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Welcome to Cook County!

I wrote the first version of this story back in 2013. While writing Second Chance Cowboy, it became clear Lucky had a story of his own to tell, and the cowboy deserved a break. 

Fun Fact: I wrote several chapters of his story before I realized I’d set him up with the wrong woman. I trashed everything, started over, and gave him a woman who could handle him while bringing out the best in him. 

No author wants to throw away over a hundred pages they’ve worked on, but I’m sure glad I did. Lucky and Cammie deserved the best.

If you’re new to Cook County, welcome. I hope you have a wonderful time here.

If you’re revisiting, I’m happy to have you back, and look forward to meeting up again. There are plenty of books coming.  

––––––––
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HAPPY READING!

Rain

LUCKY IN LOVE

SHYLYN RAY
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CHAPTER ONE
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The chime over the door rang out as Lucky Masters stepped into Flo’s Fixin’s, the small diner nestled along the other little shops on Main Street, the longest street in Cook County. Flo herself waved from the kitchen, where a cutout section of the wall allowed diners to watch as their food was being cooked. 

Lucky inclined his head, acknowledging the plump woman’s greeting. He removed his Stetson as he stepped over to the booth in the far corner, away from the few other patrons of the diner. Placing his hat on the table, he slid onto the seat and wiped his tired eyes with his fingers. Sleep hadn’t been plentiful for months, and his body was starting to feel the effects.

“Hey, Lucky. Do you want your regular?” Cammie May’s soft voice came from his right, followed by the clink of a glass as it was set on the table before him. 

He grinned at the waitress’s familiarity as he opened his eyes to see the glass of orange juice before him. “You know me better than I know myself, Shorty.”

Cammie beamed, her eyes sparkling, before she cast them down. “I already had your steak put on when I saw you pull up. You haven’t been here in a good while. I was starting to worry.” 

Unease niggled at Lucky’s gut as he met her gaze full-on and saw the puppy-eyed look of infatuation. She was a sweet girl of twenty-eight with long chocolate-brown hair pulled back into a ponytail and hazel eyes that seemed to warm every time they took him in. And it gave him cold chills.

“Thanks, Cam, but you should never worry about me. I’m always fine.” He redirected his gaze toward the window, pretending to take in the view, though all he saw was Margie Lindell jogging down the street in leopard print spandex shorts and a bright pink tank top. “A nice girl like you should be out there worrying about some young fool too dumb to know what a lucky bastard he is, not worrying about your patrons.”

She made a sound in her throat as if she were about to form a word, but after an awkward moment in which Lucky found himself forced to endure the heat of her heartbroken stare on his profile, she walked away, taking the hint.

He sipped his orange juice, keeping his gaze out the window. Watching the older woman in the spandex shorts huff and puff down the street was better than seeing the frown on Cammie May’s angelic face. She wasn’t unattractive, and she wasn’t that much younger than him, but he had far more years on her mentally than she could ever catch up to, and she was truly a sweet girl. Therein lay the problem. Lucky Masters was no damn good for sweet girls. Lucky Masters was no damn good for women, period. 

The bell over the door chimed, snagging his attention. He looked over to see Delia Mayberry, Cook County’s biggest gossip, enter the diner with her family. Married to the former sheriff, Roger Mayberry, the bigmouthed woman had access to more information than she needed to know and loved nothing more than to disperse that information to the whole county. It was because of her he’d been the most talked about topic for the past three months. Her and Sylvie Case, the woman who had killed herself in their motel room shortly after he’d slept with her. 

Yep, Lucky Masters is no damn good for women at all.

“Lucky.”

He raised his head to see Roger tipping his hat in greeting and nodded back, glad they were passing him by. His relief was short-lived though as Delia ushered her two children forward, ordering them and Roger to find a seat while she approached his booth. It was all he could do not to groan as she focused her cold, calculating eyes on him. 

“Good morning, Lucky. I’m surprised to see you here at this time. I heard you’ve been spending a lot of time helping to fix Kenzie’s ranch.” Crow’s feet formed around her shrewd eyes as she forced a smile. “Well, I guess it’s as much your brother’s ranch now too, or at least once the wedding happens. He sure lucked out on that deal.” 

Lucky gritted his teeth and reminded himself the hag was purposely baiting him, and giving in to the anger she caused would just satisfy her. He was generally all about satisfying women, but not this one. “I’m sorry you view marriage as a deal. Must be pretty sad.”

Delia stared at him blankly for a moment, then he saw the telltale widening then narrowing of her eyes as the light bulb came on. 

“I wouldn’t know. My marriage is definitely one made of love.” 

“Roger’s such a lucky man,” he drawled, liberally lacing the compliment with sarcasm so there’d be no mistaking the implied insult. “Your children look hungry. I’m sure Cammie will take everyone’s order as soon as the whole family is seated.” 

Delia’s smile tightened so harshly he was amazed her face didn’t crack. 

“I won’t take up any more of your time, Lucky. I just know that you’ve been over to the Calhoun ranch every day helping out your brother, and well, I haven’t been able to get Kenzie on the phone to ask if she needed any help with her wedding. There’s so much work to be done, you know. There’s the cake, the flowers, letting out of the wedding dress if nec—”

“Kenzie’s wedding dress doesn’t need to be let out because she’s not pregnant,” Cammie growled as she used a slender hip to nudge Delia out of the way before setting Lucky’s usual breakfast order of steak and eggs on the table before him. Fire burned in her eyes as she redirected them at Delia, facing the woman head-on. “You only want to help with the wedding so you can collect gossip and start rumors, which is exactly why Kenzie doesn’t answer the phone when you call, and why she’d probably slam the door in your face if you offered your help in person.”

Delia’s jaw dropped open. “Well, I... I... You can’t talk to me that way. My husband was the sheriff!”

“Yes, dear, I know. It’s probably the only reason why no one has smacked that smug, judgmental look off your face yet.”

Lucky choked back a laugh as Delia floundered for a comeback and came up empty. In all the years he’d known Cammie May, he’d never known her to be so outspoken. Under all that sugar appeared to be some fiery spice. He liked it, and that was a scary thing.

Taking a deep breath, Delia smoothed her blouse and fluffed her auburn hair. “I will ignore your ill behavior, Cammie May, seeing as how you must still be wounded after finding your boyfriend in the bed with that tramp last week and are just taking your anger out on innocent people. But you can forget about a tip, young lady.”

“I’ll tip her for you if you’d just go to your own table and quit ruining my breakfast,” Lucky offered as he cut into his steak, earning a big smile from Cammie.

“Oh, that’s nice of you,” Delia replied. “I imagine doing as many nice things as you possibly can helps a little bit to take away the bad karma of causing that poor woman’s death. Enjoy your meal.”

Delia stormed off in a huff to join her family, much to her hungry children’s delight. Lucky marveled at how such a hideous woman could bear anything but demons. 

“What a wretched woman,” Cammie muttered in disgust before offering one of her warm smiles to him. “I’m sorry she said that, Luck. I wish people would just get over it already.”

He glanced away from the strangely soothing smile and focused on his food. It briefly entered his mind how no one else except his brother called him Luck, and how he liked hearing it said in Cammie’s sweet voice. But a quick glimpse of Sylvie Case’s dead face as it flashed through his mind chased such thoughts away. 

“It’s fine, Cammie. You should go take their order before she causes trouble.”  

“Flo won’t care if she does, but those kids can’t help being hers,” she replied, “so I won’t make them wait any longer.” 

He watched as she walked away, feasting his eyes on the gentle sway of her curved hips, and pondered the idea of some fool cheating on her. Who would be that stupid? The girl was as sweet as they came. Wait a minute. Lucky shook his head. Since when was that a turn-on for him? And since when did he even think of Cammie May that way?  

He’d been coming to the diner forever and didn’t even know who her ex was, let alone that she’d had a boyfriend. He paid her no attention except for the normal friendly greeting and generous tip, which wasn’t that big of a deal. He always tipped well, having known what it was like to struggle, and from what he heard, waitresses didn’t make much of an hourly wage. 

Cammie May was just a young woman he’d known for years, Kenzie’s childhood friend. The two girls used to drive him crazy when he was a teenager. The girls would follow his older brother, Chance, everywhere, Kenzie mooning over him something pitiful, and Cammie would come right along. She’d try to talk to him while Kenzie batted her eyelashes at Chance. At thirteen years old, the last thing he’d wanted to do was hang around talking to a ten-year-old little girl. He’d preferred older ones with littler clothes and bigger curves. Even now, Cammie wasn’t much by the way of curves. Great ass, he had to admit, but small on top. 

And so damn sweet.

He’d destroy her.

****
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“GET YOUR HEAD OUT OF the clouds, girl.” 

Cammie snapped out of a lovely daydream of rolling around in the hay with the gorgeous blond and blue-eyed Lucky Masters. Mischief lit her boss’s eyes as the heavyset woman joined her behind the counter, nudging a rounded hip against Cammie’s much narrower one. 

“Sorry.”

“No apologies, honey. It’s good to dream, and we’re not busy right now, anyway.” Flo pulled a barstool out from under the counter and plopped down on it before pulling out the other one and slapping the top with her hand. “Sit your little fanny down, missy.” 

Groaning, Cammie sat down behind the counter with Flo, knowing it was coming. The lecture. The questions. The look of sheer pity. “I’m fine, Flo. I promise.”

“I heard what that badger-faced bitch said to you,” she grumbled in a low voice so the few people still eating in the diner couldn’t hear. “Don’t you pay her no mind. If she were truly happy with her life, she wouldn’t be constantly meddling in others’ lives, and for the record, she was pregnant when she got married or it wouldn’t have happened. Believe me, that man tried to get away once he realized what he had.” 

“I’m not worried about her.” Cammie waved off Flo’s concern. “The entire town can know Tom cheated on me. I have no shame over the fact he chose to go to a piece of trash who’d give him what he wanted instead of being true to me. That’s his shame, not mine.” 

“Good for you, girl.” Flo squeezed her shoulder. “I wish more of these young women nowadays held on to their self-worth and didn’t fall apart over worthless men.” She frowned as she tilted her head. “But something is bothering you. You’ve been pretty glum since Delia left and nothing else happened except—” 

Flo turned her head toward the corner booth where Lucky had been sitting. “Now, girl, we have had this talk.”

“I know.” 

“Some people can’t be changed. That man is definitely in the Can Not Change category.” Flo punctuated her statement with a high-browed look of warning. “Those Masters men would tempt any woman with a pulse, but they should have a No Trespassing sign all over them.” 

“Even Chance?” Cammie’s heart did a little flip as hope sparked inside it. The upcoming wedding between Kenzie and Chance had awakened a dream she thought long lost. If Kenzie could get Chance to walk down the aisle with her after having sent the man fleeing town just to get away from her ten years earlier... Well, it gave her some hope that Lucky Masters might actually look at her as a woman, and not just the bratty little girl he knew from his high school days.

“Now, that I don’t know what to say about. Chance... Well, he was trouble growing up, but always had a measure of responsibility about him. Lucky is a loose cannon. The man gambles and drinks like it’s an Olympic sport and goes through women like toilet tissue. And after what happened to that last one...” 

“That was not Lucky’s fault!” Cammie quickly pressed her lips together, realizing the statement had come out sharper and louder than intended. “Sorry. I’m just so tired of hearing everyone dog the man when anyone with eyes can see how much it hurts him. He didn’t kill that woman. What happened in that motel room was her own doing.” 

“Were you in the room?” Flo raised an eyebrow.

“No, but it doesn’t matter.” Cammie took a deep breath and watched as a man entered the diner and took the closest seat to the door. It was no use getting angry. “I know Lucky, though. He would never willingly hurt a woman.”

“Ask the dozens of them he’s left behind,” Flo said as she stood and checked her apron pocket for a notepad. “I’m sure they have something else to say about that.” 

Cammie lowered her head into her hands as Flo went to take the man’s order. First, she’d walked in on her boyfriend having sex with Stacy Cove in her bed, then she’d gotten the voicemail from her doctor urging her to call as soon as she could. She hadn’t bothered yet. News from the doctor delivered over the phone was never good. If everything was okay, he’d have left a voicemail.  

The last thing she’d needed today was the run-in with Delia. Oddly enough, it wasn’t the barb that Delia directed toward her that had hurt. It was the one she’d slung Lucky’s way. To be exact, it was the reminder that Lucky was a real person who could be wounded, not the rough, hard as steel cowboy everyone made him out to be. It was the reminder that no matter how badly she wanted to wrap her arms around him and chase his demons away, she couldn’t... because Lucky Masters would never let her.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“Be my best man.”

It wasn’t a question, it was an order. Lucky grinned. “Anyone ever tell you that you have a delicate touch, bro?”

Chance’s lips twitched, giving Lucky a pretty good idea just who had told him he did, and what they’d been doing when she told him. “TMI, Chance.”

His brother only laughed.

“When’s the wedding going to be, anyway?”

“ASAP. We haven’t exactly been careful, so Kenz could already be pregnant, and you know how folks in this town like to talk about that.”

“Wow.” Lucky shook his head as he leaned against the railing with his older brother, observing the herd of cattle Kenzie owned, and soon Chance would as well. “This coming from the man who still to this day harps on me about never leaving home without a condom in my wallet?”

“I want kids. So does Kenzie, and we’re already engaged. Not much sense being careful.” Chance looked over at him. “So? How about it?”

“Do I have to wear a monkey suit?”

The dark-haired cowboy grinned ruefully at that. “Kenzie’s picked them out already. You have an appointment to be fitted at Betsy’s Boutique.”

“Fitted? Sounds like torture.”

“It is.” He chuckled as he straightened from the fence. “But you know how women are. They want everything to look just so. It’s just for a few hours one day, and then I get her for the rest of my life. I can’t say no to that.”

Lucky rolled his eyes. “Twitterpated.”

Chance barked out a laugh at the Bambi reference. They’d watched that movie a billion times as kids—not that they’d dare admit it to anyone else. “It’ll get you too one of these days, just like it got Thumper and Flower.”

“So, I guess you’re Bambi, the deer with the chick name?”

“Bambi was tough. King of the forest, if you recall. Come on, Thumper. There’s something I want you to see.”

“Thumper?” He followed Chance as he rounded the cattle pen.

“You could be Flower if you want.”

“Lord have mercy. That woman’s done stole your man card and fried your brain—what little of it you had to begin with.”

Chance only smiled as they continued walking around the pen toward the direction of the bunkhouse. The building, which housed the ranch hands who worked the property, had been empty for the past few years after Mark Calhoun had married a money-grubbing wench who’d taken him for nearly every last dollar. Left to his daughter, Kenzie, the ranch had suffered over the past two years since his death, but now Chance was taking control of operations, rebuilding the ranch to its former glory. 

One of the newly hired ranch hands nodded at them as he stepped out of the bunkhouse and ran off to do whatever task he’d been assigned. 

“Didn’t you say you were buying some more cattle?” Lucky asked as they continued past the bunkhouse.

“Yeah, at the auction this weekend. We have to get the size of the herd up, so I’m going to buy another bull and some cows. Once they breed, we should be in good shape. Come the next couple of years, we’ll be doing excellent.”

“Kenzie already has a bull. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind servicing the ladies,” he commented. He knew Chance wanted to use the money he’d originally saved for a small ranch of his own to help bring the Calhoun ranch back to what it used to be, but good bulls were costly, and one really could do the job. 

“Old Henry is getting up in years. This might just be his last round of breeding. I figure it’s best to get a younger one now.” Chance stopped and spread his hands. “What do you see, Luck?”

He looked around, seeing green. Lots of green. “Uh, I see grass.”

“Is that all?”

Lucky swiveled his head left to right, trying to pinpoint whatever it was his brother was trying to show him, but all he saw was a big stretch of land between the bunkhouse and the old cabin he knew was farther back on the property. “Pretty much. What am I supposed to be seeing?”

Chance’s mouth curved up at the corner. “A stable and a big paddock.”

“You’re moving Kenzie’s horses out of the old barn?”

“Well, yeah, I guess I could, and they’d enjoy the paddock, but we will mostly use this area for breeding cutting horses.”

“Breeding...” Lucky narrowed his eyes at his brother. “What do you know about breeding horses, cattleman?”

“Not much.” He continued looking forward. 

Lucky didn’t miss the glint in his eye. 

“Good thing I have a brother who does.”

There it was. The lasso he’d been waiting for Chance to drop around his neck. “This ranch has always been about cattle. Why add horses now?” 

Chance shrugged. “Why not? There’s plenty of land to allow breeding of both, and it makes good business sense.”

“Kenzie knows of your idea?”

“Yes. She’s fine with it.” He shoved his hands into his pockets. “She’s pretty much just turned management of the ranch over to me.”

Lucky turned away and started toward the direction of the old cabin. “The love shack still back here?”

“Yeah, but it needs some work to be livable.”

“Livable? I don’t recall it being used for a home.” He grinned. He’d worked the Calhoun ranch for a short stretch during his youth and had used the love shack himself. The cabin served as a nice little place to take a date for a little fun between the sheets. A red bandanna on the door warned other ranch hands it was in use. “I still can’t believe Kenzie never torched the place. She must have never known what went on in the cabin, or that you often used it.”

“I told her there were snakes out this way. Big, nasty ones full of poison.” 

Lucky chuckled, recalling the young girl’s crush on his older brother. She’d been head over heels from the start, but with a seven-year age difference, the little girl had been forced to suffer as Chance dated women of his own age. She won out in the end, though, having grown into a beautiful woman and finally snagging her man. 

“Does she know about the love shack now?”

“Hell no.”

Lucky laughed out loud. “Whipped.”

“If I’m whipped, I’m not complaining.”

They reached the cabin, and it surprised him to see a windowpane busted out and the roof sagging under the weight of a massive branch that had fallen on it some time ago. “I guess no one’s going to be getting lucky in there anytime soon.”

“I don’t know about that. It shouldn’t take you long to fix it and move in.”

He whirled around. “Move in?”

“Yep. It makes sense to live on the ranch if you’re going to be here breeding horses.”

“You just have everything figured out, don’t you?” Lucky’s tone came out sharp, and from the look in Chance’s eyes, he knew his brother had picked up on it.

“Do you have a problem with the idea? I thought you’d be glad to be offered such an opportunity.”

“Why, because I couldn’t earn it on my own?” He turned away from the love shack and barreled back the way they’d come. “I’m thirty-one years old, Chance. It’s time to quit babying me.”

“How am I doing that?” Chance asked as he caught up to him. “I want to breed horses, and I just happen to have a brother who’d be a great man for the job. Of course I’m going to offer you the opportunity before I’d even think of anyone else.”

“You’ve created the job as a way to watch over me,” Lucky challenged as they reached the area he planned to use for his horse breeding venture. “Poor Lucky. He gambles away all his money, and he drinks too much. He can’t ride the circuit for the rest of his life. He’ll never get out of that trailer park.”

“I’ve never thought that.”

He stopped and raised an eyebrow at his older brother. “Never? Any of it?”

Chance had the grace to look away. “Yeah, you’ve been drinking way too damn much, and you have to admit, you’ve had some rotten luck, bro.”

Yeah, he’d found two dead women in the space of three months, the second one being his mother. “I’ve been working on the drinking, and skill beats out luck,” he said calmly, despite the anger roiling in his gut. “It’s skill that’ll get me some fat purses this season. I can get myself out of the trailer park if I want to leave it.”

“Don’t you?” Chance eyed him, his gaze full of incredulity. “The place isn’t exactly a joyful part of memory lane. There’s not a single inch of it that doesn’t have some awful memory etched into it, whether it be a beating by the hand of one of Mom’s boyfriends, or a place she passed out after too much booze. Not to mention...”

His voice trailed off, but Lucky knew what he’d been about to refer to. “The bedroom where Mom shot up her last set of drugs. You don’t need to remind me. I’m the one who was there to find her.”

“And you’re never going to let me forget it, are you?” Chance lifted his Stetson long enough to thrust a hand through his dark hair. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there when Mom died. Okay? I’ve said it a hundred times. I don’t know what else I can do.”

“Buying me a job and home isn’t the solution,” Lucky snapped, then heaved out a calming sigh. Now he felt bad. It wasn’t his brother’s fault their mother was a drug addict or that she’d killed herself. And it definitely wasn’t Chance’s fault he’d picked up a woman who also offed herself three months earlier. “I’m sorry. You don’t deserve this attitude
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