 in the

        Peacock Ridge Cowboys Series.

      

        

      
        Join my author newsletter to get the details on special giveaways, freebies, promotions, and new releases and preorders to keep you reading the alpha curvy woman instalove that you crave.

        Brynn Hale Newsletter Link

      

        

      
        And if you’d like to be a part of the ARC (advance review copy) team, fun and friends come on over to:

        Brynn Hale Reader Group.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Brynn Hale portrait]
        

      

      Brynn Hale is a Midwest girl who can spot--and swoon over--a hard-working guy a mile away. She believes in winks across a crowded room, guys who do the dishes, a blue-collar alpha will always win a heroine's heart, and a martini or craft beer is the perfect accompaniment to her stories.

      You can visit her at

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

      

    

  

cover.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg






