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            Dedication

         
         
            For you. The ones who get lost in the story, in the beauty of life,

            in someone else, in love, and all the magical things.
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            Author’s Note

         
         
            Dear Reader,

            It’s not unusual for me to tackle tough topics in my novels. Life isn’t easy. Everyone has struggles and things they have
               to deal with and overcome. Sometimes those issues are easy to spot, other times they’re hidden beneath the surface, silent
               and unseen, even to those closest to us.
            

            This book contains references (no graphic details) to abortion and suicide and may be triggering to some.

            If you or someone you love is struggling and need help or support, please contact the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline
               by dialing 988.
            

            Ask for help.

            You are worth it.

            Because you deserve your own happy ending.

            With love,

            Jennifer Ryan

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         Layla Brock stood in the middle of her empty home feeling as still, quiet, and waiting as the house surrounding her. She’d
            lost her husband a little more than a year ago. His death was the last of the losses she’d suffered during their marriage.
         

         
         But she didn’t want to think about those dark times right now.

         
         Somewhere out there was the new life she wanted to make for herself.

         
         She was more than ready to move on.

         
         The house was just a place. What she wanted was a home again.

         
         A real one this time. Not one built on a lie she hadn’t even known she’d been living.

         
         Christopher had wanted a home with her. And it had felt real and true. But it hadn’t been enough. She hadn’t been enough. And although she’d made mistakes, pushed him away when they needed each other the most, it still hurt
            to discover the man she’d loved had turned out to be someone she didn’t recognize.
         

         
         He hurt her. He hurt others. That wasn’t the kind, generous man she knew at all.

         
         And now all she had left was the knowledge that she could love someone, faults and all, even with a broken heart filled with his secrets. 

         
         “Where do you think you’re going?” 

         
         She jolted and glanced behind her.

         
         Michael stared at her with the same pine bark–brown eyes as Christopher but without all the joy and tenderness of his older
            brother.
         

         
         She hadn’t heard him come in. He stood behind her as she turned back to the massive windows that overlooked the Pacific Ocean.

         
         She loved this house and the view. But the space held her sadness, and the beautiful scene didn’t bring her joy anymore.

         
         She needed a new view.

         
         She needed to find the beauty in life again.

         
         It hurt to look at Michael and see glimpses of Christopher in his features. Her mind wanted to play the what-if game, but
            she shut that down. She couldn’t rewrite the past. She could only move forward.
         

         
         “I accepted a commission.” She didn’t explain further.

         
         Michael cared little for her artistic talent, except when he could use her name to brag to someone he wanted to impress.

         
         She didn’t play those kinds of games.

         
         Christopher hadn’t needed to use such tactics to gain people’s attention or trust either. He charmed everyone with his easy smile, gentle heart, sharp brain, and witty humor. She’d fallen in love with him because of all that and so much more. His depth of character, the ability to let the little things go and live in the moment, the love he showed not only her but his family and friends, it drew people to him. He owned up to his mistakes, said sorry when it needed to be said, and when he hurt her, or anyone really, she knew it hurt him just as deeply. 

         
         All those things made him complex and special.

         
         She still had trouble reconciling who he’d been to her and what he’d done. Not out of spite but selfishness . . .

         
         Michael was nothing like Christopher. And Michael resented Christopher for the life he’d built, the successes he’d achieved,
            anything and everything that Christopher had and Michael wanted.
         

         
         “How much?” Michael demanded an answer that was none of his business.

         
         She’d been a working landscape artist when she met Christopher, selling her paintings in a local art gallery in town. Barely
            known, she spent the night of her gallery showing worrying no one would buy any of her paintings. He came in looking for something
            to brighten his new office. A gift to himself for his recent promotion at a high-end furniture import company. The scene that
            captured his attention: Maya Bay, Koh Phi Phi, in Thailand. He loved the blue ocean and light sand-colored cliffs with the
            rich and vibrant green vegetation. One of the most beautiful beaches she’d ever seen. He fell in love with it. And when she
            made a point to thank him in person for the purchase, he couldn’t take his eyes off her and asked her out on the spot. She
            fell just as hard and fast for him. They honeymooned in Thailand a year later.
         

         
         She’d come a long way since those early showings where she waited with bated breath, hoping someone bought her work. Over the last few years, her career had skyrocketed. Her paintings were sold in many high-end galleries. The prices for her landscapes went up and so did demand, until she couldn’t believe the amount of money people paid for her creations. 

         
         She loved painting. That she made a living doing it had been the dream all along. It felt lucky, and sometimes unreal, that
            she got to do what she loved most. It still felt more like pleasure than work even after all these years.
         

         
         Michael wouldn’t understand any of that. For him, life came down to what you had and what you wanted.

         
         She finally turned to him. “What are you doing here?”

         
         Michael took a step closer. “Looking out for my brother’s interests.”

         
         “As you know, I have them well in hand.” What was left of Christopher’s things anyway.

         
         “You don’t deserve any of it.”

         
         She raised a brow. “Christopher and the judge disagreed with you.”

         
         Michael folded his arms over his chest. “He told me you asked him for a divorce.”

         
         “Everything I had to say on the matter is part of the testimony I gave when you contested the will. Now, if you’ll excuse
            me, I have a schedule to keep.”
         

         
         He stepped into her path, blocking her from showing him out.

         
         Angry and bitter, she tried to hide both because she didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of seeing her lose her composure.

         
         All she wanted to do was say goodbye to the ghosts in this house and this part of her life and take that first step toward the future. She wanted the chance to leave with a clear head and heart, knowing that she’d never forget Christopher, but she was ready to move on and live her life without him. It had taken her a long time to grieve and accept the part she’d played in the downfall of their marriage and learn from her mistakes. It took even more time to understand that not everything that happened was her fault. Though sometimes, she faltered on that when she thought of the aching hole in her heart. 

         
         Her hurt and anger had been an anchor weighing her down and stealing the light from her life for far too long.

         
         So she’d found a way to forgive, if not forget.

         
         Michael leaned in. “Do you really think I’ll let you just walk away?”

         
         She met his gaze and held it, confident that she’d executed her husband’s last wishes to the letter. As per his will and in
            the spirit in which he’d wanted her to handle things with the ones he loved. All of them.
         

         
         Michael simply couldn’t accept that Christopher chose his beloved wife over his blood. The law was also on her side as far
            as that was concerned. It should have been a simple matter of executing the will. Angry, grieving Michael complicated the
            matter.
         

         
         And now he wanted the money he thought she didn’t deserve.

         
         She simplified things for him once again. “After all that’s happened, the one thing I know, and you refuse to accept, is that
            Christopher loved me, and he knew I loved him.”
         

         
         “And yet, you were planning to leave him.”

         
         She didn’t confirm or deny, because she’d promised Christopher she’d keep his secrets. “Whatever you think you know about
            me, Christopher, or our marriage, you don’t. So don’t stand there and say things that aren’t true simply because you want
            things that don’t belong to you.”
         

         
         He glared down at her, his arms rigid at his sides. “He’s gone because of you!”

         
         She knew that was his grief talking, but still . . . it hurt. “You’re angry. So am I. You can’t direct it at him so you’re
            lashing out at me. But I didn’t do anything but love him.”
         

         
         “Bullshit. You ended things, and he wanted nothing to do with you.”

         
         “That’s a lie. Now get out!”

         
         He fumed, his chest out, eyes narrowed. “This isn’t over.”

         
         “But it is. You even gave up what Christopher did leave you and got a judge to tell you it’s done.”

         
         Since he’d contested the will, Michael lost his portion of the inheritance. “He didn’t want you to have anything.” Furious, bitter words.
         

         
         “And yet he left it to me, and I’d give it all up to have him back.” Not as her partner. That bond had been fractured too
            badly to be fixed. But she didn’t want him gone. Not from this earth. Not even from her life. They had too much history, too
            many memories shared to let what happened tear them completely apart.
         

         
         At least that’s what she’d thought.

         
         She never suspected that his mistakes and losing her would send Christopher into a deadly spiral.

         
         She wished she’d seen it coming. She’d have done anything to save him, even if she was angry and hurt. She’d have helped him.

         
         In time, they’d have found their way back to being friends again.

         
         Now that she had distance and a chance to see their life without all the emotion but with perspective, she believed that.

         
         “More bullshit.” Michael had made her the enemy in his mind. He believed the worst of her, so he could justify his behavior.

         
         She’d simply been trying to get through a difficult time and do what Christopher would have wanted her to do in his stead.

         
         She shrugged and frowned because his conduct and beliefs made her sad. “I wish you the best, Michael. I really do. I hope
            you find a way to move on, the way I’m trying to do.” She wished that someday they could reminisce about Christopher, but
            Michael would have to give up his anger and resentment for that to happen.
         

         
         “Always so fucking placating and pleasant,” he snarled.

         
         “You should try it,” she shot back. She wasn’t weak. She wouldn’t be cowed. But she didn’t have to stoop to his level. It
            would only make things worse. “Maybe you’d find people aren’t so put off by you if you led with kindness.”
         

         
         If he could glare laser beams, she’d be toast.

         
         She pointed toward the door. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to lock up the house.”

         
         “You never said where you’re going.” He didn’t need to know.

         
         She pointedly looked at the door. “After you.”

         
         He sneered at her. “If people only knew what you’re really like.”

         
         “You’re the only one who seems to bring out this side of me.” She raised a brow. “Perhaps it’s not me.”

         
         Michael actually growled in the back of his throat. “You will not get away with this.”

         
         She lost her temper and snapped, “I didn’t get away with anything. I was his wife!”
         

         
         “But he wasn’t the only one in your bed.”

         
         She shook her head, so over him throwing out a line, hoping to catch something, because he didn’t know anything. “That’s a lie.”
         

         
         “Then why was he so fucked up at the end?”

         
         “It’s in the record.”

         
         “Fuck what you said to the judge. You lied. Don’t give me that ‘couples have issues’ bullshit. You were leaving him. Admit
            it. Tell the truth. Or do you just not want to own up to the fact that his death is your fault?”
         

         
         “If you don’t go, I’ll call the police and have them escort you off the property.” Sometimes you just had to cut people off
            and walk away to stop an argument.
         

         
         “I will find out the truth. And when I do, I’ll take everything from you.” He stared hard at her for another ten long seconds,
            then turned on his heel and walked out.
         

         
         It took her a few minutes before the anxiety faded, and her annoyance dissipated, and she found the calm and a goodbye in her heart. 

         
         “I’ll miss you, Christopher.”

         
         This time tomorrow, she’d be waking up in a new state. With a whole new state of mind, she promised herself.
         

         
         And maybe she’d meet someone interesting. Someone she could be herself with again.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Jax Wilde walked into the barn of his Wilde Wind Ranch and found his sister Lyric brushing her horse, Bruin. “Where’s tall,
            dark, and scary?” It was a joke.
         

         
         Mason’s head popped up behind Jax’s sister.

         
         Jax raised a brow. “I do not want to know what you’re doing in there.”

         
         Mason held up the pick he’d been using to clean out Bruin’s hoof. “I won’t tell you where my other hand is right now.” He
            turned his gaze to Lyric and, like every other time Mason looked at the woman, his eyes filled with want and so much love,
            no one could deny they were connected by an unbreakable bond.
         

         
         Lyric squeaked and jumped like Mason had pinched her ass.

         
         Jax rolled his eyes, envious his older sister had the kind of all-in relationship he wanted, but he was also happy for her.
            “Please, for the love of God, stop.”
         

         
         Lyric gave Mason a sultry kiss that was short and sweet but potent, then turned a brilliant smile Jax’s way. “What’s wrong?”

         
         “Nothing.” Everything. He was tired of being alone.

         
         His sister sized him up with one sweeping, too perceptive glance. “Someone hasn’t had a date in too long.”

         
         “Someone”—Jax pointed a finger at his face—“has had nothing but bad or boring dates lately.” It wasn’t anyone’s fault. Not
            his. Not the women’s. The spark of interest on his part simply fizzled out before the end of the date. Most of the time, the
            women flirted for more, but he was long past casual affairs and one-night stands. Though his body wanted him to get over that,
            and quick.
         

         
         He just . . . wanted something more. Someone special. Someone who looked at him the way Mason and Lyric looked at each other.

         
         Lyric studied his face. “You’re working too much. What time did you get home from the bar last night?”

         
         “Around eleven.” It wasn’t unusual for him to work sixteen-to-twenty-hour days. Between the ranch and the Dark Horse Dive
            Bar he owned along with his three sisters, there wasn’t enough time in a given day to do everything that needed to be done.
            On the days he worked twelve to fourteen hours, he squeezed in a date here and there.
         

         
         But recently, he found himself falling into bed—alone—only to rise still tired and feeling unfulfilled. His days fell into
            a pattern, feeling the same way over and over again.
         

         
         It had become such a habit that it was rare he found the time to even think something was wrong with this picture, let alone
            figure out how to change it.
         

         
         “And you were up at dawn.” Her gaze narrowed with concern. “Have you even eaten breakfast yet?”

         
         He didn’t need to look at his watch to know it was nearly ten and he’d already put in five labor-intensive hours finishing the glass house project, feeding the cattle they raised and sold, and fixing a downed fence line. “I’ll eat soon. Our special guest staying in cabin ten just arrived. I need to go make sure we’ve met all her demands.” He didn’t mind that guests sometimes wanted to set up something special for their stay. A proposal to end all proposals. A wedding on the property. A romantic picnic. A secret getaway for lovers. 

         
         He’d personally scouted out a couple of very private spots on the ranch to accommodate guests.

         
         But he’d never been asked to build something so specific on the property for someone to use exclusively on an open-ended visit.

         
         But hell, why not add more work to his life. It seemed that was all he was good at lately, anyway.

         
         Lyric eyed him. “Mom told me about the famous artist. What exactly did she want?”

         
         “A studio. She had the prefab building delivered. Dad and I spent the last two weeks putting it together in the evenings.”
            He had no idea the cost of the building, but it couldn’t have been cheap. He didn’t know much about artists and what they
            needed to create their work, but this one wanted a place she could go and lock herself away. A place with light. A place she
            said they could keep when she was done with it. She’d sold his mom on the idea when she said it would make a great space to
            rent out to guests who wanted to feel like they were outdoors but still enclosed. A place where you could sleep under the
            stars.
         

         
         He had to admit, the small building would be an amazing getaway.

         
         Right now, it was in a convenient spot for the artist who sent it, but it could be moved to a more private spot on the property
            later. Tucked in the trees, they could promote it as a fairy-tale-like glass house in the woods. Couples would love it.
         

         
         And because it was good for business, he hadn’t minded the extra hours of work it had taken to build it for their peculiar
            customer.
         

         
         “I want to see it.” Lyric opened the stall gate and walked out, Mason right behind her.

         
         Jax shrugged. “Come on, then. We’ll take my truck.”

         
         They all piled into the front seat, his sister between him and Mason. The lovebirds reached for each other, putting their
            hand on the other’s thigh like it was the most natural thing in the world. Like it anchored them.
         

         
         “We’ve set a date for the wedding,” Lyric announced, joy and excitement in her voice. “It’s in less than two months.”

         
         Jax had never seen his sister this happy. The fact that the man beside her looked just as ecstatic about marrying his sister
            only made him like Mason more. The man was gone over Lyric. He’d do anything to make her happy. Including moving to Wyoming
            to be with her, because Mason could see that Lyric was tied to her family and the bar they worked together. And while Lyric
            was a rising star in the country music business as a singer-songwriter, it was here that she wanted to make her life. She
            had big dreams, but a down-home heart. And Mason was the center of her world.
         

         
         They’d bought a place not far from here. A place he’d thought about buying himself. But what did he need with his own place when he spent most of his time working the ranch and the bar and only used his room in the big house to sleep? 

         
         Besides, the ranch would be his sole responsibility one day. Not that his parents hadn’t already stepped back and let him
            run things, so he’d be ready when they were gone. It was a big job that sucked up all his time and took blood, sweat, and
            tears.
         

         
         He really needed to get a life.

         
         You’re avoiding getting hurt again.

         
         He didn’t need the reminder from that little voice in his head. After Helen knocked him on his ass, he’d shut down.

         
         No one knew the true story behind the breakup. He didn’t let anyone see the destruction of his heart.

         
         Not because he’d lost the girl. No, his pain went deeper. He’d lost the dream of a future he’d seen so clearly. It shattered
            his heart and left him with nothing but broken pieces of what might have been and dreams of someone he didn’t even know.
         

         
         Now only his family got his heart. They wouldn’t crush it. They handled it with care. But with others . . . he kept it locked
            down tight. And though the women he went out with tried to get it, he never found himself willing to take a chance. He was
            too afraid they’d smash the broken pieces under their heel.
         

         
         It wasn’t fair to them that he’d been waiting for someone to prove to him they deserved his trust and devotion, but that’s
            how he felt.
         

         
         He wanted the connection that somehow magically snapped into place the way it had for Mason and Lyric. The instant they met, something had just pulled them together. It took a hell of a long time for them to finally get together, but that had more to do with Mason’s job than anything else, because the two of them had known they were meant to be from the moment they laid eyes on each other. 

         
         At least it seemed that way to Jax. He’d watched from the wings at the bar as the two pretended the other didn’t exist. But
            he caught the longing-filled looks, the way Mason always kept watch over Lyric in the rowdy bar.
         

         
         Once they were free to be together, it was like they’d been a couple forever. The love between them . . . undeniable.

         
         “Oh my God, I want one,” Lyric blurted out as they drove past the line of rental cabins and stopped at the end of the dirt
            lane. “It’s a glass hothouse. I could grow herbs and vegetables all year round.” Of course Lyric was thinking about growing
            food. She was probably creating a menu in her head right this second.
         

         
         “Or you could set up a recording studio.” Mason supported Lyric in both her careers. He stared at her in open adoration every
            time she sang at the bar.
         

         
         Jax turned to his sister. “If I have to build one for your place, Mason is helping me.”

         
         “It’s really cool.” Mason grinned. “If you want one, I’ll get it for you. I can already taste the omelets with fresh tomatoes
            and basil.”
         

         
         Lyric lightly jabbed her elbow into her fiancé’s gut. “You just want me to cook for you.”

         
         “I love it when you sing to me, too. And dance in the kitchen.” The suggestive look in Mason’s eyes made Lyric blush.

         
         Jax pretended to gag.

         
         Lyric jabbed him in the arm.

         
         “You can give me another private dance later,” Mason murmured, kissing Lyric on the side of the head. “Come on, I want to
            check out the inside.”
         

         
         They exited the truck and walked to the glass-and-wood shed that could be used as a greenhouse, studio, or guest room, depending
            on how you set it up and outfitted it.
         

         
         Lyric stopped just before the only door into the rectangular structure and turned back to him. “If you use this as a guest
            space, you should put some potted flowers out front. Maybe a bench or Adirondack chairs outside. Some string lights or lanterns.
            It would be so pretty.”
         

         
         Jax thought so, too. “Still need to figure out the bathroom situation though. It’s just one open room.” Which was why he’d
            built it near the last cabin, so the artist could go between the fully furnished rental to the studio without a long trek.
         

         
         The door to the cabin twenty feet behind him opened. He turned to greet their guest for the first time as she walked down
            the steps and approached him.
         

         
         Pretty, slender, petite. And married, the ring on her finger announced. Not that he was looking for a date. He’d very rarely
            dated guests over the years, knowing they were short-term fun without a long-term attachment. That was fine then. Now . . .
            not what he was looking for anymore.
         

         
         “Mrs. Brock.” He held out his hand. “I’m Jax. Welcome.”

         
         The brunette’s warm smile dimmed. “Sorry, I’m April, Layla’s agent. We spoke on the phone.” April took his outstretched hand and shook. She’d been his point of contact for everything included in Layla Brock’s stay here. “She’ll be here any second. She arrived last night and stayed at a hotel in town since she got in so late from California.” As if on cue, a four-door Jeep pulled up behind the cabin and parked next to the van April must have driven in. “That’s her.” 

         
         Jax felt Lyric and Mason join him, but he couldn’t take his eyes off the beautiful blonde who climbed out of the Jeep. She
            wore a pink boho-style sundress that stopped a couple inches above her knees and showed off a pair of gorgeous tanned legs.
            She didn’t look at any of them, but walked past her cabin and straight for the field in front of her and the hills beyond,
            nothing but blue sky dappled with fluffy white clouds.
         

         
         The look of wonder and joy on her face caught him by surprise. He saw how much she appreciated the simple beauty spread out
            before her.
         

         
         “I’m going to paint this.” The smile she beamed at her agent socked Jax right in the gut. “It’s glorious.” She turned back
            to the view. “I love it here.” Her cheeks flushed with excitement, and he thought it was the most adorable thing he’d ever
            seen.
         

         
         “Someone else is loving the view from here,” his sister whispered, catching Jax staring at Layla.

         
         Even his sister’s teasing didn’t make him turn away from the stunning woman.

         
         “Come meet your host.” April held her hand out to Jax.

         
         He found his voice. “Welcome to Wilde Wind Ranch.”

         
         Layla took another few seconds to admire the view, then her gaze found his. For a second, she went perfectly still, their
            eyes locked, then she glanced at April. They shared one of those looks people who know each other really well share, one that
            said something without them speaking. Then she turned back to him and he felt her stare like a warmth spreading through him.
            “Thank you.” She looked past him, her eyes going wide and appreciative again. “Oh, it turned out so perfect.” She rushed past
            him, spread her arms wide, and pressed her hands and body to the building like she was trying to hug it. “I love it so much.”
         

         
         Again, adorable.

         
         All the labor-intensive hours it took to build the studio seemed well worth it now.

         
         Mason chuckled behind him and teased Lyric. “I thought you were the only one who hugged inanimate objects.”

         
         “Have you seen my professional six-burner stove?” Lyric’s love for her new kitchen, and that of the man who’d shelled out
            top dollar for the appliances, knew no bounds.
         

         
         Apparently, Layla loved her studio that much, too.

         
         And he had to admit, it felt damn good to know he’d pleased her.

         
         April grinned at her client. “Layla, seriously, you can lock yourself away from the world and lose yourself painting soon,
            but first, look. There are people here.”
         

         
         Layla bit her lip. “Sorry. I sometimes get caught up by pretty things. The view. This sweet little building that’s all mine.” She brushed her hand over the door like she was petting it. “I have wanted something like this forever. I mean, I had a nice studio space before, but this . . .” She looked at the building, then at the view again. “Out here. With the light and the hills and the . . . everything.” Her joy held Jax captivated. 

         
         Just being near her had a strange and pleasant effect on him. He could just watch her for hours.

         
         Not in a creepy way.

         
         In a she’s-just-so-damn-nice-to-look-at way.

         
         “Layla.” April shook her head. “Say hello to Jax.”

         
         “Hello, Jax.”

         
         His name on her sweet voice made his gut go tight. “Hi. I’m glad you like the place.”

         
         “Jax built it for you,” April pointed out.

         
         Layla’s grin brightened. “Thank you. A thousand times, thank you. I know it was a huge ask.” She scrunched her lips and narrowed
            her eyes. “And probably a little weird, right? My asking you to build something on your property.”
         

         
         Jax shrugged that off. “You paid for it.” He’d earned extra for putting it together for her. And they’d keep it when she left.
            That thought made him feel something unexpected.
         

         
         Disappointment.

         
         He’d just met her. But he knew he’d miss her when she was gone.

         
         She’d take all this lively energy with her.

         
         “Hi. I’m Lyric. Jax’s sister. This is my fiancé, Mason. You have to tell me where you bought this amazing thing. I want one.”

         
         Layla scrunched her lips again. “Oh, this was a late-night, like, predawn online-search thing inspired by lack of sleep and dreams of painting outside, but in a place with no dust or bugs, and that’s not too hot or too cold.” 

         
         April stepped close to Lyric with her phone. “Layla often texts me random stuff at random times. I have the link to the manufacturer
            who builds these. I can email it to you. They have several versions available, depending on your needs.”
         

         
         Jax left Lyric and Mason with April, scrolling through the variations of the building on the website. He walked toward the
            beautiful woman he couldn’t seem to stop staring at. “Want to see inside?” He pulled out the keys and unlocked the door. He
            stayed back and let Layla go in ahead of him.
         

         
         She stopped just inside the door and stared at the bare wood floor. The wood ran up the walls about four feet before it met
            the tall glass windows that surrounded the rest of the room and made up the pitched glass ceiling. Right now, the room was
            empty. Nothing but the hills on one side, the forest on the other, and up above, all brilliant blue sky. At night, with the
            stars overhead, it would be another amazing view. “It’s gorgeous. Small, but perfect.”
         

         
         His stomach rumbled. He really needed to head up to the house and get some food.

         
         Layla dipped her hand in her bag, pulled out a granola bar, and absently handed it to him, then walked into the center of
            the room and looked out the windows to the field and hills beyond.
         

         
         “Thanks,” he said, biting into the chocolate, cherry, and oat goodness.

         
         “Uh-huh.”

         
         He still didn’t have her full attention. And he wanted it. “What is it that captivates you? The scenery? The colors? The light?”

         
         “Yes.” Wonder and joy filled that simple response.

         
         He didn’t know anything about painting or being an artist. But he could see that this place spoke to her.

         
         He liked that, because he loved it here, too.

         
         This was home.

         
         This was where he was meant to be.

         
         It also sometimes felt like the loneliest place in the world.

         
         Not that he was ever actually alone on the ranch. He lived here with his parents. His sisters were in and out all the time.
            They had seven full-time ranch hands and three part-time workers during the busy summer season.
         

         
         Still. He spent his days working this place and the bar. He did so with lots of others pitching in. Any free time he had,
            he mostly spent thinking about all the things he was supposed to be doing.
         

         
         But nearly every night, he went to bed alone.

         
         “You’re good company.”

         
         Jax stared at the woman who finally looked back at him. “I am?”

         
         “I find that most people feel the need to fill the silence. You let me enjoy the peace of this place.”

         
         “You’ll get a lot of that here. Except when you do all the activities April signed you up for.”

         
         Both her eyebrows shot up. “What?”

         
         “Horseback riding, campfire cookouts, archery, apple picking, that sort of thing.”

         
         She looked aghast. “You’re joking.”

         
         “It’s a working cattle ranch. People come for the experience. April said you’re here for the scenery. We’ve got lots of that.”

         
         A thoughtful look came over her. “I see. The orchard. The river. Horseback riding in different landscapes.” She bit her bottom
            lip in a lopsided smile, then she looked out the windows again. “It’s lovely. You’ll be my guide and help me find the perfect
            scene.”
         

         
         He wanted to tell her he had a hell of a lot of other things to do besides shepherd her around the property. That’s what the
            hired ranch hands who worked with the rental guests did. But the words wouldn’t come out of his mouth. He wanted to get to
            know her better, this strange—in a good way—artist, who lost herself in the beauty around her.
         

         
         He had an odd thought that if he didn’t keep track of her, she’d get lost wandering around looking for that perfect scene
            to paint.
         

         
         “We start tomorrow.”

         
         Pure delight shone in her moss-green eyes. “Excellent. The sooner I find that perfect place, the sooner I can start painting.”
            Her fingers moved, like she needed to fill them with a brush and paint palette. She looked around the empty room. “But first,
            I need to get set up. Because once I start, I kind of forget about everything else.”
         

         
         “I’ll leave you to settle in.” He held up the granola bar wrapper. “Thanks for the snack.”

         
         She gave him one of those warm smiles, even though there was a shyness in her eyes. “You’re welcome.”

         
         “You don’t remember giving it to me, do you?”

         
         She tried to hide a grin. “Sure I do.”

         
         He didn’t know if she was telling the truth or not, but he also didn’t want to embarrass her. “Do you want me to show you
            the cabin?”
         

         
         “She’d love that,” April said, stepping into the room with another one of those telling looks at Layla.

         
         Layla mock-glared at her agent, who seemed more like a close friend than just a business associate. “I’m sure Mr. Wilde has
            a lot better things to do.”
         

         
         “It’s just Jax. And I’m happy to show you where you’ll be staying.”

         
         She held her hands out wide. “This is most definitely where I’ll be spending most of my time.” She caught herself. “Except,
            yes, I’ll sleep in the cabin. Probably.” Her eyes narrowed. “Most likely.”
         

         
         April rolled her eyes. “Don’t mind her. She tries to tell the truth, but she also knows sometimes all she sees is the potential
            on a canvas and forgets the outside world.”
         

         
         “It’s a thing,” Layla said conspiratorially.

         
         Like she wanted him to be in on it with her.

         
         It made him feel like maybe he had a shot at getting to know her better.

         
         “Well, you can lose yourself here, just don’t actually get lost out in the wilderness. Bears, coyotes,” he warned her. “Bugs,”
            he added, because she’d wanted this place so she could be outdoors but inside at the same time, away from insects.
         

         
         She did that thing again where she tried to hide a grin but failed miserably. “April and I have everything well in hand. Please
            don’t feel like you need to babysit me.”
         

         
         “Someone should,” April said under her breath.

         
         Layla acted like she didn’t hear her friend. “I’ve got a lot to set up in here.”

         
         Knowing when he’d been dismissed—he had three sisters—he headed out to find some real food and figure out how he was going
            to rework his schedule so he could spend time with the beautiful woman who’d captured his attention the way the ranch had
            snared hers.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Layla stared at April blocking the exit. That look on her friend’s face said she wanted Layla to listen, but Layla probably
            didn’t want to hear what April had to say. Especially since she’d been struck by not just the view but Jax.
         

         
         She’d never seen a more rugged, handsome man in her life. She’d never wanted to touch someone more just to make sure he was
            real. He was probably warm. And hard. And had rough hands from working that would feel oh so good against her softer skin.
         

         
         Never in her life had she seen a man and immediately wondered what it would be like if he touched her. Or known that he could
            talk her into an orgasm with just the sound of his voice.
         

         
         She shook the thought out of her head.

         
         Something wild had come over her.

         
         “He really got to you, didn’t he?” April’s knowing smile didn’t help at all.

         
         Layla tried to change the subject because Layla wasn’t the type of person who ogled men or had dirty thoughts about what he could do to her with those big hands. Not normally. But right now she feared those thoughts were showing all over her overheated face. 

         
         “Horseback riding?” She couldn’t believe her friend and agent had signed her up for that.

         
         “Forget the horse. Ride the cowboy.” April wiggled her eyebrows and grinned.

         
         She burst out laughing, but said anyway, “Not funny.” She turned to the view, hoping April didn’t comment on the blush she
            couldn’t hide.
         

         
         “Come on, he’s gorgeous. That dark hair. Those wide shoulders. His blue, blue eyes. And the way he looked at you.” April made
            an approving humming noise. “Damn, Layla.”
         

         
         She glanced over at her friend. “I’m going to tell Donte you said all that.”

         
         “My man is gorgeous and knows I adore him.”

         
         Layla had to agree April’s half African American, half Japanese husband, with his light brown skin, warm brown eyes, tall
            and lean swimmer’s body, and a smile that always lit up when he looked at his wife, had nothing to worry about in the gorgeous
            man department. The fact that he was also the kindest, most thoughtful husband to her best friend made him damn near perfect.
         

         
         Which is why Layla should have listened when Donte had once looked at Christopher with suspicion after a conversation in the kitchen when they were hanging out, drinking wine, and making dinner together. When Christopher had taken the steaks out to the grill, she’d asked Donte about the look. He tried to get out of answering, saying it was nothing. But she’d pushed. And after a shared glance between him and his wife that was a silent conversation between them, he said, “There’s something off about him. I don’t know what it is, but it feels like he’s acting or something. He treats you well.
               Says all the right things. The affection is real, no doubt. But . . .”

         
         “But what?”

         
         “It feels like he’s doing it to make up for something.”

         
         “I don’t know why you’d think that. Everything is great between us.”

         
         They never fought. Sure, they disagreed sometimes. But Christopher had been understanding about everything. The days and weeks
            she traveled to find a new landscape to paint or to attend a gallery showing of her work. As a businessman, he traveled to
            meet clients and prospective business partners. But when they were together, it was . . . easy. Two best friends who loved
            each other. Maybe there wasn’t a wild passion, but there’d been tenderness and caring.
         

         
         And this conversation had happened long after she and Christopher suffered a devastating loss. The dinner with close friends
            one of the many steps back to normal they’d taken in the healing process.
         

         
         At the time Donte’s words hadn’t made sense to her. They didn’t feel right. And then she’d learned the truth. Looking back,
            his words made perfect sense.
         

         
         But she didn’t want to think about Christopher.

         
         She wanted to focus on the future.

         
         Ride a cowboy.

         
         She blushed again, thinking about the handsome stranger with all those honed muscles and a look about him that said he could
            deliver on one hell of a ride in bed.
         

         
         April brushed her hand up and down Layla’s arm. “Come on, Layla, don’t lie to me or yourself. I know you. The second you looked at him, something hit you. Just like that view, he made you feel something.” 

         
         It was true. She sometimes didn’t know what to do with all her feelings. Especially the ones that slammed into her when she
            saw Jax. It was like her hormones exploded.
         

         
         Yes, she’d desperately wanted to touch him. She wanted to trace the line of his strong jaw with her fingertips, feel the softness
            of his hair, sculpt those toned muscles in her palms. But it wasn’t only that. She wanted to draw him. And stare at him for
            hours.
         

         
         She wanted to know what made him laugh.

         
         He had a sister. Did he have other family?

         
         Did he live and work on the ranch?

         
         What was his favorite food? What was his favorite music and movie?

         
         One thought stopped her from wondering anything further about him. Does he have a girlfriend? A wife?

         
         He hadn’t worn a ring, but maybe he was married and had beautiful blue-eyed kids.

         
         The thought made her sad for her loss, but happy for him, because he seemed like a family man.

         
         She balled her hands into fists.

         
         April’s squeal of delight startled her. “You are so hot for him.”

         
         “Shut up.” She rolled her eyes and hid a grin. “We’re not teenagers. Even if he’s unattached, I’m not here for a romp. I’ve
            been commissioned.” She made sure the last part sounded super important and professional.
         

         
         April stared up through the glass roof, sighed out her exasperation, then pinned Layla in her gaze. “You’re not dead. It’s okay to live.” Those gentle words hit Layla in the heart. Her friend was looking out for her. 

         
         “I know. It’s not about that.” It really wasn’t. She didn’t feel disloyal to Christopher for finding another man attractive,
            for wanting to touch, taste, savor, and feel again.
         

         
         “Isn’t it? Christopher is gone. He’d want you to have a full life. He’d hate to see you unhappy.”

         
         That brought her up short. “I’m not unhappy.” She’d worked damn hard to put the past behind her.

         
         “You’re lonely. And I get that. If I lost Donte, I’d feel adrift.”

         
         “I’m fine. I’m working again.” For months she’d been lost after the devastation. She couldn’t find the light, the joy, in
            the darkness of her mind where all she did was question everything. She thought her life would always be with Christopher
            until the illusion had shattered just before his death.
         

         
         April’s gaze softened with sympathy. “You needed time to sort out your feelings. Everyone, most especially me, understands
            that you needed to find your way after he was gone.”
         

         
         She found the beautiful view again. “Nothing seemed real for a while.”

         
         April took her hand and squeezed it. “Because of what he did. You don’t owe him anything. You can move on without any kind of guilt.”
         

         
         “I know that. It’s just . . .”

         
         April wrapped her arm around Layla’s shoulders and stared at the view, too. “He hurt you and you don’t want to get hurt again. I’m not saying marry the cowboy. I’m just saying you should steam up the glass in this place.” April tilted her head and leaned it against Layla’s. 

         
         “I’m here to paint.”

         
         “Painting isn’t a life. It’s a job.”

         
         She knew that. “I love what I do. It makes me happy.”

         
         “I know. But you know what else is true at the same time? You want someone in your life to love.”

         
         She did.

         
         April continued. “You liked sharing your life with someone. That part of what you had with Christopher was real. And I know
            you want more than that this time. You want what you lost and what was missing.” True. Because she hadn’t seen what had been
            missing until the reality of her life hit her in the heart and shattered it.
         

         
         “Why are we even talking about this? I’m here to do a job.”

         
         “That’s what brought you here, but we both know you’re searching for where you belong now, too. That’s why you closed up the
            house.”
         

         
         She didn’t feel right in the house anymore.

         
         “Are you planning to keep it? Or are you going to sell it?”

         
         “I don’t know if I can go back there.” It was a hard admission to make. “Everything good and bad between us happened there.
            I want something new. That’s why I took this job.”
         

         
         April glanced out the windows. “It sure is pretty. A person could get lost in the view while you ignore reality. Make sure you don’t hide in your art and forget to live.” 

         
         Layla turned and faced her very caring friend. “It sounds like you’ve made sure I can’t with all these excursions you’ve set
            up for me to see this place.”
         

         
         “You owe the buyer a single painting. Based on the way you reacted to this place, and because I know you so well, I’m betting
            you put together an entire series for a show.”
         

         
         Layla pursed her lips, not liking that April not only read her so well, but made her confront the things she wanted to leave
            behind. And the things she didn’t want to acknowledge, like her attraction to Jax and how he made her feel when all she wanted
            to do was not feel that way for someone again.
         

         
         It was dangerous.

         
         April dropped the subject. “Let’s unpack your stuff. You’ll feel more settled when you’ve got your studio space set up.”

         
         “April?”

         
         “Yeah?”

         
         “I don’t know if I can do it again. Love someone and lose them.”

         
         “What happened with Christopher . . . it wasn’t your fault. Yes, you lost him, but he wasn’t yours, not the way he should
            have been. The man you loved, that was who you thought he was. In the end, he revealed another part of himself that was a
            stranger to you. He never treated you poorly. And that’s the thing, right? You could hate him if he’d been mean or abusive.
            But he wasn’t. He loved you. Just not the way you deserved to be loved.”
         

         
         “Love wasn’t enough. I wasn’t enough for him.”
         

         
         “You were everything a wife should be,” April snapped back at her, letting some of her anger toward Christopher spill out.
            “You were a partner who was supportive and protective. Open. Honest. Loving. Kind. Generous. He was happy with you. I saw
            it. You felt it. What he did . . . you didn’t deserve that. And he was a selfish bastard for thinking he could live two lives
            and get away with it. He swore he never wanted to hurt you, but he did. Daily. Without you even knowing it,” she emphasized.
            “Until you discovered his secret. That was his fault. Not yours. You kept your promises. He didn’t. And when the shit hit
            the fan, he was a chickenshit asshole who hurt you and everyone else who cared about him. You deserve better. I hope you find
            the courage to take a chance on love again, because you have a beautiful heart. Someone would be lucky to be loved by you.
            I know I am. Christopher was. And this time, because of what happened, I know you’ll find someone who returns that love with
            a true heart of his own. Because you deserve it. And you won’t settle for anything less.”
         

         
         Layla wrapped her friend in a hard hug and blinked back tears. She whispered her greatest fear. “How will I know it’s real?”

         
         April squeezed her tight. “Because you won’t be able to deny it. Like you can’t deny the sparks between you and the man you
            keep looking for out the window.”
         

         
         Caught, Layla felt the blush heat her cheeks. “I just . . .”

         
         April leaned back and looked her in the eye. “What?”

         
         “I don’t want to end up alone, hiding in a room, painting the world I see but don’t actually live in because I’m too scared of being disappointed again.” 

         
         “Disappointed is not getting the gift you want on Christmas. Christopher pulled the rug out from under you and turned your
            life upside down. It’s okay to be cautious. Please, make sure the hot cowboy is a good guy before you jump him. And if he’s
            not, toss him aside and find another hunky cowboy. This place has got to be crawling with them.”
         

         
         They separated on a laugh.

         
         April put her hand on Layla’s shoulder and eyed her mischievously. “Have some fun. Make a friend. Just make sure you get the
            benefits, too, before your lady bits dry up and you turn into a hermit.”
         

         
         Layla playfully smacked April on the shoulder. “Ugh. Fine. I’ll go horseback riding. And maybe I’ll remember how to flirt
            with the cowboy.”
         

         
         “I have a feeling that cowboy is going to be hot on your trail. Let him catch you. Then hang on for the ride.”

         
         She could do that. She wasn’t one to throw herself at a man. But she could definitely let herself be caught by a blue-eyed
            cowboy if he was so inclined to want a widowed artist who really wanted something raw and real, even if it was just a moment
            in time.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         Layla walked out onto the porch of her cabin and stared at her studio. She desperately wanted to go in and fill the blank
            canvas she’d left on the easel last night with color until it transformed into the beautiful fields, hills, and brilliant
            blue sky in front of her.
         

         
         “Don’t even think about it.” April stood on the cabin porch next door, looking lovely in jeans, a flowy blue blouse with tiny
            white daisies decorating it, and brown cowboy boots. Her dark hair streaked with golden highlights from the California sun
            was twisted up into a loose bun. The gold earrings with a waterfall of golden citrine polished round stones dangled from her
            ears. Layla had given them to April for her birthday last year. Each of the three different length strands had a stone at
            the end that caught the light.
         

         
         “What?” Layla asked innocently. “I was just getting ready to walk up to the barn.”

         
         April eyed her.

         
         Donte walked out behind his gorgeous wife and grinned at Layla. “Trying to sneak into the studio and not follow April’s agenda?”

         
         “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” The grin she tried to hide bloomed on her face, because they knew she was lying.
            The studio and that blank canvas called to her.
         

         
         After all, she had a job to do. Collin O’Brian was paying her a lot of money for the perfect Wyoming landscape. They had a
            meeting set up soon
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