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      Everything can change in the blink of an eye.

       

      Widower Robert Stone has lost everything—and that was before the tragic news of his son and daughter-in-law's death shattered his world leaving him five grandchildren to raise on top of running a failing ranch. Overwhelmed and on the verge of selling his legacy, Robert can’t focus on love. Not even if the nanny he hired is exactly his type.

       

      Love was never on the table for Paige Griffin no matter how much she might have wanted it. Too late to have children of her own, she fills that void with her passion for working with young families. Paige’s arrival brings a warmth and understanding that the little ones desperately need while also softening the heart of this hardened cowboy.

       

      While Paige’s nurturing presence begins to heal Robert’s soul and strengthens his resolve to save the ranch, her continued presence could cost them more than either bargained for.

       

      Read the heart-wrenching prequel to the Cornerstone Ranch series and find out how it all began.
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      Rain pounded against the old glass windowpanes. With each gust of wind, another smattering of water droplets dragged downward until they disappeared from sight. Robert glanced up from the latest past due notice in his hand.

      Ever since Evelyn passed, he’d found it harder and harder to keep this place afloat. She’d been the one raised here. She’d been the one to make him agree to raise their children in this forsaken place. And he’d done it because he was so deeply in love with her.

      But their only child was now grown and starting a family of his own—five boys, grandchildren he rarely saw anymore since Michael and Carol had moved to Austin. The capital of the state was just too far away for frequent visits.

      His eyes dragged to the notice once more. Perhaps it was time to sell the ranch and move closer to family. He was still young. He hadn’t quite hit his fifties yet, so maybe he should see the world.

      Lightning flashed outside the darkened windows, followed by a deafening boom that rattled the whole farmhouse. Robert tossed the notice aside and stood. The light that flickered outside the windows wasn’t lightning. It was headlights.

      Who in their right mind was making a social call this late at night in this kind of weather? He peered out into the darkness but couldn’t decipher anything beyond shadows. The windshield wipers swished back and forth, rain pelting the car and being illuminated by the headlights.

      The car just sat there with no movement for a while until he lost his patience. He grabbed his hunting rifle that hung on the wall of his office and strode out the door and down the hall. Whoever was in that car didn’t know who he was, or they wouldn’t be just sitting there like they weren’t supposed to be here.

      The heavy wooden door creaked on its hinges as he tore it open. Flicks of raindrops pelted him despite his position under the porch awning. The wind pushed the door open wider, and he held up his rifle to his shoulder.

      “Whoever you are, I’ll give you one minute to turn your car around and get off of my property.” His voice was lost on the wind, but he knew the driver saw him. There was no way he hadn’t.

      The driver’s-side door opened, and the silhouette of a man stood beside the car with his hands in the air. “Robert Stone?”

      “That’s me,” he called back.

      “Is your son Michael?”

      That was when Robert’s eyes darted to the front window of the car. The interior had been illuminated from the open door. In the front seat was a little boy he hadn’t seen in about a year, though he would have recognized him anywhere. Even from this distance, he could see Luke was distraught.

      Robert’s heart jumped in his chest, and he lowered his weapon. “Where’s my son?”

      “Sir, we’ve been trying to reach you, but the phone we had listed has been disconnected.”

      “Where is my son?” he hollered through the storm.

      “Mr. Stone, can we come inside? The boys are tired. It’s been a long drive.”

      Something terrible had happened. He felt it in his bones the second he saw Luke’s small face. Before this man even got to his doorstep, Robert knew he no longer had a son.
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        * * *

      

      Two weeks later

      Empty.

      That was the only thing that Robert seemed capable of feeling. Sitting at the kitchen table with four of his grandsons did nothing to ease the ache of his only son being gone. First his wife, then his son.

      Luke’s small hand grasped his fork tightly, pushing the peas on his plate from side to side. Out of all of them, Luke remembered his grandfather the most, but the relationship between them was still strained. Robert couldn’t remember the first thing about raising kids. It had been far too long. Even though Luke was nine and could handle a lot of things on his own, he was still too young to help out on the ranch.

      Wyatt sat beside his brother, mimicking his every move. The six-year-old clearly idolized his older brother. It was unclear if he realized his parents weren’t coming back.

      Robert glanced over at Colt and Wyatt, who gleefully threw peas at one another. The twins were just over three years old. They were more of a handful than Robert was prepared for, which was one of the biggest reasons he’d reached out to an agency and hired a nanny.

      Then there was baby Caleb. He wasn’t sleeping through the night, and the lack of sleep wore on Robert more than anything else. Robert should have told the social worker that he couldn’t take on five boys right now. He should have let the man find a home to place them in.

      But deep down, he knew he couldn’t do such a thing. These boys were family. His son would never have forgiven him if he’d turned them away. Carol had come from the foster system. Though she’d turned out all right, that didn’t mean these boys would.

      Luke glanced up from his plate. “Can I be excused?”

      “You barely touched your food.”

      Luke pushed the plate away. “I’m not hungry.”

      Dalton followed suit. “Me neither.”

      The twins stopped their food fight, and their focus shifted to Robert. They didn’t need him. They needed their parents.

      Robert wiped at his mouth with his napkin then placed it on the table. “Yeah. Go on and get ready for bed. We’ve got a long day ahead of us tomorrow.”

      Luke scrunched up his face. “We do?”

      He nodded. “Your nanny comes tomorrow. She’s going to take care of you while I figure out what to do with the ranch.”

      “What do you mean? Are we leaving?” Luke’s worried voice caught Robert off guard, but there was no easy way to explain what was happening.

      He cleared his throat as he got to his feet and gathered his plate. “It’s complicated, son. You’ll understand when you’re older.” He nodded to the dishes. “Go on, then. Clear your place, and then you can help me with your brothers.”

      Luke dropped his gaze. His shoulders slumped so much it almost appeared as though he’d lost a few inches.

      A twinge of pain shot through Robert’s heart. If Evelyn were here, she wouldn’t have wanted him to give up so easily. She would have demanded that he do whatever it took to give these boys something stable to hold on to. This ranch was likely the only thing they had left to remember their folks by.

      Life just wasn’t that easy. It was time they learned that valuable lesson. Sometimes, things just didn’t work out the way people expected.

      Once the boys were all in bed, Robert settled down at his desk with a groan. Before him was a stack of documents from Michael’s lawyer. Various things like custody, beneficiary information, and more stared up at him from his desk. He picked up a letter with his name on it then froze when he heard a small voice from the hallway.

      “Grandpa?”

      He glanced over to the door, and Luke’s face materialized.

      “I don’t want to leave. I want to stay here.”

      Robert dragged a hand down his face. This was what he was afraid of. “Sometimes, things happen for a reason.”

      “Mom used to say that,” he mumbled.

      “She was a smart lady.”

      “I know.” Luke moved farther into the office. “What if I promise to help? I can feed the animals and clean the stalls. You can teach me.”

      His soft words tugged at Robert’s heart, cracking it wide open. He didn’t know what prompted his response, but he found himself saying, “I suppose we can give it a try.”
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      Paige pulled up in front of an old ranch house and glanced once more at the address she had on her phone. “Are you sure this is Cornerstone Ranch? The sign out front was missing.”

      “Yes, ma’am. This is the only Cornerstone Ranch in Colt, Texas.” Her Uber driver’s Southern drawl brought back memories of when she was a child.

      She’d grown up here. Sometimes she wondered what it might have been like if she’d chosen to stay put. She probably would have settled down with a cowboy and raised a bunch of boys. That opportunity had slipped through her fingers, though. She was already in her mid-forties, child-rearing days long gone.

      The man in the front seat turned slightly and gave her a questioning stare. “What did you say you were coming here for? You know Mr. Stone?”

      Paige smiled warmly at the man. “I will soon.” She clicked the button to pay him from her phone then climbed out of the car, suitcase in hand.

      The sidewalk from the driveway toward the house was cracked, and the grass crept out over the edges. The lawn was in desperate need of some care. Paint was peeling from the siding of the house, and one window on the second story had a crack running through it diagonally. This didn’t look like the kind of home that belonged to a family of six.

      It did, however, look like the kind of home belonging to someone who would contact her agency. Folks usually reached out to Caring Hands when they were out of options and desperate. That, and they were usually referred by the state.

      This job appeared to be no different. She couldn’t deny that she’d hoped the situation would have been a bit better. No matter. From the sounds of it, this family needed her help much like any other.

      The worn wooden steps gave slightly beneath her but held her weight. A porch swing swayed in the breeze on the far side of the porch, and there were a few toys left forgotten around it.

      Upon arrival at the door, she straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin then knocked firmly.

      Initially, there wasn’t much sound coming from the inside of the home, but then she heard the patter of little feet charging toward the door. A smile touched her lips. She always loved the households with smaller children just a little bit more. Perhaps it was because she’d never had a family of her own, nor had she found a man she adored enough to tie the knot.

      The door swung inward. A small boy’s face appeared before the rest of his body, much like the smile that shifted into a look of confusion.

      She ducked down so she could be eye level with him. “Hello, there. You must be Luke.”

      His brows pulled together, and he retreated a step back. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Paige. Is your grandfather here?”

      “He’s feeding the horses.”

      Paige glanced toward the large building that probably would have looked more like a barn if it had the necessary repairs. “Oh, well, then. Should I go find him? Or would you like me to wait out here?”

      “You’re the nanny?”

      Her smile widened. “I suppose it makes sense he would have told you about me.”

      Still, Luke’s face was scrunched with confusion. “But you’re so old.”

      “Luke,” a deep voice behind her muttered with exasperation. “You never comment on a lady’s age.”

      Paige spun around, laughing as she did. “Oh, it’s fine. I’ve been called worse.” She lost her train of thought as her eyes landed on a man who had no business being called a grandfather. There was a streak of grey at his temples and a few lines around his eyes that showed he’d experienced a great deal of trials in his life, but other than that, she never would have guessed he had grandchildren.

      Robert Stone had the bluest eyes she’d ever seen on a man, eyes framed with long black lashes. His dark hair peeked out from beneath his cowboy hat, and the perfect amount of scruff lined his jaw. If she had passed him on the street, she might even have assumed he was younger than her own forty-six years.

      Paige blushed furiously and tore her gaze from him, realizing she’d been staring for far too long. She cleared her throat as she glanced once more toward Luke. “I am a little older than the typical nanny. But that’s because nannies tend to live with the families they help. They’re not usually married or with families. That’s why most of them are younger. It’s because they haven’t started their own family yet.” Her gaze darted toward Robert, who still stood at the base of the stairs, then returned her focus to the young boy. “I’ve been doing this a long time because I love it, and I love helping families just like yours.”

      “You didn’t get married?”

      She shook her head. This kind of conversation was typical of the older children she cared for but somewhat strange with someone so young. “Nope. I never did find someone to sweep me off my feet.”

      The line between Luke’s brows lessened slightly. “Do you wish you got married?”

      “Luke…” Robert murmured again.

      Paige let out another laugh. “Oh, you don’t hold anything back, do you?” She crouched to be on his level again. “Sometimes I think about how my life would be different if I had gotten married and had some children of my own. But then I wouldn’t have had a chance to meet all the kids I help who are just like you. And I think I would miss that more.”

      A ghost of a smile filled his features. As much as she wanted to, she couldn
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