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Chapter One

 


Christina used her knee to help close the overstuffed
suitcase. There wasn't much room in the trunk of her best friend's
car, but she still wanted to pack as much as she could for the two
month long excursion.

The entire trip was bitter-sweet. She'd wanted to
live on a farm since she could remember. Country life always
beckoned her. As a pre-teen she'd begged her parents to send her
off to horse camps, but they were too expensive for the working
class couple. So she had enjoyed the infrequent, precious visits to
her grandparents' ranch during summer months. Although they didn't
have horses, Christina contented herself with the beauty of nature,
playing with the dogs, and hiking in the forests bordering the
fields. Now that her grandmother had passed on to join her late
husband, she left a part of herself behind—a dying wish in her
will. She wanted Christina to get her dream of escaping to the
country to live with the horses, even if only temporarily.

She wiped away the tears filling her eyes. Though
three months had past, the wound of losing the best woman in the
world still felt fresh, raw. But she couldn’t put off the trip any
longer. Her grandmother wanted this for her, and so did she.

Dragging the old suitcase off the bed, she managed to
get it down the staircase of the townhouse and into the small
foyer. Her mother and father waited for her with looks of
apprehension on their faces.

"I'm coming back," she said, shaking her head. They
acted as if she were walking down the green mile, not taking a
luxury vacation for two months. Besides, no matter how young she
still felt, Christina was twenty-seven and seriously needed to get
a life. She stayed home to help her parents pay down their
mortgage. It's not like she had a man to whisk her away. As the
years passed by, she felt her life and her youth slowly slipping
away. Where would she be in another five, ten years? Maybe this
trip would be the catalyst to bigger and better things. God knows
she needed a vacation from her day job at the bank. Pushing numbers
all day and dealing with ranting customers stole her essence until
she felt like a zombie heading into work each day.

"You don't have to do this. You sure this is what you
want?" asked her father.

"Dad, you know it is. I'll be fine." She kissed him
on the cheek, and leaned over to hug her mother. "I'll be thinking
of you when I get that seaweed facial."

After a few sniffles, her mother pulled away. "You
have fun. Lord knows you won't have another chance like this." And
she wouldn't. Working class folks like them barely made it paycheck
to paycheck, so a fancy holiday was something to grab and savor.
The fact that her grandmother gifted her with the trip made it that
much more imperative that she embrace the opportunity.

The car out front honked three times as Sam waited
impatiently. He was a saint, offering to take her on the four hour
long journey to the luxury resort, Golden Acres. She could already
picture it now—well manicured grounds, picturesque scenery and long
hours of pampering. No work, no television, no worries—just total
relaxation and mind-numbing bliss.

"Love you both. See you when I get back." Christina
left home, essentially for the first time, and hoisted her suitcase
into Sam's trunk. She waved goodbye to her parents as they drove
away down the street.

"So…" Sam alternatively eyed her and the road. "You
excited?"

She thought about it. Even though going off on
vacation alone felt daunting and a bit pathetic, she still looked
forward to the respite. Some weeks she didn't know how she made it
to Friday without having a nervous breakdown. Her boss was the most
chauvinistic jerk out there, but if she wanted to keep her job, she
had to keep her mouth shut. That was life as she knew it—the daily
grind—working like a dog until she died.

"Yeah. This is a good thing. Right?" She wasn't so
sure herself. The vacation may have been paid for in full by her
late grandmother, and must have cost a small fortune, but she was
still taking a two month leave from work. What if there wasn't a
job to return to when she arrived back home?

"Are you kidding me, Chris? This is exactly what you
need." Sam drove with one hand as he reached a brown paper bag
between them, pulling out a drive-thru hashbrown. "What some?"

"No thanks. I couldn't eat now." Her stomach was
doing flips all over the place and dollar signs flashed in her
head. She'd be two months behind in her responsibilities, and even
though her parents insisted they could handle all the expenses
while she was away, it still filled her with guilt to go without
paying her share of the costs.

"You're twenty-seven, Chris."

"Uh-huh."

"Act like it. Your life is starting, not ending.
Think of today as the first day, a new beginning." Sam always knew
what to say. He was the best friend a girl could ever have, and she
never had to worry about feeling uncomfortable around him. Sam had
a great boyfriend, something even she failed to attain over the
years. Shyness, plain-Jane looks, and the boring vibe she seemed to
give off scared away the good men. The few dates she'd been on in
the past ten years rarely turned into a second date. She was
convinced she repelled the male species. If not for her mother's
allergies, there was no doubt in her mind she'd have at least two
cats, well on her way to spinsterhood.

Christina settled comfortably in her seat after they
merged onto the highway, heading north. It was early in the morning
since they'd wanted to get a head start on the journey so Sam could
be home before dark. The sky was a clear blue, the sun still low on
the horizon. The only sound in the car was her friend's munching
and the paper bag crinkling. Her thoughts drifted. What had she
done with her life? Nothing. There was only gray hair and
wrinkles to look forward to now. If she couldn't snare a man at her
peak, she'd have no hell of a chance as she aged. Although she
considered herself independent, besides living at home, she had a
soul-deep longing for that elusive true love. What would it feel
like to be loved? Adored? What would it feel like to touch a man
with a body to die for? She'd have to stick to her fantasies and
romance novels because she was convinced that was as close as she'd
get.

The purr of the engine and the fact that she barely
slept the night before, worrying about every detail of the trip,
made her too drowsy to stay awake. She pulled her legs up and
cuddled to her side and fell asleep.

****

"Wake up, sleepy head." Sam nudged her. After taking
a deep breath, she unrolled herself and stretched out her cramped
muscles. The car had stopped.

"Are we here?" she asked. She didn't see any resort
within view, just gridlock.

"Problem, Chris." Sam leaned over and turned off the
news report, and then tucked her tousled hair behind her ear. "This
is as far as I can take you."

She sat straighter. "What do you mean?"

"A storm last night brought down a couple big oaks.
The highway up ahead is closed. This ain't the city anymore. I
called the resort and they're sending a car to pick you up. You
just have to walk up the road about a mile, past the
obstacles."

Lovely. The one comforting fact was having Sam
bring her to the unfamiliar place. His presence was like a rock,
anchoring her. They had it all planned out. They'd take a quick
tour together, have some lunch, and maybe even get a dual massage
before he had to take off. Now all their plans were dashed, and
she'd have to lug her suitcase a mile up the highway to wait for
some stranger to take her the rest of the way. She imagined they'd
charge her for the ride too, considering the road sign put them a
good hour from her destination. It sucked having to constantly
worry about money.

Her so-called friends at the bank were younger than
her, many already married with homes of their own. She had nothing,
not even a decent savings account. She hated counting pennies—it
really took the joy out of everything.

"Fine." She didn't want to upset Sam, considering
there was no other choice and he'd already driven her for hours
while she slept.

"Call me when you get home. I'll want to hear all
about it." He shifted the car into park and got her suitcase from
the trunk, setting it outside the passenger door. She joined him on
the side of the road. "Sorry I can't help you. Will you be okay
from here?"

"No problem. Thanks for driving me." She reached for
the suitcase, now wishing she hadn't packed so much. "I'm a big
girl. I can manage."

"Of course you can. Now off you go. Ogle some young
pool boys for me, will ya?"

"Sure thing, Sam. Love you." She gave him a kiss on
the cheek and a hug before starting her walk up the side of the
highway. Dragging her bag along the uneven gravel shoulder proved
difficult at best. After five minutes of walking and pulling,
combined with the heat of the sun beating down on her, she'd broken
out in a fine sheen of sweat. When she reached the problem zone
where the dead trees blocked the roadway, she had to put up with
the jeers from the road crew. Christina was not one to dress
provocatively. Still not deprogrammed from the 9-5, she had on dark
grey suit pants and a black turtle neck. Sweat trickled down her
spine and between her breasts. She wished she had a t-shirt
beneath, but only wore a bra under the too-hot fine knit.

The only thing giving her the strength to keep going
was envisioning an evening of pampering, of complete abandon. As
soon as she arrived, she'd strip and jump in the shower to cool off
and freshen up. Then she'd visit the buffet that would no doubt be
displayed for the lunch hour. She'd have a salad, maybe some
chicken breast, and select a bit of everything to sample.

Once she cleared the wreckage and was safely out of
sight from the road crew, she sat down on her suitcase to catch her
breath. She hoped the shuttle would arrive soon because, despite
her anxiety, she was starving and itching for that shower. As she
waited, she braided her hair, anything to help with the heat. The
thick waves were like an extra layer of warmth that she didn't
appreciate with the sun high in the sky. Open fields surrounded
her. Even though she wasn't near her destination, she appreciated
being away from the city. She hated the city—the traffic, the
pollution, the fast pace and unfriendly people. Maybe she'd never
want to go home after the vacation. If only it were that simple.
How many people wished they could never return to reality after a
holiday? But this was the real world and her escape would only be
temporary. She'd be back in her overcrowded office before she knew
it.

With the traffic being re-routed, she knew the
approaching vehicle was her ride. It looked like a mirage with the
heat radiating off the black asphalt highway. She stood up and
brushed out her pressed slacks.

"Oh, great," she muttered. It was just another
pick-up truck, no doubt off to join the road crew. Christina was
about to sit back down when the truck stopped dead alongside
her.

A man leaned out the driver's side window. "Christina
Wolfe?"

"Yes?" Surely this wasn't her ride. The guy was
ruggedly handsome. He had brown hair and dark eyes which remained
focused on hers, making her thoughts incoherent. She wasn't even
sure she knew her own name. One thing for certain, he couldn’t be a
representative for the resort, not in his attire. He wore a plaid
shirt rolled up high on his muscled forearms. His skin was tanned a
golden hue and his hair unkempt. If anything, she'd say Sam's phone
pulled this guy straight from working the fields.

"Hop on in then."

He didn't move to help her with her bag, only smirked
devilishly as he watched her drag the suitcase around the front of
the truck.

She opened the passenger door, about to lift her
suitcase into the cab. "There ain't any room in here. Throw it in
the back."

Nice. Customer service at its best. After
rejoining the man in the front of the truck, he reached out to
shake her hand.

"My name's Noah. Good to have you on with us."

"You work for the resort?" He didn't wear a uniform.
Not even a name badge.

He chuckled, a deep masculine timber. Without
answering her, he spun the truck around on the abandoned stretch of
highway and drove back the way he came. Christina felt awkward and
alone. She wished Sam was there to reassure her, to preach
something inspiring. As they drove along in uncomfortable silence,
she stole peeks to her left. Noah wore fitted blue jeans, worn from
age, one of the knees wearing through. A pristine, tan cowboy hat
resting on the space between them was the only thing separating her
from the mystery man. He definitely didn't carry any extra fat. She
imagined she could hook her fingers easily around his belt and tug
him closer.

Christina shifted slightly to face the passenger
window. A man like Noah wouldn't look twice at a woman like her.
She was as ordinary as they came—dark brown hair and eyes, a common
look in the melting pot she lived in. Nobody worth having looked
twice at her, but she never wore makeup or the latest styles,
either.

After about half an hour of silence, she flinched
when he spoke. "Won't be too long now. You probably recognize the
area."

Having been lost in thought, she focused on the
country landscape. It did look familiar. She filed through her
memories, suddenly realizing this was the place she visited every
summer during her youth.

"My grandmother lives near here." She sat up
straighter, feeling that familiar thrill until she remembered her
grandmother was gone. A deep seated pain tore through her, leaving
her feeling lonelier than ever.

"She was a good woman."

Christina twisted around, her interest piqued as she
studied his handsome face. "You knew her?"

"Of course. We were neighbors, for one. She came by a
few months ago to plan out this trip for you, too."

The idea of her grandmother planning a gift she'd
only be able to give after her death made Christina shudder. She
must have known her death was fast approaching. It seemed she left
everything settled and ready before her death, as if not wishing to
burden those she left behind.

"You live near the resort?"

His brow furrowed and eyes crinkled at the corners in
obvious confusion, as if she spoke a foreign language. "Darlin',
I'm not sure what you're talking about."

"Are you just their driver? Maintenance man?"

"I'm more lost than before. Whose driver?" She
wondered if she had offended him, for expecting that he worked a
blue collar job. Christina didn't know how old Noah was. When he
squinted, the fine lines near his eyes and over his forehead told
her he had to be at least thirty. Then again, the firmness of his
body and wild, youthful life in his dark eyes said he was
definitely under forty.

"The resort. They sent you to pick me up, so I
assumed you worked for them."

"Resort?" He laughed out loud, a rumbling laugh that
took her off guard. "Your grandmother had a great sense of
humor."

Before she could retort, they swerved off the main
road and travelled down a well worn dirt path toward a distant
working farm. She assumed it was Noah's place. Maybe he wanted to
pick something up before heading to Golden Acres. It did make her a
tad leery being alone with the virtual stranger in this secluded
place, regardless of how irresistible that stranger may be. As if
on cue to seal her fate, she glanced up at the iron arch as they
entered the main property: Golden Acres.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Noah pulled up in front of the house and cut the
engine. The woman still had her mouth slack as she took in the
surroundings. He'd be lying if he said the disappointment on her
face didn't sting a bit, but it was his fault for letting the place
go to shit. The house needed countless repairs, a good paint job,
and the barn needed a complete overhaul. If Christina truly
expected a resort, the weed covered yard, complete with several of
Jake's wrecks, would be a shocker. He told his brother to get those
junkers hauled away months ago, but Jake kept insisting he'd
restore them in due time. They both needed some inspiration in the
worst way.

"What is this place?" she almost whispered, still
gaping out the window.

"Welcome to Golden Acres." He hopped out of the truck
and walked around to help her out. She offered her hand as she
dazedly scanned the area. "I'll show you to your room, so you can
get settled."

"My room?"

"We saved the best just for you. Your room overlooks
the south field. You may just see the mustangs running."

She followed alongside him, grabbing his arm for
balance. "What about the buffet? The seaweed facial?"

What exactly had her grandmother told her? The old
woman said her granddaughter needed to get out of the city before
it ate her alive. She said Christina loved the country, and needed
the company of some good men to make her feel beautiful and
valuable. As soon as he had pulled up next to her granddaughter on
the highway, he knew there would be no tossing out pity
compliments. Christina was absolutely gorgeous, everything he
dreamt a woman should be. Petite enough to cuddle up with on a cold
night, but curvy enough to rock his world in bed. She was a beauty
with her long black-brown hair and dark eyes, and naturally golden
skin. Noah had seen enough of the blonde bimbos chasing after him
and his brother when they ventured into town. Christina was
different—an exotic beauty, and he knew she was smart too,
educated, and working full-time at a bank. He didn't finish school
himself, dropping out early to run the farm, so he appreciated a
woman of intelligence.

"If you're hungry, I'll feed you. Don't know about
the seaweed, though."

She stopped and whirled to face him, a hand gripping
each of his biceps to hold him in place. "Wait a minute. This
really is the resort? Did my grandmother even see this place? Did
you rip off a dying woman?" Christina spoke through gritted teeth
with her last sentence, showing the fire she was capable of.

"Hey, hey, we never ripped off anyone. Your grandma
came by several times, but mostly we visited her."

"Visited her? Why?"

She may have a degree, but the woman acted denser
than his younger brother. "She was an elderly widow living alone in
that big house. You don’t think we'd leave a neighbor in her
condition to go without a helping hand, do you?"

"Oh." She dropped her hands to her sides, her face
falling and turning slightly grey. He half expected her to drop
down in a faint.

"You're right. God, what kind of granddaughter was I?
I should have come by to visit more often. I should have called,
done more."

His heart went out to her. She looked so guilt
ridden, a slight breeze could have knocked her over. Noah led her
to the wrap around porch of the house and helped to sit on the old
wooden steps beside him. As if it was the most natural thing in the
world to do, he tucked her head against his chest and stroked her
hair.

"Don’t go blaming yourself. She only ever spoke
highly of you. You've got to know you were her pride and joy."

"She was the strongest woman I've ever known. I was
her only grandchild."

"I know. In fact, I know a lot about you, Christina.
How you work too long hours at a job that you hate. You live with
your parents because you either feel too guilty to leave them, or
you're too scared to face the world."

She turned to look up at him. Her big brown eyes
glistened just enough to make them sparkle. "I'm an idiot."
Christina leaned over her knees and covered her face with her
hands. "I worried so much about making
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