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Harriet Lockhart kicked a small gray stone out of the way as she crossed the yard. Dust rose in the cool April air, the morning sky blue with puffy white clouds.

She was supposed to be in charge of the ranch while her older sister Tess was on her belated honeymoon, not this – this interloper.

Just the thought of the new ranch hand – Cooper – made her scowl as she stalked over to their old horse Dobbin, and the angora goats.

“Call me Coop,” he’d said two days ago, a grin on his face as he’d introduced himself.

Her younger sister Grace had been sweet and kind as she usually was, showing him the quarters that their new brother-in-law Garth had built especially for this purpose. 

Harriet had to admit, the small cabin was impressive. It was self-contained with a bedroom, tiny living area, kitchenette, and a bathroom big enough for toilet, basin, and decent sized shower. Well, she supposed a man of Cooper’s build would need a large shower.

He was big all over. Not fat. Tall. Muscular. Broad shouldered. His arms – the skin above his wrists that she had glimpsed at the end of his long-sleeved red checked shirt – were tanned. He looked like he was in his early thirties – at least five years older than herself. 

And he looked like he knew what a hard day’s work entailed. 

Cooper also looked like he knew how to enjoy himself – after work.

There was a gleam in his eye – a cocky gleam, Harriet told herself – that did not need to be there. As if he knew he was good looking and regularly shooed the ladies away, because there were just so many who wanted to date him – and even he couldn’t keep up with the demand for his – his services – in the bedroom.

“I hate him,” Harriet told Dobbin, the old dappled gray horse. He whickered, nudging her hand, food apparently his only thought. A few angora goats browsed in the field next door, looking at her curiously for a moment, before returning to their weedy delights. 

“Yes, I’ve got something for you.”

She dug half an apple out of her pocket and held it out to the equine, the piece of fruit lying on her flat palm.

Dobbin gobbled it up, a string of wet saliva trailing on her fingers, his way of saying thank you.

“Thanks,” she said wryly, wiping her hand on her old blue jeans. Since she was curvy, these were the easiest fit jeans imaginable, but they were also comfortable.

“Why does he have to have that dark brown hair?” she grumbled to the horse.

Dobbin nickered.

“And those dark brown eyes - almost chocolate colored. I bet he thinks any woman would melt into a puddle if they stared too long.”

Dobbin snorted.

“His face isn’t perfect though,” Harriet continued. “He’s got a slight twist to his nose – I bet he broke it once. Maybe he got into a fight and the other guy smashed his nose.” The thought cheered her. Then her face fell.

“But why does he have to have lips like that – firm yet sensual – and his jaw ...” her voice trailed off. Cooper Reynolds had a strong cast to his face, as if he knew exactly who he was and what he wanted out of life. And the effect he had on the ladies. 

Not her, she reminded herself. And not her sister Grace. Grace was shy, quiet, and sweet to everyone – and didn’t seem interested in men at the moment. Sometimes Harriet wondered if her sister had experienced a disappointment in her love life when they’d lived in Seattle – before they’d inherited the ranch – but if Grace had, she’d never mentioned it.

“Who cares about men, anyway?” Harriet’s voice was fierce.

“Talking about me?” A deep male voice asked.

She froze, then whirled around to face – him. Cooper.

“No,” she instantly denied, heat burning her cheeks.

“You sure?” he teased, taking a step closer to her. 

Everything about him screamed confident male. His height of at least six foot – she had to tilt her head back to look at him and she was only five foot five – the expression on his face, as if he knew she’d been talking to Dobbin about him, and the way he carried himself, as if he knew he could accomplish any task anyone set him.

“What do you think, boy?” Cooper turned to the horse. “Was she talking about me?”

“Bluuurgh.” Dobbin blew out a slobbery breath that sounded like a raspberry and shook his head.

A smile escaped Harriet’s mouth. At least the horse seemed to feel the same way she did about him.

“Shouldn’t you be supervising the building work?” she asked.

Her sister Tess and her new husband Garth – who was an actual billionaire! – were building a fancy log home a short distance from the old ranch house. Last year, the three sisters had inherited the Rose Lark Ranch from their elderly great-aunt and uncle and had lived together in the shabby farmhouse, until Tess had met and married Garth in a whirlwind romance. 

Garth had insisted they fixed up the house, and then he and Tess had decided to build their own home, leaving the original farmhouse for Harriet and Grace to live in.

Before Tess and Garth had departed on their month-long honeymoon, Harriet had assured them she could supervise the building work, as well as working part-time in the local coffee shop, co-managing with Grace their two bed and breakfast cabins, and looking after their small herd of angoras, and Dobbin.

But Garth had insisted on hiring a ranch hand to help out around the place, despite already hiring a qualified builder for his log home – or, as Harriet, Grace, and Tess privately called it – log manor.

“Just checked on it, Harry.” He winked at her. “They’re putting in the windows today.”

Harriet gritted her teeth. That was another thing she hated about Cooper. He called her Harry. No one had called her that – ever.

So what if she liked tying her hair back – so it wouldn’t interfere with her chores? What was wrong with wearing jeans and a shirt? Okay, maybe a couple of her long-sleeved shirts were actually men’s because they were comfortable and practical to wear around the ranch and fit nicely across her ample chest. Could he even tell she was wearing a male shirt right now? It was light blue cotton with long sleeves, and she thought it went well with her dark blonde hair. Of course, thinking about the color of her shirt complimenting her natural hair color had nothing to do with Cooper’s existence. Not at all.

“My name is Harriet,” she hissed.

“Harry – ett.” He grinned.

Ooh. She curled her hands into fists and drew in a deep breath. What had Garth been thinking, hiring this – this – man? Wait until her brother-in-law returned from his honeymoon – she would definitely give him a piece of her mind.

She’d fire Cooper right now if she had the authority to do so. But unfortunately, since Garth paid Cooper’s wages, this annoying ranch hand wouldn’t listen to her. Probably.

“Why don’t you take off?” she asked hopefully. “I can handle everything around here. And Garth won’t know until he gets back in a month’s time. You won’t miss out on your salary.”

Surprise flickered across his face. 

“No.” He shook his head. “Your brother-in-law hired me to take care of things until he got back from – where was he honeymooning?”

“The Maldives,” she ground out. As if he didn’t know. Garth had even given Cooper the phone number of the exclusive resort he and Tess were staying at, just in case anything went wrong.

Garth hadn’t met Cooper in person yet, it seemed, but had heard of him through some ranching buddies and had hired him after an apparently in-depth phone interview.

Harriet was sure Garth had also given their neighbors, the Coltson brothers, the phone number of the Maldives resort too. And every day, one of the Coltsons had popped in, to check everything was going okay.

Not that Harriet minded. The Coltsons had been great neighbors and friends to her and her sisters since they’d moved in several months ago. They’d even helped them build the first bed and breakfast cabin on a very low budget, which was now generating a welcome income from the ranch, as was the second cabin.

“Yeah.” Cooper nodded. “The Maldives.” He looked thoughtful. “I wonder what it would be like to take a vacation there.”

“Totally different from here,” Harriet said tartly. She and her sisters had spent their childhood summer vacations on this ranch, and when they’d inherited it, it had seemed like a no-brainer to pack up their lives in Seattle and move here. Now, she couldn’t imagine living anywhere else.

“Yeah.” His molten brown gaze roved over her, as if imagining her in a swimsuit – or even a bikini.

She willed herself not to flush. He couldn’t possibly be thinking of her in that way.

She was a tomboy. With freckles on her nose. Yes, she had blonde hair, but she didn’t have the confident attitude that sometimes went with that shade. 

And she had curves. Lots of them.

She’d dated in the past, had even thought she’d fallen in love in college, but she and her boyfriend had quickly grown apart. Since then, there had been no one serious in her life. And she was twenty-six.

Tess had been twenty-nine when she’d met Garth, she reminded herself.

But that was a chance in a million – no, a billion. She’d probably end up the spinster aunt to Tess’s brood of children – not that her sister was expecting any – yet.

“Shouldn’t you be helping them install the windows?” she asked, dragging her thoughts back to the reason he stood in front of her, bugging her.

“They’ve got it all under control,” he said easily. 

“And I’ve got all this—” she gestured to Dobbin and the goats – “under control.” She drew in a deep breath. “So really, there isn’t any work here for you to do. If the builders don’t need you, and I don’t need you, you might as well take off and find another job. I’ll explain to Garth that you were surplus to requirements and I was able to handle everything.”

“Hmm.” He rubbed his chin. “I’m surplus to requirements?”

“Yes.” Finally, he seemed to understand. She’d been trying to tell him that – albeit more subtly – in the last two days. And now, it seemed he finally got the message.

He shook his head. “I promised Garth I’d be here when he got back. Sorry, Harry, but you won’t get rid of me that easily.”

“Harriet.” She clenched her fists so hard, her short fingernails stabbed her palms.
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Coop watched Harriet stride toward the house, her back ramrod straight, her blonde hair falling out of her ponytail, and her lush curves snagging his attention like nothing else.

A smile creased his lips. He couldn’t resist teasing her. As soon as he’d set eyes on her two days ago, his body had tautened and all his senses had been on high alert.

But she was out of bounds. 

Although she wasn’t strictly his employer, her brother-in-law Garth was, and he’d given his word to Garth that he’d take care of the ranch, and by extension, Harriet and Grace.

He prided himself on always keeping his word.

Garth had told him that their neighbors, the Coltsons, would also be keeping an eye on the ranch. Coop had picked up the unspoken message – the Coltsons would be watching him, as well as looking out for Harriet and Grace.

Perhaps it was for the best Harriet didn’t seem attracted to him. That way, he wouldn’t be tempted to flirt with her, get to know her better, draw her into his arms, and kiss her.

Hell. He cursed silently. Just thinking of her soft lips under his made him tighten – all over.

“Sorry, Harriet. You’re not getting rid of me that easily.”
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“Do you think we should ask Coop if he’d like to join us for dinner?” Grace asked that night as she and Harriet sat at the kitchen table.

Grace had graduated college a couple of years ago, and had inherited the same curvy figure as her two elder sisters. Honey blonde hair, and dark brown eyes complemented her sweet yet shy features, which now showed a hint of concern.

“No,” Harriet growled. 

Grace frowned. “We’ve got plenty of food.” She gestured to the oven roasted chicken Harriet had cooked, sitting on top of a bed of roasted potatoes, pumpkin, carrots and onion.

It smelled heavenly.

Harriet’s stomach grumbled. She’d been so busy for the rest of the day, fuming about Coop and getting all her chores done, that she’d barely had time for lunch, and had been looking forward to a nice relaxing dinner, just her and her sister.

Until Grace mentioned his name.

“He’s got his own food,” Harriet muttered, carving the chicken. She plunged the sharp knife into the fowl with more force than necessary.

Glistening chicken juice flew through the air and landed on Grace’s plate with a splat.

“Harriet!” Grace stared at her sister. “What are you doing?”

“Sorry,” Harriet mumbled, her hand stilling on the knife. “I didn’t mean to do that.”

“Well ... just be careful,” Grace said.

Harriet drew in a breath, then resumed carving, filling her sister’s and her own plate with the crisp skinned chicken and roasted vegetables.

“He’s got his own kitchen, too,” Harriet remarked in a milder tone as she took her first mouthful.

“Yes.” Grace nodded, neatly cutting her chicken and vegetables. “I wonder if he can cook, though.”

“I’m sure he can look after himself.” Harriet shrugged.  

“Maybe he’s lonely,” Grace suggested.

“How can he be lonely?” Harriet shook her head. “He can hang out with the builders all day if he feels like it. He probably wants a break at night and have some time to himself.”

But now that her sister had mentioned him, Harriet couldn’t help wondering what Cooper – Coop – was doing right now. Was he fixing his own dinner in his kitchenette? His quarters were behind the bed and breakfast cabins so although Harriet couldn’t see his dwelling if she looked out the window, she knew exactly where it was on the ranch.

“He told me today he could help out with the B and B guests,” Grace said, spearing a piece of roast potato.

“What?” Harriet’s cutlery clattered on her plate. 

“Coop said he could help with the B and B ...” Grace’s voice tailed off as Harriet glared at her sister.

“No way. No way is he interfering with my bed and breakfast business.”

“Our bed and breakfast business,” Grace pointed out.

“Yeah,” Harriet conceded after a moment.

“I know you and Tess do most of the work with the guests—”

“You help when you can,” Harriet replied. “But your part-time hours at the bookshop are longer than mine at the coffee shop. And Tess has been busy being a happy newlywed and checking on the progress of her and Garth’s house – heck – why don’t we just call it a mansion?”

“Don’t you think that’s exaggerating just a little?” 

“Maybe just a little.” Harriet nodded grudgingly. Sometimes, when she was alone in bed at night, she wondered if she was a tiny bit jealous of Tess’s happiness. What sort of sister did that make her?

Although Tess and Garth were pretty discreet, sometimes she heard small sounds coming from their bedroom during the night. Love making sounds. And it seemed that Tess was enjoying a fully satisfying marriage.

Would that ever happen to her?

She pushed the thought to the back of her mind. She was happy here at the ranch. She helped care for Dobbin and the goats, and enjoyed checking in their guests. And her skills as a barista weren’t going to waste, either. Since
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