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            Chapter 1

         
         Rustlers Creek, Montana wasn’t exactly the epicenter of cool, contemporary or classy. Or it hadn’t been, until the creative
            brains at the Cooking Network had descended on Hadley Wayne’s small hometown with all the zeal of locusts in August.
         

         
         Forest and Evans Publishing had followed suit with a deep and urgent desire to publish her Christmas cookbook, which they
            eagerly followed up on with an Easter decorating guide and a summer party planner.
         

         
         And then there’d been the inevitable cookware line that QVC hawked as today’s special value at least three times over the
            past year.
         

         
         It had all come together with the speed of summer lightning descending over the ranch and there were moments Hadley’s head
            still spun with it all.
         

         
         And then she’d push it aside as another camera crew set up shop in her eight-hundred-square-foot kitchen while a lighting designer added strategically placed kliegs to halo her in concert with the spring sunlight that streamed in her large bay window. 

         
         Two months could pass like that, with barely a thought beyond show schedules, meal planning and cookbook edits. She’d then
            look up, trying to surface for air, desperate to remember what—and who—she’d put on hold.
         

         
         She’d had no idea her dreams could be this big. Or grow this huge. And yet . . .

         
         “Hadley. You ready?” Her producer, Beatrix Malone, stood before her, clad in perpetual black and the four-inch heels she raced
            around the ranch in as if they were the most comfortable pair of cross-trainers she’d ever owned.
         

         
         Bea’s assistant, Aimee (pronounced: ahhh-may) swooped in behind. “The guys need to get this segment wrapped in an hour so
            we can get set up outside when the cowboys come in for lunch.”
         

         
         Hadley pulled herself back from the sour direction of her thoughts, Zack usually at the top of that list, and focused on the
            day’s work. “I don’t like how the apple turnovers looked yesterday. We need to reshoot the last shot when they come out of
            the oven.”
         

         
         Aimee started to argue before Bea held up a hand. “We’ll get it after lunch. I’ll make a note of it with the director. How
            much time do you need on the turnovers?”
         

         
         “I’ve already prepped them. I’ll put them in when we get back inside after lunch. We can get them dressed and ready in under an hour.” 

         
         “Done.” Bea was already off, presumably to talk to the director as well as whoever was on the endless lists she carried on
            the tablet that rarely left her hand, leaving Hadley to the pre-prep before shooting began. Her own assistants had already
            prepped the pork shoulder and chopped the onions she’d need for the next segment and it was only a matter of finishing up
            in makeup and changing her clothes.
         

         
         The camera didn’t favor navy blue T-shirts and yoga pants.

         
         Although she’d set specific ground rules early on, namely that the cameras never came upstairs to her bedroom, that edict
            didn’t extend to makeup, hair or wardrobe. After the show had taken off, she’d gotten Zack’s reluctant agreement to alter
            one of the ranch’s six bedrooms into a haven for the hair and makeup crew. The en suite bathroom had been transformed, with
            lighting more blinding than a winter squall all while racks of clothing stood sentinel in the bedroom.
         

         
         It had been a fair trade and kept her eagle-eyed makeup team from seeing the inside of her own bedroom. One that now stood
            down the hall from the master she’d shared with Zack. The oversized room she’d once loved waking up in, done up in subtle
            tones of cream and peacock blue, had become a mocking reminder of all they no longer shared.
         

         
         Not that anyone else needed to know that.

         
         Aside from the gossip she had no interest in being the subject of, there was no way the Cowgirl Gourmet could let the world know she and her husband no longer shared the same bedroom, the same meals and, as soon as the cameras stopped rolling, the same air. 

         
         Even if today’s segment had them sharing far more air than either of them was comfortable with any longer.

         
         “Time to make that porcelain skin even more flawless.” Chantal, her makeup guru, took her arm and gently pulled her toward
            a large chair set up in front of all those lights.
         

         
         Did she go anywhere any longer without lights? They were everywhere in her home. They accompanied her on the photo shoots
            she was now regularly a part of. And they were, even now, covering her bathroom mirrors. Yet for as bright as they were, they
            weren’t able to uncover any of the dark places where her marriage had gone so wrong.
         

         
         God, why was it so overwhelming today?

         
         She’d barely spoken to Zack since their last fight ten days ago. It was the last time the crew had set up outside, filming
            him in the predawn hours as he did his work around the ranch. Oh, he’d done his contractual duty, smiling for the cameras
            and giving them the whole “cowboy show,” detailing for her viewers how the calves would be paired up with their mamas as Zack
            and his team moved them to new pasture.
         

         
         And then he’d stomped into the house and, after being satisfied no one was lurking, had picked a fight with her as big as the Montana sky lightening outside their kitchen window. 

         
         When would this season finally be over?

         
         Why did she have to go to LA to do promo?

         
         And why in the hell had she roped his mother into the decorating of the Trading Post Hadley was building in downtown Rustlers
            Creek?
         

         
         The slam at his mother had been her final straw—likely the barb Zack knew would hit deepest—and she’d succumbed. The words
            had flown with all the icy venom both of them seemed bogged down with lately. Including the final shot she’d landed, that
            if he gave a damn about his mother he could fucking well call her himself instead of hiding behind a wide-open field laden
            with cow shit.
         

         
         “Yo, Hadley.” Chantal waved a hand. “You here with me?”

         
         “I’m sorry. A lot on my mind.”

         
         Chantal nodded, her dark brown eyes sharp even if her words were casual. “Big day today. The shoots outside always get everyone
            all worked up.”
         

         
         “The cowboys try not to be, but they get nervous.”

         
         “Hmmm.”

         
         Hadley was grateful for the diversion. “You still have your eye on Garland?”

         
         “The tall, skinny one?”

         
         Hadley held back the smile at Chantal’s sudden casualness, as if she didn’t know exactly who Garland Cook was. “That’s the
            one. He’s been looking at you.”
         

         
         “Probably because I’m the only Black woman he’s ever seen.”

         
         “Not true.”

         
         Chantal cocked a hand on her hip, stepping back to survey the layer of foundation she’d applied. “You mean there are actually
            other Black people in this state?”
         

         
         “Yes. A few.”

         
         “I don’t believe you.”

         
         “And I do believe you’re changing the subject. He likes you. He’d like to go out with you.”

         
         “I’m not a circus sideshow.”

         
         Hadley laid a hand on Chantal’s arm. “No, you’re a beautiful young woman who has the zing for a very good man.”

         
         Chantal rolled her eyes, but Hadley didn’t miss the small smile tilting the edges. “I’ll think about it.”

         
         “Good. Because I’ve got no doubt Gar’s thinking about you and doing some zinging of his own.”

         
         Chantal started in on Hadley’s eyes, smiling wide. “The zing. I like that.”

         
         Hadley liked it, too. Could even still remember what it had felt like, that excitement quivering low in the belly every time
            Zack came into view.
         

         
         She still had it, truth be told. But layered overtop was the oil slick of anger and frustration that their marriage had become
            a facade. That the dreams they’d once shared together had split somewhere, each of them taking different paths.
         

         
         And that the one thing they’d always dreamed of together—a family—was never going to be.

         
          

         Zack Wayne eyed the moving herd of cattle from the back of his horse and wondered where the morning had gone. Or the month of September, for that matter. Or the last fucking three years. 

         
         They’d all vanished like smoke, just like his marriage.

         
         “Zack!” His foreman, Carter Jessup, waved him down from where he’d been riding behind the south end of the moving herd.

         
         Zack turned his mount, Gator, in Carter’s direction and slowly worked his way toward the other man, all while keeping a close
            eye for any stragglers. They hadn’t worked this hard to lose one of the calves now.
         

         
         “You ready to head in?” Carter asked.

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “Camera crew’s all set up and waiting on us for lunch. Rumor has it we’re having pulled pork sandwiches today which means
            there is a god in heaven and he loves me very, very much.”
         

         
         “Whoop-de-do.”

         
         Carter’s gaze narrowed, the man seeing far more than Zack was comfortable with. “I thought you liked camera days. It’s good
            for business.”
         

         
         “I didn’t say otherwise.”

         
         Carter shot him one more narrow-eyed gaze, his blue eyes as bright as the sky, before dropping it. “Calves look good. There’s
            one I want the doc to look at. Little guy seems a bit wheezy in his breathing. But we’ll get ’em all settled and counted this
            afternoon and then weigh ’em tomorrow.”
         

         
         “Good.” Zack nodded, well aware of what they had on tap this week but always pleased when his foreman was in sync. “And you don’t think Gray needs to come out sooner to look at the calf?” 

         
         “Nah.” Carter gathered his reins in his hand, seeming to consider the guidance of their large animal vet, Gray McClain. “He’s
            still eating, just hanging a bit close to his mama. Since Doc McClain already confirmed he’d be out early tomorrow to keep
            a close eye on each of them as they come off the scales, I think we’ll be alright.”
         

         
         “Good.”

         
         “You sure you’re okay?”

         
         “I’m fine.” Zack shook off the distracted sour mood and tried to focus on the things that had gone right. It wasn’t a sure
            fix, but it was a hell of a lot better than wallowing in all that sucked ass in his life right now. “It’s been a good day
            so far. The herd looks healthy and strong and the heifers don’t look worse for wear.” Zack assessed the land that spread out
            before the two of them. “We’ll be well set for winter.”
         

         
         “You going to get a bit of free time in? Maybe go to LA with Hadley in a few weeks?”

         
         The question was casual and Zack didn’t sense anything behind it besides congenial conversation, but it was jarring all the
            same. Was there anyone on the ranch who didn’t know about production schedules and travel commitments and national fucking
            book launches?
         

         
         “I’m not sure. Dad’s been a bit ornery lately and I don’t know if it’s a good idea to leave him alone.”

         
         “And here I thought he was his calm, levelheaded self.”

         
         Zack laughed at that, his first real laugh in days, even as his father’s current mood was one of the contributors to the excessively
            suck-assed mood around the ranch. “Is he terrorizing the bunkhouse again?”
         

         
         “Every day for a week. Garland’s ‘yes, sir’d’ your father so many times it’s a wonder he hasn’t gone insane.” Carter shook
            his head, suddenly contrite. “I’m sorry I don’t have better news.”
         

         
         “Nothing to be sorry about, especially since it sounds like I’m the one who should be apologizing.”

         
         Carter waved a hand, his tone kinder than Zack’s family deserved as he dismissed the apology. “No need for that.”

         
         If Zack’s own sham of a marriage wasn’t problem enough, his mother had unceremoniously kicked his father out two months ago.
            Said she was sick of playing housekeeper and was damned if he was going to tell her she couldn’t have a job. The fight, as
            he’d been led to believe, had been one for the ages and it had left his normally frustrating father—a challenge on the very
            best of days—damn near impossible to live with.
         

         
         The reality of age—and his increasing inability to work the land—coupled with whatever the hell this was with his parents
            had put the old man’s balls in a sling.
         

         
         And hell if Zack wasn’t the one stuck with the consequences.

         
         His sisters had been zero help, all four of them taking his mother’s side. And his brother had been gone for so long it was hard to remember a time when Jackson had been around with any regularity. 

         
         Even Zack had seen his way to his mother’s point a time or two, but there was no discussing it with the old man. When he got
            the rare opportunity to get a word in edgewise in between all the ranting and railing, he’d learned it was easier to just
            listen and keep his mouth shut.
         

         
         Especially because he’d caught a few of his own sentiments toward Hadley in the old man’s rants about his mother and it didn’t
            sit particularly well. He was proud of his wife and all she’d accomplished. And while he was frustrated at times with the circus that seemed to come with
            that success, it was never directed at her.
         

         
         Then why does it feel like it’s all the two of you fight about?

         
         The commotion out near the edge of the pasture was easy to see and Zack shifted his attention that direction and off his uncomfortable
            thoughts. He was curious, as always, to see how much time, effort and sheer stuff was required to shoot a TV show.
         

         
         And don’t get him started on the people.

         
         Endless reams of people who had no business on a Montana cattle ranch and, as the show seasons had gone by, had shown less
            and less care for their surroundings. There were days where he felt like a cross between a sideshow circus freak and the king
            of the universe the way they framed shots of him on his horse or baling hay out of the back of one of the ranch’s oversized
            trucks.
         

         
         They’d glamorized it all, making it seem effortless, somehow. Which had been amusing at first but had quickly begun to chafe.

         
         He worked damn hard. And to have it dismissed as if the fucking ranch fairies showed up every night and did his work had grown
            tiresome.
         

         
         Add on the crisscrossing tracks that lay all over the damn place to move the cameras that captured him up on that horse or
            to get images of his hands working the land and it was a wonder they hadn’t had any injuries yet.
         

         
         He’d draw the line there, and Hadley knew it.

         
         Not that it would matter for much longer. She had some postproduction to shoot and wrap up and then she’d be on her way to
            LA in October. And once that was done, on to her book tour. He’d be lucky if he’d see her for more than a month.
         

         
         And since he’d already successfully avoided her for the better part of two they’d steamroll right on into the holidays by
            the time she got back.
         

         
         Fuck it all, where had it gone so sideways?
         

         
         He loved his wife. Had since the first time he laid eyes on her, across the counter at a bakery in town.

         
         And in the last two years he’d slowly come to hate her.

         
          

         Hadley fussed over the food set up on the open flatbed of one of the ranch trucks. The Wayne and Sons Ranch logo was visible on the side and the truck had been shined to within an inch of its life, the black paint gleaming in the late September sunshine. It was warm, even if the nights had grown decidedly colder since Labor Day. 

         
         The food designer had already set up, fixing the pulled pork Hadley had prepared that morning for the stand-alone shots, but
            Hadley had stepped in to finagle a few things for actual serving. Zack hated this part, even as he’d smile and coo at her—and
            her food—for the cameras.
         

         
         It hadn’t been that way at first. Sure, he’d seemed amused by it all, but he’d been a good sport. But over time, she could
            see that the steady presence of so many extra people and the fussing and bother of it all raked his nerves.
         

         
         Which was his own damn problem, she thought, stabbing a fork into the jar of pickled onions she’d prepared the night before,
            since his business certainly wasn’t hurting from all this. Wayne and Sons had already been a large enterprise, its legacy
            of putting food on American tables for well over a century standing them in good stead. But since the show and the resulting
            attention, his business had gone through the roof. Hell, the damn truck she had all this food set out on bore a Wayne and
            Sons medallion right next to the Ford logo in showrooms all over the country.
         

         
         And was selling, too.

         
         Which meant that this whole “shit show” as Zack had come to call it all, wasn’t just about her any longer. The Cowgirl Gourmet
            might have won the hearts of American home cooks, but her hot cowboy husband was doing damn fine on his own.
         

         
         Hadn’t Chantal just shown her last week the Facebook fan page devoted to images of Zack without his shirt?

         
         It had galled her at first, the idea that the masses had objectified her husband. And then she’d looked at the photos and
            had to admit it was hard to blame them. She knew intimately how wonderful those broad shoulders felt, and the way all that
            corded muscle in his back would flex beneath her fingers as he made love to her. Heart emojis and questionable captions aside,
            she had the reality of those photos and knew nothing about them was airbrushed or exaggerated.
         

         
         Except the comments that made swoony references to her and Zack’s grand romance.

         
         Maybe they’d had that once. Maybe they’d known how to make each other laugh and enjoy their time out of bed as much as they
            had in it. But those days were gone.
         

         
         She was the Cowgirl Gourmet. And he was the hot cowboy who shared her roof and little else.

         
         “Cowboys coming in!” Bea shouted to the assembled crew, her voice echoing from the interior of a bullhorn.

         
         Hadley set down her utensils and focused on her prearranged placement in the shot. The hands would ride in on their horses,
            Zack most likely in the rear. Not because any producer could make him do that, but because he always put his team in front
            of him, sweeping behind with a watchful eye.
         

         
         Three sets of cameras would capture the ride in, from a drone flying overhead, a panoramic camera moving on tracks at ground level and a handheld which would capture her reactions. It never failed to amaze her how much went into the production of each show, but the outside shots were the most elaborate. 

         
         And the hardest to shoot.

         
         Zack had little time for do-overs and the producers knew it. That need for precision had been his ultimatum from the start.
            Wayne and Sons was a working ranch and, as such, he had as deliberate a production timeline as the studio.
         

         
         The work didn’t wait. He’d spent his life waking up at 4:00 a.m. for that very reason and a TV show on his property or his
            wife’s livelihood wasn’t going to change that.
         

         
         And on some level, she didn’t want it to. She respected what he’d inherited, building the business to even greater heights
            since taking over from his father. She was as committed to her own business, and regardless of all that they no longer said
            to one another, she prized his commitment to the work. To the land. To his family.
         

         
         Garland rode through the opening in the fence and Hadley searched the crew—assembled in a wide arc around the equipment so
            as to remain off camera—and saw Chantal had noticed the same. Unbidden, a small smile edged the corners of Hadley’s lips.
            She remembered those days. That awareness of another person and the anxious questions of what they might think of you, too.
         

         
         It was even headier when the person you noticed had noticed you back.

         
         It was magic, really.

         
         Carter followed after a few of the hands and, as Hadley knew he would, Zack came in last.

         
         The cameras captured it all before the drone flew away toward an empty plot on the north side of the ranch. Once it was out
            of range, the light but persistent whine of engine noise gone, the boom mics could capture the conversation.
         

         
         Or sexy banter, as Bea was fond of saying.

         
         Whatever impossible barriers might stand between her and Zack, they still excelled at that. They always had, she mused, some
            of that remembered magic adding a zip to her pulse.
         

         
         Even as she now knew sexy banter wasn’t enough. Sex wasn’t enough. Even love, apparently, wasn’t enough.

         
         Shaking off the maudlin, Hadley watched as Bea directed things from the sidelines, marching up and down, shifting people into
            position as the show director, Ted, kept things moving with the camera crew. He’d already shot her a thumbs-up when he saw
            she was in position and focused instead on the hands tying up their mounts.
         

         
         The studio kept an animal trainer on set and she and her crew set to feeding and cooling the animals out of camera range,
            leaving Zack and his hungry cowboys to lunch.
         

         
         It was an extensive, expensive operation and it was funny how it had changed nearly everything about her life. Once upon a
            time, she’d done this several times a week, driving lunch out to the ranch hands and waiting while they cooled down and watered
            their own horses before coming to get their lunch.
         

         
         Now someone else handled it all, to keep production moving.

         
         Because for reasons that still eluded her on some days, the world was fascinated with her and her ranch life and her big strapping
            husband.
         

         
         And only Hadley knew the truth.

         
         Those cameras showed the world a sweet, idyllic place that didn’t know sorrow or anger or the grief of impossible dreams.

         
         She might live in Montana, but for those who saw her world through the other side of the camera, all they knew was the homespun
            magic only Hollywood could create.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         She wore the red boots.

         
         Fuck, shit and damn, the woman had the audacity to wear them.

         
         That lone thought—uttered in any number of combinations with every swear word he knew, as well as a few he made up on the
            spot—ran through Zack’s mind.
         

         
         Along with the delightfully X-rated video that lasered dead center through his head, imagining Hadley in nothing but those
            boots.
         

         
         They were his favorite pair. They were hers, too, but for entirely different reasons. Namely because she likely had no idea
            how mind-numbingly gorgeous she looked wearing them and nothing else.
         

         
         Currently, she’d paired them with jeans that fit over her ass like his hands used to and a button-down chambray shirt respectfully unbuttoned to just shy of her cleavage. She shot a family-friendly show, after all, a fact he was happy about after realizing his wife had become a reluctant sex symbol online. A fact that bemused her even as Zack had no problem understanding why. 

         
         Dealing with it, however, was a whole other matter.

         
         He cleaned up at a small station they had set near the edge of the fence line. Although he’d been known to unwrap his lunch
            and eat anywhere on the ranch his day’s work happened to take him, Hadley always made sure there was an adequate place to
            wash up when she was serving a meal.
         

         
         It had been like that from the first time she’d brought out a tray of lunch for him and the crew and, best he could remember,
            she’d never missed. That sense of orderliness followed her to all other aspects of her life. The ranch kitchen was spotless
            and not only because a TV crew was paid to keep it that way. While it seemed the production team never left, the show only
            shot about four and a half months out of the year on the property. The rest of the time, Hadley’s kitchen was even more spotless
            than when a professional cleaning team went through.
         

         
         “This is good, ma’am.” Garland nodded his head as he heaped potato salad onto the plate Hadley had fixed for him, loaded up
            with two pulled pork sandwiches. Rail-thin Gar would likely have a third, Zack knew, before they headed back out for the afternoon,
            a fact that never ceased to amaze him.
         

         
         And then his amazement vanished as he came face-to-face with his wife.

         
         “Hey there, cowboy.” Hadley smiled, big and wide—her Hollywood smile—before planting an equally big kiss on his cheek.

         
         He knew his duty and snuck a tight arm around her waist, pulling her close for a smacking kiss of his own. He put a little
            heat and even a little more anger in it, something goading him about that overly effusive smile.
         

         
         The fake one that he’d never seen before someone had shoved a damn camera in her face.

         
         The heat he’d amped into the kiss boomeranged right back at him, sizzling in his blood straight through to his nerve endings.
            The urge to linger was strong—to see how crazy he could drive both of them—before he pulled back.
         

         
         Fucking family-friendly and all that.

         
         But he was inordinately pleased to see the small furrow between her brow and the equal rise of heat in her green gaze.

         
         “This looks amazing, darlin’.” Zack focused on the trays of food set out on the back of one of his pickups, moving into the
            banter they were known for.
         

         
         “Nothing like a hearty meal for my hardworking cowboy and his crew.”

         
         They continued back and forth, the camera crew so close Zack could practically swat them with the serving spoon, as he fixed his sandwich. She pulled the lever on an oversized cooler of something called Dusty Punch—whatever the hell that was—and handed off a glass of the concoction that looked like something between cherry-red Kool-Aid and the cough syrup he’d taken as a kid. 

         
         He shot a side-eye to his assembled hands, seated at a few picnic tables that had been set out for the show segment. Every
            one of them had a matched glass and no one seemed to be complaining.
         

         
         Not that anyone would.

         
         They’d suck down three glasses with a smile, even if it tasted like rat poison. Such was the Hollywood mania and brush with
            fame that had come to paint their small corner of Montana. Hell, Carter was even getting fan mail now. A letter this past
            winter and its accompanying photos—a rather sexy shot of a woman in minimal lingerie—had made quite an impression. Even if
            Zack was the only one Carter had shown it to as he blushed to the roots of his hair, the blush fading on down through the
            open neck of his shirt collar. The ever-patient—and unfailingly gentlemanly—Carter had then enclosed the photos back in an
            envelope with a thank-you note.
         

         
         And no return address.

         
         So yeah. They’d drink the punch and eat the food and scrub their work-worn hands at the cleanup station for all of America
            to watch. And then they’d all ride back out to the ranch, doing their work and raving about Hadley’s cooking.
         

         
         And he’d be left with nothing more than memories of those fucking boots.

         
          

         Hadley tidied up the set, shooting glances at Zack where he sat with his team. She’d fixed a plate for herself but the camera crew wanted one more shot with her at the truck, describing how to make various leftover dishes with the pulled pork. 

         
         Then they’d get her sitting at the table beside her husband and the outside shots would be done. All that was left was the
            reshoot on the apple turnovers and she’d be done for the day, too. For the week, actually. The crew had strict vacation hours
            worked into their own contracts and they were all on some R & R for the next four days.
         

         
         She was both thrilled and annoyed, as it meant she had four days of solitude and quiet. There was a time she’d have relished
            that, spending her free time with Zack and heading out to help him with whatever needed doing. Now she’d spend it inside.
            Alone.
         

         
         Because despite their sweet banter for the cameras and the steady string of darlins he tossed out effortlessly, after they wrapped up she wouldn’t speak to him for days.
         

         
         All she’d have was that kiss to tide her over.

         
         And damn him, it was a good one.

         
         His lips were warm and he had that scent she’d always associated with him. Earth and animal and sweat. It should have been
            a turnoff, but from the very first it spoke to something inside of her. Pulled at her. She even caught faint traces of it
            after he showered, the scent of soap only enhancing that lingering, telltale fragrance.
         

         
         She made her life cooking any and all types of food, from meat to veggies, soups to desserts. Nothing—and she could honestly say, nothing—had ever smelled as good to her as Zachary Charles Wayne.
         

         
         And that included her most favorite food in the entire world, pound cake.

         
         “And that’s a wrap.” Bea bustled into her line of sight and Hadley abruptly shut off the sense memories of how her husband
            smelled. “Crew’s getting set up over by the picnic table and we’ll get you taking a bite of your sandwich.”
         

         
         “Okay.”

         
         Bea’s gaze narrowed and she moved in closer. “Are you sure everything’s good today?”

         
         “Yeah, why?” Panic buzzed beneath her skin. “Did something come off wrong?”

         
         “No, not at all. I mean with you. You seem—” Bea broke off as if weighing her words. Which was odd since Bea never appeared
            to weigh anything. “Sad or something.”
         

         
         “I’m fine. Really. Just a lot on my mind.”

         
         Bea’s dark gaze lightened instantly. “Oh, right. The book. It’s going to fly off the shelves. You should see the comments
            on your social media about it.”
         

         
         “I need to go take a look at them.”

         
         “I can have Aimee pull some for you. There were more than six thousand on yesterday’s Instagram post about the finish out work at the Trading Post and several people also mentioned their excitement about the book and seeing you on book tour.” Bea tossed out that quick fact all while snagging her own plate of pulled pork, signing off on an expense the production lead brought her, and then steamrolling on in the direction of the lighting crew to discuss the shot. 

         
         It was fascinating to watch and often left Hadley wondering if Bea slept.

         
         Ever.

         
         Six thousand comments. There weren’t even that many people in Rustlers Creek. A third of that number, actually.

         
         Ignoring the shot of amazement that the food she cooked or the books she’d written or the store she was opening up downtown
            in time for the holidays garnered that sort of attention, she picked up her own plate and walked to the picnic bench. Most
            everyone had finished—all but Gar who’d already heaped more on his plate—but the crew would only do closeups of her and Zack
            anyway.
         

         
         “Hi, everyone. How’s the day going? You started out early.”

         
         “Moving the herd always takes time,” Carter said, taking a sip of the punch she’d prepared to go with lunch. “This food at
            the end of it has been a treat.”
         

         
         “End of it?” Zack shot his foreman a dark glare. “There’s an afternoon of work still to be done.”

         
         “Keep your boots on.” Carter shook his head. “Hadley knows what I meant.”

         
         “Sure I do.” She smiled at Carter, hoping to diffuse the moment, suddenly sharp with spikes. “And hopefully everyone’s well fortified for round two.” 

         
         Zack’s shoulder was pressed against hers and she felt the slightest release in the tense set of his big frame. He got so touchy
            when anyone suggested the work could slide—especially because of the show—and to be fair to Carter, that wasn’t what the man
            had said at all.
         

         
         But it was one more of those ridiculous moments that seemed to fill the air between them. Anger and disgust the lead-in instead
            of the simple ability to listen to one another.
         

         
         Determined to keep the discussion light, she turned to Zack. The brown eyes she loved were hidden behind sunglasses and he
            wouldn’t take them off until the director shouted “action.”
         

         
         “Did you enjoy the pork?”

         
         “It’s good.”

         
         “I made extra and wrapped up a portion for your dad. I haven’t seen him today.”

         
         “He’s sulking in the bunkhouse.”

         
         “Why?” The shot of alarm was swift and immediate. “What’s wrong? Is he feeling bad? Is it his heart again?”

         
         “He’s fine. Just being a first-class son of a bitch today.”

         
         Although their discussions were limited these days—and every one had the ability to go off in a direction she didn’t plan—talk
            of Charlie Wayne was particularly sensitive.
         

         
         And wildly incendiary.

         
         “What has him upset?”

         
         “What doesn’t have him upset? He’s pissed at Mom but he won’t admit it, so instead he picks a fight with every other damn
            person he comes into contact with.”
         

         
         Sort of like you.

         
         The words hovered, tempting in their simplicity, but Hadley held them back. The fact she had Zack talking was more important
            than a well-placed barb.
         

         
         Wasn’t it?

         
         “He’s also pissed he’s not allowed out on a horse for the roundup.”

         
         And in that moment, Hadley was more glad than she could say that she’d held her tongue. She might have a heap of animosity
            toward her husband, but she wasn’t blind. And it had been all too easy to see that her father-in-law hated the increasing
            limitations age had put on what he saw as his place in the world.
         

         
         Even if they’d all tried to convince him that retirement held its own place. Its own joys. Charlie was having none of it.
            And ever since Hadley had offered her mother-in-law, Carlene, a role at the Trading Post, that piss-poor slide into retirement
            had taken a decidedly sour turn.
         

         
         “It’s weigh-in tomorrow. Can he come for that?”

         
         “We’ll see.”

         
         She’d known Zack long enough to know a “we’ll see” meant no and she nearly asked why when the director, Ted, walked up to the table. Hadley stared down at the sandwich she’d forgotten and tried to get herself back into that place—the one where she flirted with her husband instead of imagining how to deal with aging parents and a dead-battery marriage. 

         
         “This is the last shot. You two ready?”

         
         Zack smiled at Ted, whipping his sunglasses off in the process. “I was born ready.”

         
         Ted smiled back, even as Hadley didn’t miss the sharp awareness that hazed the man’s gaze. And then it winked out, leaving
            her to wonder if the crew saw more of what was going on than she gave them credit for.
         

         
         Than she gave anyone credit for.

         
         “Let’s do this,” her cowboy growled, low enough so only she heard.

         
         Zack leaned into her, snagging a bite of potato salad off her plate within moments of Ted calling “action!”

         
         “Thieving my lunch, cowboy?” The words tumbled out, soft and easy, even as she fought the sinking sensation she was lying
            to the world.
         

         
         “Consider it payback.”

         
         “For what?”

         
         “Rustling up pork on a cattle ranch.” He pointed at her sandwich. “You’re just lucky it tastes so good.”

         
         She cocked her head. “I thought you were the lucky one?”

         
         “Every day, darlin’. Every day.”

         
         Before she could say another word, his arm wrapped around her shoulders, pulling her close. It was a split second of time—barely a heartbeat or two—as he stared down at her while she stared up, but everything shimmered to a haze around her. 

         
         Around them.

         
         It had been like this once. Just the two of them, wrapped in a cocoon of their own making.

         
         And when he pressed his lips to hers, the taste of vinegar from the potato salad still lightly there, as tart as the words
            that now framed their lives, she wondered when they’d begun pretending.
         

         
          

         Zack stared at the email and wanted to curse the world. So fucking convenient.

         
         Not.

         
         He rarely traveled, content to leave the business of his business to the crack sales team Wayne and Sons employed. But Bryce
            Donnelly, his expert head of sales, had requested his presence at a major retailer summit in Los Angeles in a few weeks and
            Zack could hardly say no.
         

         
         Bryce asked for about one thing a year and it was usually an extension on his travel allowance because he’d made more deals
            than they’d originally estimated for in his expense budget. So the fact that he wanted Zack there meant it was important.
            More than important.
         

         
         The national chain had their annual store managers meeting and they wanted to introduce a line of Wayne and Sons beef to their gourmet fresh food sections nationwide. They were also incredibly eager to feature Hadley’s new holiday cookbook at their stores, kicking off her book launch with a major promotion exclusive to them. In the email, Bryce had already given him the heads-up that Hadley and her agent would be receiving the same request. 

         
         Expansion of his business and support for his wife’s.

         
         How the hell did you say no to that?

         
         Oh right, asshole. You don’t.

         
         He shifted in his chair and caught a whiff of himself and stood, letting out another string of curses. He’d come in here to
            wrap up his day and get a bit of paperwork out of the way before heading in. The paperwork sucked, but it was a handy excuse
            to himself to basically prove he wasn’t hiding out.
         

         
         And it gave the crew time to get packed up and get gone.

         
         Only now it was past eight and instead of giving the crew time to leave, his procrastination-that-wasn’t-hiding-out had ensured
            he was sitting on a bit of information that had to be discussed.
         

         
         Especially if she had the same news.

         
         Only now he had to discuss it while smelling like a pigsty. And he was probably insulting the pigs.

         
         Slapping his hand against his thigh he stood and left his office, housed in the back of the stables. The horses had all been
            seen to, tended and bedded down for the night. A few whickered at him as he moved past and he stopped when he reached Gator’s
            door.
         

         
         Gator’s dark chestnut coat gleamed in the dimmed overhead lights. He was a magnificent animal but here, now, standing in the quiet, Zack also knew him as a friend. 

         
         “When did my life become a clichéd country-and-western song?”

         
         Zack barely realized he wanted to speak before the words came out. Silly at first—but as the question lit up the quiet barn
            he recognized the desperate need to say them.
         

         
         He had more to be grateful for in his life than he could have ever imagined. A successful business. Land that had passed down
            to him through generations and which lived in his bones. And people he loved. Why was it so hard to talk to them? And where
            had this seemingly endless well of anger and resentment and the sheer bile of it all come from?
         

         
         He wasn’t the easiest person to get along with and knew it. He had four sisters and a brother, all younger, which meant he’d
            been coddled, teased, indulged and, more than he ever should have been, revered. As Charlie Wayne’s son—and the only one who’d
            followed him into the business—that reverence had blown from a different angle as well.
         

         
         He was the legacy. A weight no matter the situation but one even heavier by dint of his younger brother’s determined walk
            away from the business. And while his father would never have stood in the way of his daughters having a piece of the ranch,
            none of them wanted it. They took their financial share, as was their due, and wanted very little else. Beyond that, what
            Zack built, he kept.
         

         
         It was only Hadley who’d seen him differently.

         
         Hadley who knew how to build him up or tear him down. Mercilessly on either count. And Hadley who was his partner. She could
            do it all because she was his equal. With her, he’d never felt that his life was a legacy. Rather, he’d just been Zack Wayne.
            A guy who owned some cows. And who she looked at like he hung the moon.
         

         
         Or she did once upon a time.

         
         Gator bumped his head beneath Zack’s chin, the gesture of affection also one of support. If the horse could actually pull
            a Mr. Ed on him, he’d likely have said, “Chin up and pull it together, man.”
         

         
         Instead, Gator butted him once more before his nose quivered.

         
         “Yeah, yeah,” Zack groused, not sure if the horse’s reaction was to his own pungent scent or the sugar in his pocket. “You
            can tell me I stink but I’ve got a few cubes for you in my pocket.”
         

         
         He fed the horse the sugar, the light brush of whiskers tickling his palm before Zack gave the horse one last pat. He’d stalled
            long enough. And as much as he’d like to find the answers to the universe in the support of his horse, life simply wasn’t
            like that.
         

         
         In minutes he’d crossed the large field between the barn and the ranch house and come in through the back door. His one goal—of
            avoiding the crew—had been a success and other than a dim light reflecting from the kitchen, the house was silent.
         

         
         It was so quiet he could almost believe he hadn’t had sixty extra people taking up space on his lawn, his property and inside his home for the past four weeks. Curious to see if everything was back in its place, he passed through the kitchen, the countertops practically gleaming in the light over the stovetop. He didn’t see Hadley—and was as relieved as he was disappointed by that fact—before he caught the soft glow from the far end of the hall after he crossed through their dining room. 

         
         Something strange tugged him that direction, even though he could take the back stairs and avoid her entirely.

         
         As a practical matter, they needed to discuss the email.

         
         But he wasn’t feeling all that practical. And something about those moments outside earlier, when he’d pulled her close at
            the end of the shot, had crawled under his skin all afternoon.
         

         
         How could she look so fresh—and feel so brand-new—even after all that had happened between them?
         

         
         And how was it the woman could still leave him feeling as if he’d been skewered straight through after just one look.

         
         It had been like that from the first moment he’d seen her. That sort of breathless awe that tightened his chest because his
            heart was inexorably expanding beneath his ribcage. It was a ridiculous thought, made even more so by the reality of their
            marriage, yet he felt it all the same.
         

         
         And once, she’d felt it, too.

         
         With that thought thrumming through his mind, he took the last stretch of hallway until he hit the entrance to the small library they kept on the first floor. He’d built the house the first year he made a profit on the business—all on his own—and had some specific rooms in mind for the design. The library had been a throwback to an idea he’d had as a kid. A library meant you were smart. It meant that even if you worked with your hands all day or came in smelling like cow shit, you had something in your home that celebrated learning. 

         
         And it had been a wonder the first time he’d brought Hadley to his home, walking her through the house room by room, when
            she’d stopped at the doorway to the library, her mouth dropping wide open at the wall-to-wall bookcases. She loved cooking,
            but she’d often said this was her favorite room in the house. Her sanctuary when things got crazy and she just wanted an hour
            of quiet.
         

         
         He expected to find her curled up on one of the overstuffed chairs near the window but instead, found her seated on the floor,
            a large set of architectural drawings laid out before her.
         

         
         “Hey.” She looked up, her gaze refocusing on him and off the small words that littered the drawings.

         
         He nodded at the greeting before his gaze drifted to the notepad beside her, her handwriting covering the page from top to
            bottom. “What are you doing?”
         

         
         “Making notes for all the things I want to go over with the architect on the Trading Post. I want to make a few changes to
            the front area.”
         

         
         He thought they were close to done on the interior work so the plan changes were a surprise. “Aren’t you supposed to be moving in product to be open in time for the holidays?” 

         
         “We have a few more weeks and your mom brought it up to him when he was in today. He can make changes if we move on them quickly.”

         
         “My mother is now directing architectural design?” The words were out before he could pull them back, the deeply rooted resentment
            at his mother’s new “job” layered underneath each and every one.
         

         
         To Hadley’s credit, she held her tongue, her tone even and measured in her response. “She’s had some wonderful ideas, Zack.
            Her eye is sharp and I’m grateful for her help.”
         

         
         He wasn’t sure if it was the obvious gratitude or the calm tone or the fact that all the ire and confusion and tension that
            had ridden his shoulders all day finally had a place to land but in seconds he was lobbing an emotional grenade straight at
            her.
         

         
         And wasn’t shocked when it imploded dead center of the room, all over her precious plans.

         
         “Grateful? Or coming to realize you’re abandoning her with this project when you go on your book tour.”

         
         “Did you come in here for a real reason? Or was it just to continue part two of this afternoon’s episode of How to Be an Asshole by Zachary Wayne?”
         

         
         “And here we go. God forbid I suggest Princess Hadley might be thinking only of herself.”

         
         She’d remained calm up until that point but the princess remark hit a straight bullseye.

         
         “Who do you suggest I worry about, Zack? The imaginary children we don’t have? The ranch employees we hide our problems from? I sure as hell can’t take care of you since you make yourself scarce around here.” She stood at that, her hands finding her slim hips. “Who the hell else should I worry about?” 

         
         The question was left, hanging in the room, when his phone went off with a text at the same time the ringer kicked in.

         
         He dug it out of his pocket, Carter’s name on the face. His foreman never called in the evening unless there was a problem.
            “It’s Carter.”
         

         
         “Answer it.”

         
         He heard no malice beneath the suggestion, only an odd understanding.

         
         “Wayne.”

         
         “Need you down at the south pasture. We’ve got a problem with that calf I mentioned earlier.”

         
         “What problem?”

         
         “He’s on the ground and he’s not responding. His mama’s in a bad snit and we need to get the herd moved off around them.”

         
         “You call Gray?”

         
         “On his way.”

         
         “So am I.”

         
         Zack shoved the phone back in his pocket, suddenly aware his wife was still standing there. “I need to go.”

         
         “I heard.”

         
         “We—”

         
         The anger he’d worked up—the one he’d been so determined needed a place to land—suddenly seemed empty. Flat.

         
         But it was Hadley’s order—and that gentle understanding that still laced her voice—that had him moving. “Go.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Hadley had finished her notes a half hour ago, the task nearly done before Zack’s ill-timed entrance and the brewing fight.

         
         “Is that what we’re calling it these days?” she muttered to herself as she slammed the baking pan on the counter, her intention
            to remove any lingering air bubbles in the brownies a convenient excuse for the anger that still roiled inside. That fight
            hadn’t needed any time to brew at all. Nope. It had full-test strength from the first verbal bomb Zack shot into the room.
         

         
         She wasn’t mad he’d left. The ranch needed tending and a sick calf was a problem. For the animal in question and, in the event
            there was a bigger situation afoot, for the health of the broader herd.
         

         
         It was the neat hand grenades that had come before his departure that still had her pissed off.

         
         She wasn’t abandoning his mother to the work of the Trading Post. Carlene wanted it—had asked for more to do—and Hadley wasn’t above helping her out. Although she’d been incredibly careful to avoid mentioning any of her troubles with Zack, Carlene hadn’t been so quiet on her own troubles with Charlie. And the man’s mounting frustration at his role on the ranch—or increasing lack of one—had spilled over to their marriage. 

         
         While she had a lot of compassion for her father-in-law, she wasn’t above taking sides on the current situation and
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