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Chapter 1

The morning was dreary as Carly pulled
into the parking lot at the office building where she worked. It
only enhanced her bad mood as she tried to open her umbrella, but
it only opened half way. She clenched her teeth together as anger
spread through her. It was starting out to be a terrible day and it
had only just started.

As soon as she walked into her office,
the day began to grow worse. Her secretary handed her a stack of
messages, but the one that caught her eye was one from the minister
in her hometown. What did he want? Another donation? She rolled her
eyes and tossed the message on the desk to deal with later when she
had more time. Right now, she couldn’t deal with a nosy
Minister.

She pulled out a file that needed to
be finished before lunch. Once her computer was up, she began
entering the figures.

Carly’s boss stepped into her office
around ten. “Carly, can you come to my office please?”

“Yes.” She looked up from
the account she’d been balancing. Her bosses tone was a little
strained. As she followed him to his office, she had a sudden
feeling of dread. He never called her to his office. What was
up?

“Have a seat Carly.” Her
boss gestured toward the chairs in front of his desk as he rounded
it, sitting down with a deep frown.

“Is there something wrong
Mr. Dennis?” Carly crossed her legs as she waited for the news that
was sure to come. Her day had started horribly, so why not get
worse.

“Carly you’ve been with us
for five years. We’ve always been impressed with your work, but the
company has been under a financial strain as of late and I’m sorry,
but we’re having to cut back. Since you and Warren have been here
the shortest amount of time, we must let you both go. Of course,
you’ll receive a severance package.”

For a few moments, Carly just sat
there staring at her boss, stunned. She’d figured it was just an
error in data entries or maybe a client was being audited, but
getting laid off wasn’t in the thought. When she found her voice,
it was low. “I understand. I’ll clean out my desk.” She stood on
stiff legs and turned to go.

“I’m really sorry Carly,
but we have no choice.”

Carly didn’t respond. This was just
another thing to add to her bad morning. Everything was going wrong
with her. Last night her boyfriend had ended their six-month
relationship, saying he found someone else. She’d known he was
unhappy with her long hours, but she was career focused.

Now she’d lost her job, what else
could go wrong? As she walked back into her office with her
secretary following her, she sat down and put her head in her
hands.

“What’s wrong Carly?” The
woman sat down on the corner of her desk.

“I was just let go. The
company is hurting and had to let go of both Warren and
myself.”

“Oh, my goodness. I’m so
sorry. Is there anything I can do?”

“Thanks, but no. I’ll be
alright. At least I’m getting a severance package.” Then Carly
remembered the note from her grandfather’s pastor. “Did Pastor
Munson say what he wanted?” She absently picked up the message,
folding it and tossing it in the trash.

“He just said it was
important that you call him.”

“OK, I’ll call him back.
Probably wants a donation or something trivial.” Carly picked up
her cell and looked up his number.

The moment the pastor answered he was
upset. “Carly, I’m so glad you called. It’s about your
grandfather.”

“What about my
grandfather?” She rolled her eyes, figuring he’d put him up to
calling her.

“I’m sorry to have to tell
you this on the phone, but he had an accident.”

Carly nodded her head, realizing this
day was just getting worse by the minute. “Of course, this would
happen now, when I least need it to.”

“Carly, your grandfather
died today. We need to make arrangements.”

“Everything is in his will.
I’ll be there tomorrow.” She ended the call before he could
respond. Great, she would have to go to Oklahoma.

With that, she packed her desk up and
headed home. Since she didn’t have a job and would eventually lose
her apartment, she packed up her belongings and turned in the key
to the landlord. There was no other choice, she had to run the
family farm. She’d need an income and it used to do well. But she
hadn’t worked on the farm since before college. Her grandparents
had raised her after her parents died in a car accident. Then when
she was twelve her grandmother died of cancer. As soon as she
could, she left for college, not returning.

Thinking about going to the farm made
her heart skip a beat. Was he still there? Would he even give her a
second glance? Then she pushed that thought out of her mind. It had
been ten years and nothing. He probably didn’t even remember she
existed.

The drive was twelve hours and with
only two stops, she drove up in the driveway just before dark. Her
heart sank as she saw the house for the first time in eight years.
The old two story farm house needed paint and one of the shutters
upstairs was hanging on barely.

She pulled up in front of the walkway
and got out, taking a long breath of the clean farm air, then she
coughed as the polluted city air fought its way out. Turning, she
grabbed one of her bags and headed toward the front door. Carly
leaned down to get the key from under the mat and was surprised
that it wasn’t there. She tried the knob, but it didn’t budge. Now
what?

After a minute of slight panic,
knowing there wasn’t a hotel within several miles of this place,
she couldn’t sleep on the front porch. She walked around, checking
the windows and other doors. He always left at least one window
unlocked, but none were.

A light flooded around her, making her
spin around in surprise. With the blinding light in her eyes, she
couldn’t see who was holding it. All she could make out was a dark
outline of a man in a cowboy hat.

“What are you doing here?
This is private property.” The voice was masculine and obviously
upset.

“This is my grandfather’s
farm and I have every right to be here.” Carly put her hands on her
hips as anger filled her.

“Carly? Is that really
you?” The flash light went out, which left her temporarily
blinded.

“I’m sorry, do I know you?”
Carly blinked trying to clear the bright lights from her
eyes.

A deep laugh came from the person
standing across from her, “You don’t remember me, but I was the
foreman here when you were a teenager.”

“Sloan Tucker.” Carly’s
heart slammed into her chest. She’d had a major crush on him when
he worked here. She wished she could see him clearer. “The key
wasn’t under the mat.”

Sloan laughed, holding up a key. “I
moved it this morning. Come on, I’ll unlock the door.”

Carly followed him around to the front
door. As he unlocked the door her vision started to clear and she
saw the man in front of her. Sloan was still fit and as tall as she
remembered. She walked inside when he opened the door for her. She
reached around and turned on the light.

“I’m sorry about your
granddaddy. He was a good man.” Sloan said as he shut the door and
leaned against it.

The moment she set eyes on him, her
world spun around. He was still the drop dead gorgeous cowboy that
she remembered. His dark hair was sprinkled with gray and his blue
eyes seemed bluer. She couldn’t help but stare.

“Are you alright?” Sloan
said as she continued to just stare at him. “Do you need
anything?”

Finally, Carly found her tongue. “I’m
fine, just tired. Thanks for letting me in.”

“Anytime. I’ll be back in
the morning to help with the chores.” He turned to go, but then
turned back around. “By the way, he missed you. He talked about you
to everyone, his successful granddaughter. But I can’t understand
why you didn’t come home, even for Christmas.”

“I was too busy.” Carly
said as she looked down at her feet, guilt flooding in.

“Too busy to come home for
Christmas? Carly, that man loved you and missed you. He even left
your room exactly as you left it. I thought you were a better
person than that.” Then he turned, walking out as he slammed the
door.

The sound of the door slamming did
something to her. It ripped her apart, made her realize the
mistakes she’d made in her life. Then the grief kicked in. She sat
down on the stairs and cried for the first time in
years.


Chapter 2

Carly woke up the next morning feeling
disoriented as she looked around, realizing she was on the couch in
her grandfather’s den. She didn’t remember walking to the couch or
falling asleep. The last thing she remembered was Sloan leaving and
the breakdown on the stairs. She sat up, feeling drained for all
the crying.

“Good morning Carly.” Sloan
said as he leaned in the doorway.

Carly gasped as she looked up at
Sloan. “When did you get here?”

“I got here early this
morning to do chores and found you at the bottom of the stairs, so
I carried you to the couch and you slept through it.”

“Do you always just make
yourself at home?” Carly said as she felt a little self-conscious
with him looking at her.

Sloan made a frustrated noise, then
turned to go back across the hallway, not answering her. She had no
choice but to follow him. When she walked into the kitchen she was
surprised to find breakfast on the table. He’d cooked bacon, eggs,
grits and toast.

“You didn’t have to cook
breakfast for me.” Carly said as she walked over to the coffee pot
to get a cup.

“It was more from habit.
I’ve been cooking breakfast for your grandfather for years.” He
shrugged as he sat down to eat.

“Why?” Carly said as she
turned with her steaming cup of coffee.

“You ask a lot of
questions, don’t you? If you’d bothered to come around, you’d know
he’d gotten feeble and in the mornings, he couldn’t move around
well. So, I made sure he ate a big breakfast before he headed out
for chores. It became a habit that I will have a hard time
breaking.” He raised an eyebrow at her, making her feel like a
heel.

“I didn’t realize...” What
could she say? She’d tried to forget this place, but it was hard to
do. The main reason she’d left was to make something of herself and
Accountants weren’t needed in this small town.

“Just eat your breakfast.
You’ll need the energy for chores.” Sloan said without looking up
from eating.

Carly ate her breakfast as she was
told, but now she wasn’t sure what to do. Once she got the hang of
things, she’d go back to oatmeal or cereal.

Sloan stood up and place his plate in
the dishwasher, then leaned on the counter, crossing his arms
across his chest. “By the way, the funeral is tomorrow. It’s
graveside and the will is to be read just after the service back
here.”

“So, I don’t need to go
make arrangements?” Carly said as she finished her
breakfast.

“No, he thought of
everything. The pastor will probably be by later to see you, so
let’s get started on those chores.” He pushed away from the counter
and walked toward the back door.

“Wait, I need
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