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    For the women who find peace on their own--and the rare man who brings even more. 

      

    



  	
        
            
            Some women resist love. The right man simply gives them something better to hold on to. 
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“Are you sure you want to keep this one?” I ask, my patience wearing thinner than Mr. Hadley’s hair. 

He grabs at the chipped mug with faded ivy painted around the rim, something I’m pretty sure my grandmother had in the back of her cupboard when I was a kid, like I’m asking him to surrender a kidney. “It’s perfectly fine. Why would I get rid of it?” he says, a bit of spit collecting at the corner of his mouth. 

“Because you hired me to organize your home,” I say for the fifth time. “And you wanted to get rid of a lot of stuff. We’re not making much progress here.” I press my lips together to hold in what I really want to say. I’ve been here for six hours, but it feels like twelve. I’ve coaxed him through stacks of papers and boxes of mystery cords, three blenders that didn’t even work. He’s a sweet man, but stubborn, and the way he digs his heels in every time I suggest letting go of something ... it hits a little too close to home.

I’ve had to tell myself at least a half dozen times today that he isn’t my ex-husband. Ethan never let me get rid of anything either. Except my autonomy. But I guess that was my fault.

“I’m here to help you make space,” I say, trying to keep my voice light as I take the mug from his hands. “Trust me, you’ll feel lighter. I promise. I only want to do what you hired me to do.”

By the time I leave his tiny blue ranch, my back aches, my hands raw from hauling boxes. When I step out of my Ford Explorer, the crisp October air feels like freedom, the sun just starting to dip behind the cedar trees that line my yard. I love my job—mostly. But today wore me down. I slide my key in the lock, dreaming of sweatpants and bad reality TV, then freeze when I hear rustling leaves behind me. 

I turn and scream when I see a cow in my yard. A huge black and white one walking toward me like she’s not ruining the grass I spent all summer fixing. And standing next to the enormous beast is a man. A tall, broad, bearded man. He’s wearing a flannel with sleeves rolled to his elbows, jeans worn in all the right places. He’s got one hand wrapped around a rope halter, completely unbothered by the fact he and his animal are trespassing on my property. 

My pulse spikes and I tell myself it has everything to do with rage and nothing to do with the way his muscles pull at his flannel. “Excuse me?” I snap, marching across my yard. “Why is there a cow on my grass and why are you with him?”

The man turns like he had no idea someone lived here and smirks. “Evening. He wandered from my pasture. Thought I’d get her home before she started eating your mums. I didn’t want to startle you when you got out of your car, you seemed ... lost in thought.”

“They're dead already, and you did scare me. What did you think was going to happen?” I bite out, shoving a strand of auburn hair out of my face. I must look like a disaster—I didn’t put on makeup this morning so my freckles are standing out, my hair frizzy after a long day, dirt on my jeans. 

His eyes linger, like he notices every flaw. He’s probably going through a list of things he’d change about me. Not that I'd ever give him the chance. I don’t care how deep his dimples are or how his biceps stretch his shirt. The cow blinks lazily at me, chewing on something. 

“She likes you,” he says, his voice low and deep.

I bark out a laugh. “Well, she can like me from the other side of the fence.”

His smile deepens, and I swear it’s more dangerous than the cow trampling my yard. “I’m Brent. And this is Pumpkin. It’s my first time moving cows. Just got the place down the road. Still figuring things out. Do need to fix that fence though.”

I cross my arms, trying to ignore the way his voice rolls through me. “Harper.” I
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