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Chapter One
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Shey Lynne, you’ve been here three months now and not once have you taken those boys to church.”


I look up from the bacon frying on the 1950s-era Sears stove to see my mother standing in the kitchen doorway with her blue wool coat over her arm and her ancient black vinyl purse on her wrist. It’s hot out and humid, yet Mama’s got her coat—and it’s an old coat, not one of the gorgeous ones I’ve given her. My mother has a closetful of designer pieces she’s never worn. I don’t know why she won’t wear them, but I swear, it’s as if she takes pride in rejecting everything nice I give her.


“No, I haven’t, and I’m not,” I answer, grease sizzling and splattering the back of my hand. Mama’s been here eight days, and it’s been a power struggle from the moment she arrived. But she’s going home later today, and I can keep my cool for another few hours. “You know I don’t make the boys go to church. If they want to go, great. If they don’t, fine. It’s their choice.”


But my mother, the daughter of a Southern Baptist preacher, fixes her cool blue gaze on me in silent rebuke. “If you went to church, then maybe they’d go.”


The grease splatter burns, and I press my hand against my side. I don’t want to argue with her, not today, not after the fight my son Bo and I had last night. “I know it shocks you, Mama, but I haven’t gone since you sent me away to St. Pious to finish high school—”


“Then I failed you, Shey Lynne.”


I shake my head. My mother can do guilt like no other. “You didn’t fail me, and God’s not going to blame you for whatever mistakes I make. But I’d be a hypocrite to make the kids go to church now when it’s something I don’t even do.”


“I’d call it being a good role model. Your boys could use some religion along with some serious attitude adjustment.”


I grit my teeth to keep from saying something I might regret. I love my mother, I really do, and I appreciate everything she’s done for us since we moved back home after Cody’s funeral last June—loaning us her house here in Parkfield, giving me Pop’s old truck. But I’m not a kid anymore, I’m a woman with children of my own, and I’m going to raise my kids my way.


Mama sees my silence as a chance to press her case. “The Bible commands us to come together and worship—”


“I know what the Bible says!” Impatiently, I turn the heat down beneath the cast-iron skillet before reaching for the chipped ceramic bowl with the waffle batter. “I grew up going to church every Sunday and youth group every Tuesday night and Bible camp every summer. That’s how you raised all of us, but John and I chose to raise our boys differently—”


“And maybe that’s why you’re in this mess, Shey Lynne. Maybe that’s why your boys are out of control.”


Oh, those are fighting words. They are. I face her, bowl clutched to my middle, one hand on my hip. “They’re not out of control!”


“I’ve been here a week, Shey Lynne. I’ve heard plenty.”


It hurts biting my tongue this hard, but I do it for the sake of peace, as well as the preservation of my sanity. It’s been a rough year. It pretty much broke my heart, but things will improve, things are improving. “Mama, go to church. Brick and Charlotte will be here any minute. You’ll feel better once you’re out of the house and heading to the service, and frankly, I’ll feel better, too—”


“Shey Lynn!”


Great. I’ve offended her and wounded her.


I set down the bowl, but I don’t go to her. We’re not a touchy-feely kind of family. Stiff upper lip. German-Irish-Scandinavian stock. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to fight with you, and I don’t want to be disrespectful. But I’m trying so hard and I don’t feel like you even care—”


“Of course I care! I’m worried sick about you all. I lie awake at night, unable to sleep with all the worrying.”


“I don’t want you to worry. Worrying won’t change anything. The only thing that will get us through is getting through, and we’re doing it, Mama, one day at a time. It might not be pretty, but it works, and I’m lucky. My kids are good kids. Yes, they’re having some problems adjusting to all the changes, but they’re twelve, fourteen, and fifteen, and boys. Life’s not easy for them right now.”


“You aren’t the only one to raise boys. I raised three, too…” Her voice cracks, and she falls silent. We’re both suddenly, achingly aware that although she raised three, we just buried Cody, the brother closest to me in age and my best friend growing up.


The loss is still too new, the grief too raw. It was hard enough losing my brother. I can’t even fathom losing a son.


My mother has paled, but she finds her voice. “Boys need discipline. They need a firm hand.”


“And I’m trying.” I feel a surge of fury. Fury at John for falling in love with someone else. Fury at the economy that went south just when I had to become financially self-sufficient. And most of all, fury at me for coming home. I don’t know why I thought coming back to Parkfield would be a good idea. I don’t know how I thought moving back to Texas after Cody’s death would help anything. It hasn’t. I’m the first to admit that I shouldn’t have left New York. Don’t know what I was thinking. Don’t know that I am thinking. But I don’t need Mama rubbing it in my face. “I have a different relationship with my boys than you had with yours.”


Mama’s chin lifts, hands clasped prayerfully together. “You don’t think Bo was disrespectful last night? Shouting at you? Cursing at his brother? Slamming doors?”


“I think he’s fourteen and he melted down. He lost it. It happens.”


“Your brothers would have never shouted at me, or slammed a door in my face.”


I throw up my hands. “You’re right. My brothers wouldn’t have talked back to you, not with Pop around. But my boys’ dad isn’t around, and I have a different relationship with them than you had with Brick, Blue, and Cody. I want my kids to talk to me—”


“Talk back, you mean.”


I never fight like this, never raise my voice, and I hate that I feel so out of control now. “I’ve never been able to please you. Nothing I do is right.” My eyes burn, but there are no tears. I haven’t cried since last December, when I discovered John wanted out. I couldn’t even cry at Cody’s funeral. “But I’m not useless, Mama. I’m smart and strong, and I’m going to get my boys through. You just watch me.”


I’m saying the right things but I’ve used the wrong tone of voice, and my mother’s lips press tight. She’s not hearing anything I’m saying, only the way I’m saying it.


Mama, Louisiana born and educated, is a true southern mama, and she throws back her shoulders. “God doesn’t like your tone, Shey Lynne.”


That’s when I give up—arguing, that is. She’s going to win this one. But then she always wins. I don’t know how to fight with my mother. “No, He might not, but maybe today when you go to church you could remind Him that I’m doing the best I can considering the hand I’ve been dealt.”


With the faintest shake of her head, she marches out of the kitchen, back stiff, silvery blond head high, down the paneled hallway for the front door, where my brother Brick is probably waiting to take her to church.


I lean my weight against the counter, eyes tightly closed as I gulp a breath, and then another.


This is not the life I wanted.


This is not the life I planned.


But this is now the life I have, and I’m going to make it work, so help me God, I am.


Eyes still closed, I hear the front door open with a squeak and then shut. Mama’s gone. I exhale, and sagging with relief, I reach for the waffle batter.


Ladling the buttermilk batter onto the sizzling iron, I hear an engine and see a flash of blue as Brick’s Chevy passes on the way down the drive.


Thank God she’s gone. And thank God for Brick. Firstborn, eldest son, he’s always done his best to take care of Mama. But I know it’s not easy. He hates going to church. He goes only because it makes her happy, and when she’s in Jefferson at my grandmother’s, he doesn’t attend.


A few moments later, Cooper, my youngest, slinks into the kitchen, shoulders hunched. He’s only twelve but already five ten, and it’s a body he can’t quite figure out. “Gramma gone?” he asks, still in the rust-colored T-shirt and jeans he wore during his morning ride.


“Yeah.” I rescue the bacon from the frying pan and line up the pieces to drain on a stack of paper towels. “What do you want to drink for breakfast, milk or juice?”


“Juice.”


“Then go ahead and pour it, and call your brothers to the table. Breakfast is almost ready.”


He fills his glass with orange juice and drains half before even bothering to shut the refrigerator door. “Gramma doesn’t like us much, does she.”


I’m pulling off the first waffle and am about to ladle more batter onto the griddle when I hear him. It’s not a question, it’s a statement, and it makes my chest squeeze. “Grandma loves you,” I say fiercely, looking at him over my shoulder.


Cooper at twelve has my height and pale complexion, along with a smattering of freckles across his nose. He and Bo could probably have handled being tall and thin if they’d escaped the Callen red hair. But both of them inherited it, and being a redhead is about the worst thing they can think of.


Coop’s shoulders hunch further. “Doesn’t sound like she loves us. She makes us sound like we’re the spawn of Satan.”


“Her daddy was a preacher, Sugar. Grandma was raised in the church, going to church, and she’s just worried about us.”


“ ’Cause we don’t go to church?”


“That, and Daddy’s and my separation, as well as Uncle Cody’s death.”


“And going to church will change all that?”


“No. But it’d make her feel better.” I drop a kiss on the top of his head. Another few months and he’ll be taller than me. And he’s my baby. “Go get your brothers. Breakfast is ready.”


Brick calls me on his cell about an hour later. “That was the most boring sermon ever, Shey. You owe me.”


I grin at the misery in his deep voice. He might be the oldest and I might be the youngest, but we’ve always been tight. “You don’t have to pretend to like church just because she’s here,” I answer, taking a step outside the house to stretch and stand on the screened porch with its view of the oak-lined drive. More oak trees dot the pasture between the house and the six-stall barn. There’s not a lot else to see but trees, cows, and land. Mama and Pop lived here for fifty-some years, and Pop’s parents before that.


“It makes her happy,” he says.


“That’s why you’ll go to heaven and I won’t.” I laugh and ruffle my hair. I’ve always gotten along well with all my brothers, but I enjoy teasing Brick most, probably because he takes his job as the oldest so damn seriously. “You all on your way home now?”


“No. We’re going out for breakfast. Mama’s still worked up, and Charlotte thought a good hot meal would put her in a better mood, especially since she’s driving back to Jefferson this afternoon. Don’t want her on the road when she’s in a mood.”


“No, we certainly don’t. So where are you going, and are we invited?”


“Um, Shey, you’re the reason Mama’s in a bad mood. You’re probably better off staying at the house.”


“Gotcha.” My lips twist in a rueful smile. My mother and I have a funny relationship. Given that I’m the only daughter and the baby of the family, you’d think we would have been close. Only it didn’t work out that way. Mama prefers boys. But I can’t complain. I certainly wasn’t neglected growing up. I had three brothers to chase after and always was the apple of my daddy’s eye. “We’ll see you later, then, and don’t rush your meal. We’ll be here when you return.”


I pocket the cell phone in my snug-fitting jeans and push through the screen door to step into the yard. Now that I’m back on the ranch, I wear only jeans, T-shirts, and boots, which makes getting dressed every morning easy.


The heels of my cowboy boots sink in the muddy drive as I walk from the shade of the house into the sun. We’ve had a few days of rain, which is good for the land but not so great for the property. The driveway is more mud than gravel these days, and the mud sticks to everything.


The Sleepy Acre Ranch hasn’t changed since I was a little girl. Pop never saw the point of spending money to fix up the house or yard—this is a working cattle ranch, after all—and when Brick married Charlotte twenty-five years ago, they built their own house on our family ranch, and that’s where Charlotte’s energy and design skills go.


Now kicking around the scraggly front yard, I wonder yet again how I could have thought the answer to our problems was moving back home.


How could I have imagined that Parkfield, Texas, population sixty-seven, would solve anything?


But then I am a Texas girl, born and raised on our ranch—literally born on the ranch, since for the birth of her fourth baby, Mama didn’t even bother going to the hospital—and when I came home last June for Cody’s funeral, I felt better than I had in a long time. I’m crazy about all the fields and oak trees and big sky, and I love the relaxed pace as well. Even the boys seemed happy to be out of New York, and they’re East Coast, private-school-educated, field-hockey-and-lacrosse-playing kids.


But three months into our new “adventure,” I’m beginning to question my impulsive decision to relocate us all here. Cooper has settled in fine, but Bo and Hank are struggling. They miss their friends and their sports—no one here plays lacrosse or field hockey—and I can’t help wondering if maybe I shouldn’t move us back to New York.


But my husband, John, is in New York. And John’s no longer in love with me. He’s living with his new partner—a man—and I can compete with another woman, but how on earth do I compete with a man for my husband’s affections?


I can’t.


My heart sinks and I dig the toe of my beat-up boot into the mud, watching the reddish brown earth ooze around the scuffed, pointed tip.


We would have been married seventeen years this year. I was happy with him. We’d had a good marriage, and at times a great marriage, until this.


I’ve known for nine months now that John’s in love with someone else, but it’s still bigger than I can get my head around. I’m mad. Confused. But maybe the worst part is that I still love John. I don’t know how to stop loving him. Don’t know if I should. I don’t want a divorce, but I sure don’t want to share him. Thus, we’ve filed for divorce, but it all feels so hideously wrong.


The phone in my pocket vibrates and I fish it out, grateful for the distraction, and see Marta’s name and number. Marta. One of my buds. “Hey, Ta,” I say, taking Marta’s call. “How are you?”


“I’m good. Eva’s at a birthday party and the other three are all napping, so I thought I’d call you, check in, see how things are going.”


Marta’s one of my two best friends from boarding school. We met in Monterey, California, when we were attending St. Pious. She lives outside Seattle now, although for nearly ten years we both lived in New York. I’ve missed her ever since she moved away.


“You’re an answer to a prayer, girl,” I admit, crossing the sticky muddy drive to sit on the open tailgate of my dad’s old truck. “I think I’m losing my mind.”


“What’s wrong?”


I push my long hair from my face and discover that my hand is trembling. It’s just stress and fatigue, but I don’t like it. “My mama’s been here a week visiting us, and living with her is like attending a church revival. It’s Jesus this, and Jesus that, and nothing I do is ever right or good enough. Why didn’t I remember this before I moved us all home?”


Marta laughs on the other end of the line. “Moving home always sounds so idyllic until you do it.”


“It did seem idyllic—empty ranch house, no rent, free schools, Pop’s truck—but Mama keeps showing up on the doorstep, and my brothers seem to think I’m still sixteen, not thirty-nine!”


“If it’s any consolation, I was miserable when we first moved back to Seattle, too. Eva was lonely. I despised the wealthy stay-at-home moms. You were the one who gave me the big lecture about how I needed to make more of an effort to fit in—”


“I didn’t!”


“You did. On the ferry coming back from the San Juan Islands.”


My brow clears as I remember our weekend away three years ago. “That wasn’t a lecture, Ta. That was a pep talk.”


“The point is, my first year I was really unhappy in Bellevue. I was missing New York. Missing you. Missing the life I’d left behind.”


“But you had a reason to stick it out in Bellevue. And you didn’t move back because you were running away from anything.” I swing my legs and soak up the autumn sunshine. After the past two days of rain, I’ll take every bit of sun I can get. “I’ve never run away from anything before. Why am I running now?”


“You didn’t run away from New York. You just wanted change. There’s nothing wrong with that.”


“But Parkfield? The ranch? I pulled my kids out of the best private boys’ school in the city and dragged them out to the sticks. And they hate it, at least Bo and Hank do. Cooper’s a country kid at heart and loving life here. He and my brother Brick have totally bonded, but my older two… they’re unhappy. They don’t know what to do with pasture, tractors, and cow patties.”


Marta stifles a laugh. “Can’t say I blame them. I’d hate being stuck in the country.”


“I don’t think Bo and Hank are really trying, though. It’s like they think if they fight it long enough, I’ll eventually cave in and take them back to New York.”


“Will you?”


That’s when I lose steam.


I don’t want to return to New York. It feels good to be out of the city, away from the traffic and noise and stress. I love having a horse again and going riding every day and waking up to the crowing of our rooster. After sixteen years of living the high life as a glamorous fashion model, it’s a hoot bouncing around in Pop’s ancient work truck in my boots and jeans and cowboy hat. I might complain about my overprotective big brothers, but I adore them. I also happen to think it’s good for my boys to have their uncles around, especially in light of their father’s recent identity crisis.


“If I had to,” I say slowly, “I would. But I’m not ready to throw in the towel. Not by a long shot.”


“Can you afford to buy a new place on the Upper East Side?”


“I could. It’d be smaller than what we had before, but I’d rather sit on my little nest egg instead of purchase real estate, because it’s not long until the boys go to college and that’s going to be expensive.”


“So you’re okay financially?” Marta asks.


“I’m good. I’ve always been careful with my money, and since John and I kept separate checking accounts, it was relatively easy dividing our assets.” I pause, think of John now living with his boyfriend, Erik, try not to cringe. “John’s hurting financially, but Erik’s supporting him so I guess he’ll be okay.”


“Why are you still worrying about John? He was the one who wanted out, not you.”


“I can’t help worrying about him. He was my partner, my husband—”


“Was,” she interrupts flatly. “And you need to move on and focus on you now. Which leads me to my next question. Are you working?”


“Brick’s hired me to do the ranch books, but that’s only a part-time job.”


“I meant modeling.”


I swing a leg, flex my foot, and study my scuffed boot. These are my favorite pair. They’re so comfy that they feel better than slippers. “I signed with Stars of Dallas but haven’t been booked for anything yet.”


“They’ll call you. You’re still gorgeous.”


I flex the other foot. “I think I’m getting lazy, though. The idea of commuting to Dallas isn’t appealing.”


“How long a drive is it?”


“Ninety minutes or so.”


“That’s not lazy, that’s being real. It’s hard enough working without spending hours in the car.”


“How about you? Working a ton?”


“Not as much as I used to. I can’t, not with Zach and the twins. I don’t know what happened to me, Shey, but I’m beat. Tired all the time now.”


“That’s because you have babies. The twins still waking up at all hours of the night?”


“Unfortunately.”


“Sorry, Ta,” I commiserate, lifting my face to the sun, concentrating on the warmth against my skin. I can’t get enough sunshine. I need it, crave it, depend on it. “I remember those days. Couldn’t do it now. Need my sleep too much.”


“This is why women are cranky, you know that, don’t you? We’re tired. Our bodies are trashed and we’re seriously sleep-deprived.” Marta hesitates. “So how are your three? Coping better with John’s lifestyle, or is that still an issue?”


I sigh and open my eyes. “They don’t really talk about it, but I know it’s a struggle, especially for Bo. He doesn’t want to get on the phone when his dad calls, and he definitely doesn’t want to hear about John’s life with Erik.”


Marta digests this. “And Bo’s depression?”


I feel a swift, hot shaft of pain. Bo’s the one I have to watch. Bo’s my worry. “Seems okay for now. But I’m keeping an eye on him. Determined to stay on top of it this time.”


“Sounds like we’ve both got our hands full.” Marta’s voice is full of sympathy. “But we can do this. We’re strong. Damn tough. And besides, you’ve got the best heart, Shey, you really do. No one loves more than you do.”


My eyes suddenly burn, and I’m glad she can’t see me because my lower lip quivers. I bite it, hard. “We are tough. And Bo’s going to be fine. We’re going to get through this. It’s just going to take some time.”


“Love you, Shey-girl.”


“Love you, too, Ta. Let’s get together soon.”


And then, ending the call, I jump off the back of the truck and walk a brisk, fierce circle around the yard, my heart thumping like mad.


Bo isn’t crazy. Bo isn’t like my brother Cody. Bo is going to be okay.


I walk another frenzied circle, and another, and another, until some of the suffocating fear in me fades and my pace slows and my pulse returns to normal. It’s only then that I head for the house.


This is life. Life is full of ups and downs. We’re going to be fine.


And my boy Bo is going to be fine, too. There’s no way I’ll let him become another Cody.









Chapter Two
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Later that afternoon I see my mother off, and the moment she’s in her car, heading east for Jefferson, I feel a weight lift from my shoulders. Sounds mean, but hosting Mama for a week felt like a root canal without anesthesia. I’m just glad she’s gone and won’t be back until Thanksgiving, which is still—thankfully—over nine weeks away.


In the house I strip the sheets from the master bedroom bed, which is where Mama slept, before starting a load of laundry. I contemplate what to make for Sunday night dinner (usually it’s beef, beef, beef, since we are a cattle ranch), but nothing in the freezer looks good. The sun pools on the kitchen floor, and I want to get out. Go do something. Something preferably fun.


That’s when I decide to track down the boys and see if any of them are up for a matinee movie.


Cooper and Bo enthusiastically endorse the idea. Hank, my oldest, declines, says he has homework he needs to finish. I suspect it isn’t true, but I don’t push it. I’ve learned the hard way that you can’t make someone enjoy being with you. Instead, I go online to check movie listings at Fandango. Because we’re in the middle of nowhere, everything’s a drive, and the question is whether we can make do with one of the movies showing at the Brazos in Mineral Wells, a twenty-minute drive, or do we have to make the trip all the way to Weatherford, which is a forty-five-minute drive.


Fortunately, the boys find a movie they want to watch in Mineral Wells, and if we leave now, we’ll just make it in time. We arrive as the previews are showing, and since the movie’s been out a few weeks already, the theater is almost empty and we have no problem finding good seats.


It’s not my kind of film, but as the only female in the family I’m used to our diet of action-adventure thrillers. I sometimes miss the days of Disney and Pixar films, but there are also advantages to having bigger kids. I don’t have to take them to the bathroom. I don’t worry (as much) about them being kidnapped. I know they can cross a street and navigate traffic and drop and roll should their clothes catch fire.


Still, they’re my kids, my boys, and I glance at them once, twice, during the film, as enamored of their faces as I was when they were newborns. These two, my youngest two, look so much like my brother Cody that it’s uncanny. Cody was a redhead, too. And funny. And brilliant. And bipolar.


And just maybe schizophrenic.


But I don’t know if that’s true. My brother Blue called Cody a schizophrenic at Pop’s funeral four years ago, but Mama says Cody was just a lost soul. Brick said he was a drug addict. The truth is probably somewhere in between.


Bo leans over, hisses in my ear that I’m supposed to be watching the movie.


“I like watching you better,” I whisper back.


“Wow. Scary,” he answers before turning back to the big screen.


Emotion tugs at me, and it’s bittersweet. Bo has no idea how much I worry about him. And I do worry, because Cody wasn’t always a lost soul. Cody was once my best friend, the brother who never left me behind, the brother who gave me rides to the games and then out to pizza or burgers after.


If I loved Cody as much as I did, and it couldn’t keep him together, what does that mean for Bo?


Bo grabs my hands, gives a squeeze to my fingers. “Watch. The. Movie. Mom.”


I lift his hand to my mouth and kiss the back of it before letting it go so we can watch the movie. All remaining fifty-six minutes of violence and mayhem.


We leave when the credits roll, and Cooper is enthusiastically reliving every detail of the big fight scene. In his mind, he’s part Jackie Chan, part John Cena, and more bad-ass than the two of them put together.


While Coop’s on a high, Bo’s mood has turned and he’s angry, and particularly angry at Coop for being happy. “You’re so stupid,” I hear Bo tell Cooper. “You couldn’t fight anyone. You’re the biggest chicken I know.”


“No, I’m not!”


“Yes, you are.”


I face Bo. “What are you doing? Why are you being mean?”


“I can fight,” Cooper protests.


Bo is oblivious to everything but making his point. “You can’t even play sports. How do you think you could fight?”


“I play sports—”


“You still don’t even know how to cradle the ball,” Bo interrupts scornfully. “Why do you think you were always on defense?”


“Because I was good at defense.”


“Because you couldn’t play offense. Defense is where they stick the losers.”


“That’s it. That’s enough.” I step between them, hands pushing them farther apart. “I’m not in the mood for this tonight. If you’re going to fight, let’s just go home and we can skip dinner and you can fight to your heart’s content. But if you want to eat tonight, you’ll shut your mouths now.”


And then Bo—damn him—opens his mouth. “I played better at eight than you do at twelve—”


I grab Bo then, seizing his upper arm hard, and haul him toward me. I know the parenting books say we’re not supposed to manhandle our kids, but Jesus, there’s got to come a point when they listen. “Did you not hear me, Bo Thomas Darcy? I said not one word, and yet you had to—”


“It’s true. He can’t play. He doesn’t practice—”


I let go then, disgusted. Biting back curses, I reach into my purse for my keys as I walk away. “You boys better get in the truck now,” I call over my shoulder, because I’m done. Done arguing. Done pleading. Done being nice. Today has been exhausting from beginning to end, and all I want now is some peace and quiet in my own room.


“Now look what you did,” Cooper mutters as they follow after me. “If you’d just shut up!”


Miraculously, Bo doesn’t answer, and silently they climb into the truck, scooting as far from me as they can on the seat.


I don’t even look at them as I drive. I’m too mad.


Hank’s at the breakfast table when I enter the kitchen in my flannel shorts and T-shirt the next morning. He’s already dressed and eating the toasted, buttered bagel that’s his breakfast every morning before school.


“Morning,” I greet him, kissing the top of his head. “What are you doing up so early?”


“Studying.”


I pull out a seat at the table and sit across from him, my head as thick as cotton wool. “Are you having trouble in school?”


“No. But the PSATs are next week and I want to do well.”


“Right. College.” Can’t believe college is just a few years away. Can’t believe Hank is already a high school sophomore. Where did the time go?


“You know, if I were at Dyer, they’d have us doing all kinds of tutorials and test study sessions,” Hank says, looking up at me. “Here they don’t do any of that. Nobody cares about college, not unless they’re going to go on a football scholarship.”


“That’s not true.”


Hank holds my gaze. “I want to return to Dyer.”


“Hank—”


“They’ll let me back in. I already called the admissions office. My class has always been small, and they haven’t given my place away. We just have to send the tuition and I’m in.”


I blink, dumbfounded. “You called the school?”


“You weren’t going to.”


I just keep staring at him. He’s tall and broad through the shoulders, with the faintest stubble shadowing his jawline. Even at his thinnest, he was never as lanky as his younger brothers. Instead, he takes after John with his muscular build and darker coloring. John, a brunette with olive skin, is still strikingly handsome, and it’s becoming increasingly evident that Hank’s going to look like his dad when he’s an adult.


Lucky Hank.


“I want to go back to New York, Mom.”


He isn’t a boy anymore. He’s becoming that man who’ll head off to school one day and not come home.


He’s going to have a whole life apart from mine.


He’s going to have other people to love. Other people who will matter more.


It’s the strangest realization, and one that hurts. I love my boys. I’ve loved being their mom. Nothing—not modeling, not marriage, no amount of traveling or fine things—has ever come close to the joy I get from being Hank, Bo, and Cooper’s mother.


“You want to leave?” My voice shakes. I could use a strong, hot cup of coffee.


“I’d miss you,” he admits gruffly.


But he still wants to leave. Me.


My head pounds, and I push away from the table to make a pot. I drink too much coffee—three, four cups each day—but it keeps me going, occupies my hands, and keeps my belly warm. It’s either that or back to smoking, and I don’t need to smoke.


“I’d still see you,” Hank says to my back as I measure out the grounds. “I’d come visit for holidays,” he adds, “and you could always come to New York and see me.”


“What about your brothers?” I ask, turning on the machine.


He doesn’t immediately answer, and keeping my expression blank, I face him. But Hank’s not looking at me. He’s frowning at the table and nudging what’s left of his bagel around the perimeter of his plate. Finally, he shrugs. “I was going to go away sooner or later.”


Later being the key word.


I battle to keep my voice neutral. Don’t need to put him on the defensive. Don’t need to draw party lines. “You only just turned fifteen, honey.”


His head lifts, and he looks at me, his eyes more gold than brown. “You went away to boarding school at sixteen.”


Yes, and I never came home again.


I want to go and wrap my arms around him and tell him if he goes, I will miss him every day he’s gone. I want to tell him that he’s not just my oldest son, but my heart. I want to tell him that I’ve just lost his dad and I’m not ready to lose him, too.


But I don’t. I can’t.


I can’t cry and can’t cling because I’m raising boys, boys who must become strong, independent men.


“True.” I force a smile.


“You made good friends,” he continues. “Aunt Marta and Tiana.”


I nod.


“And you ended up getting into Stanford, something you wouldn’t have done if you’d stayed here in Parkfield instead of going to St. Pious.”


I nod again.


He stands up, carries his plate and milk glass to the sink, and then looks at me. We used to be the same height. Now he has a couple of inches on me. “So can I?”


My heart is so heavy, it’s a stone in my chest. “Have you talked to your dad about this?”


“Yesterday, when you were at the movies.”


Of course. “And what did he say?”


“That he’d love it. That he misses us kids.”


I’m stunned by the wave of anger that shoots through me. He misses the kids, just the kids. Not me. Not his wife. Not his partner of seventeen years.


But why should he?


He’s come out of the closet. Discovered he’s gay. Discovered sex with a man is more fulfilling than sex with me. Jesus Christ. I grip a damp sponge in my hand and squeeze for all it’s worth.


I am so mad and so confused, yet according to Dr. Phil and every other relationship expert, I can’t say a word about it to the boys. Can’t speak against their father. Can’t show how shattered I am, because kids of divorce already carry around enough guilt as it is.


“So when could I start?” Hank presses. “After Christmas? At the start of the second semester?”


I take a slow, deep breath. “I don’t know.”


“Mom.”


“Do we have to do this now?” I joke weakly. “I haven’t even had my coffee yet.”


“Be serious. This is important.” Hank’s brow furrows. “It’s not that I don’t love you,” he adds gruffly.


“I know that.”


His expression turns pensive. “Do you?”


I wrap him in my arms then and hold him tight. Who knows how many more chances I’ll have to do this? “I do,” I whisper. “I’ve known every day since you were born.”


He returns the hug, and for a moment I’m at peace. He is mine. Everything is good. And then we let go and step apart, and Hank disappears to brush his teeth as Cooper enters the kitchen, complaining bitterly about Bo using up all the hot water. Again.


“Morning,” I say mildly, pouring my coffee.


“Hate mornings,” he grouses.


The edge of my mouth lifts. Cooper is not a morning person. “How’d you sleep?”


“Fine. Until I had to wake up.”


The corner of my mouth lifts higher as I throw a packet of sweetener into my coffee. “How old are you again?” I ask as he grabs a box of cereal from the cupboard and a bowl and spoon from the cabinet.


He scowls at me, and the freckles dusted across his nose dance. “Twelve.”


I blow on my coffee. “Good.”


The morning news said it was going to be another scorcher today, with temperatures hovering in the mid- to high eighties, and I believe it as I step outside to drive the boys to school. Even though it’s the end of September, north central Texas is still warm, and the humidity in the air sets my teeth on edge. I shouldn’t be wearing jeans. I should put on a skirt and sandals and at least be cool. But putting on a skirt means shaving my legs, and that’s the last thing I feel like doing.


The fact is, I am thoroughly enjoying country life and dressing down and easing up on my beauty routine. In New York I spent a lot of time on maintenance, but it’s exhausting work and boring besides.


Brick’s blue truck appears in the driveway, bouncing over the deep ruts worsened by last week’s rain. I stand on the top step as his truck pulls up next to me.


Brick’s a big guy, and a good-looking guy, if you like rugged men who don’t believe in doing too much to themselves other than basics like hair and teeth and a once-a-day shave. I remember how a couple of years ago John tried to convince Brick that he should use some moisturizer and eye cream, said it’d really help with all Brick’s sun exposure, and Brick looked at John as if he were a freak. Moisturizer, eye cream? Not on this brother.


The truck idles and Brick rolls down the passenger window. He’s got his straw cowboy hat pulled low, and the brim shades his eyes. “You might want to check your cell phone and make sure it’s not dead, ’cause I got a call from your agency in Dallas. They want to book you for a shoot today. Said they’d been trying to reach you since last night.”


I walk around the truck to the driver’s side. “How’d they find you?”


“I guess I’m an emergency contact. Anyway, you need to call them and then hightail it into Dallas.”


“I’ve got to take the boys to school.”


“I’ll take them. You need to do this. It’s always great money, and it’d be good for you to get off the ranch for the day.”


“I’m okay here—”


“Mama’s thinking about moving back home.”


“What?”


Brick tips his hat back. “She thinks you need her, that you’re in over your head and can’t handle the boys—”


“That’s ridiculous! I’m doing fine. Everything’s fine.”


“That’s not what she says.”


“Because Mama’s a busybody!”


Brick gives me a long look. “Yes, she is. And if you don’t want her taking up residence with you in the next couple weeks, you better pull it together and look like you actually enjoy life.”


“I do.”


“Aw, Shey, you’ve always been thin, but you’re downright puny now. The only thing I ever see you put in your mouth is coffee. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were smoking again—”


“I’m not.”


“You’re not taking any pills? Calmers, tranquilizers like Valium, Xanax, anything?”


“No!” I cross my arms over my chest and glare at him. “I’ve never taken anything. You know how I feel about stuff like that, especially after Cody’s problems with substances.”


He reaches out, pushes a long blond tendril from my face. “Do you know you shake, hon? You can’t even hold a pen without your hand trembling. Mama noticed. Charlotte’s noticed. Even I’ve noticed.”


His protectiveness touches me. “I’m just tired, Brick. I don’t sleep like I used to.”


“Maybe we need to take you out of the office and away from the books and put you in the barn instead. A day or two of hauling hay and mucking out stalls might help you with the sleep problem.”


I crack a smile. “Maybe.”


The front door opens and the boys come tumbling out of the house, voices raised in anger. “They’re at it again,” I groan.


“You can’t be soft,” Brick answers.


“I’m not.”


He gives me another long look before laying on the horn. The horn shuts the boys up. “Get in,” he orders, “I’m taking you to school today. Your mom’s got something to do.”


My boys look at me with surprise. “What are you doing, Mom?” Cooper asks, at my side for a good-bye kiss.


I kiss Cooper’s cheek and answer that I might have a modeling job.


“Modeling what? Tractors?” Bo snorts.


“You’re such a jerk, Bo,” Hank mutters as he climbs into the truck to ride shotgun.


Cooper grimaces at me as Bo jumps past him to get into the cab’s backseat. “Have a good day, Mom.”


“I will. You too.”


I lift my hand in farewell as the truck door closes and Brick drives off. Cooper turns to wave good-bye from the back. I shake my head. My boys. Hellions, each of them.


With the boys gone, I go in search of my cell phone and find it on the floor of Pop’s old truck. As Brick suspected, the battery is dead, and I have to plug it in in the kitchen to retrieve messages. One from Mama and three from Joanne at Stars.


I call the number Joanne’s left for me, which must be her cell since the agency doesn’t open for another two hours. Joanne answers right away. “You finally got my message?” she asks.


“I did, sorry, the phone was in the truck.”


“Are you available?”


“I could be. Where do I go, how long is the shoot?”


“It’s for a Dillard’s newspaper insert the day after Thanksgiving. They’ll pay you your hourly rate. You’re to be on location in Highland Park in an hour—”


“Oh, then there’s no way. I’m two full hours from Highland Park. My brother lives there and I’ve never made it in less than two hours, and that’s without traffic.”


“I’ll tell them you’ll be there as soon as you can.” And then she rattles off the address, and I’m fairly confident I know the house since Blue lives on Beverly Drive, too.


“Make sure they’re okay with me being late,” I say.


“They’ll be fine. They need you.”


Glad somebody does, I think, ending the call.


I shower and leave the house with my hair wet. I’ve also shaved—laser hair removal treatments aren’t completely permanent—and am now racing to Dallas. I’m flying down Highway 180, cell phone connected to car charger, and I dial my brother Blue’s cell phone.


I end up getting his voice mail and leave a message: “Blue, it’s Shey, and I’m doing a photo shoot in Highland Park today on Beverly Drive. I’m thinking it’s the big red-brick Georgian-style mansion down the street from you. Not sure how long I’ll be working, but it’d be great to see you and Emily before I head home if there’s time. Call me on my cell.”


I hang up and concentrate on driving. And trying to quell the butterflies. I haven’t done a lot of modeling in the past ten years, just a couple of jobs a year, but at least I knew most of the photographers in New York as well as the stylists. This, though, is my first job since returning to Dallas and my first job working with the Stars agency. I hope it goes well. I need it to go well. I don’t know why it wouldn’t. I’ve been modeling since the early nineties, appearing on my first U.S. Vogue cover in 1994, and then three years later making back-to-back covers for the Sports Illustrated swimsuit edition.


But modeling is different now. I’m older—thirty-nine—and not as toned or fit. My face is different, too, and when I lived in New York I kept up with all the skin treatments and fillers and injectables. But since moving home this June, I’ve concentrated on the kids, not on my appearance.


Turning the rearview mirror toward me, I steal a quick look at my reflection. Eyebrows need to be waxed. Eyelashes should be dyed. Hair should be colored and cut. Skin cries out for dermabrasion or a chemical peel.


Irritated, I snap the rearview mirror back into place and focus on the road, trying to pretend that my hands aren’t clammy and my stomach isn’t in knots.


Lord, I’m nervous. What if I arrive and they’re disappointed? What if I’m too big for the clothes? What if I’m too old? Sweet Jesus, maybe taking this modeling job today wasn’t such a good idea after all.


I reach Highland Park in exactly two hours and make only one wrong turn before finding the right house. It isn’t the Tudor brick mansion I was thinking of, but it’s similar in style, and U-Haul trucks and cars line the quiet street, with cameras and lights set up outside the house in front of the arched front door. The dark-stained door boasts a huge wreath, and a decorated Christmas tree is visible through the living room’s leaded glass window.


I park the truck down the street and head for the house. My palms are still damp, but I walk the catwalk walk, the one I first learned in Milan and then perfected in New York. It’s a strut that looks confident and careless and hides the fact that I feel like an impostor.


Members of the crew look up as I approach. One of the men has a light meter around his neck. He must be the photographer or the photographer’s assistant. Another man has tools and duct tape hanging from his belt. The thin, graying brunette with closely cropped hair and a clipboard has to be the stylist. She eyes me critically as I join them. I know the look. She’s a woman who feels she has to be a bitch to be taken seriously. She also thinks that Dallas is the big time and she’s the big cheese and I’m lucky to be here on her shoot.


“Good morning,” I say, feeling the sun beat down. It’s not yet ten and it’s already muggy hot. If we’re shooting outside today, wearing winter coats, it’s going to be miserable. “I’m Shey Darcy, and I’m looking for DeeDee.”


The graying brunette gives me another slow once-over. “You’re late.”


I open my mouth to protest, as Joanne had assured me she’d handle this part, then snap it shut and smile tightly instead. “DeeDee?”


She rolls her eyes at the men and then gestures for me to follow her. “Let’s get you to hair and makeup.”


I follow her to a small trailer tucked between a U-Haul truck and a white equipment truck. The trailer is already too crowded with models in various states of dress and undress. It’s also noisy, thanks to the chatter of half a dozen voices and the air conditioner chugging out cool air.


DeeDee introduces me to Marna, who apparently is doing hair and some makeup. “This is our model, the one we’ve been waiting for.”


Marna frowns as her gaze sweeps me up and down. “This is our grandmother?”


DeeDee shrugs. “It’s who the agency sent. Age her. Put a wig on her or spray some gray on the hair. Do what you can.”


My heart sinks as DeeDee exits the trailer. I’m not a young adult or a young mom. I’m playing Grandma today. Lucky, lucky me.









Chapter Three
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It’s one-thirty in the afternoon and I’m standing on the bottom step of the Highland Park Tudor-style mansion holding a stack of brightly wrapped Christmas packages, dressed in a silver turtleneck, black pants, a black merino wool jacket, and black leather boots, with a long black wool coat on top. And despite the packages crammed in my arms, tight wig on my head, and the scratch of itchy wool fabric, I’m smiling up at my adorable grandchildren, who are running out of the house to meet me.


Unfortunately, the adorable grandchildren can’t smile in the same frame, which means we reshoot again and again. And the sun’s a little too direct overhead, which means we keep repositioning the lights and reflector screens. And heck, it’s only eighty-nine degrees without the wig, turtleneck, jacket, coat, boots, lights, and silver reflectors.


A bead of sweat slides down my rib cage. And then another.


The photographer pauses to check his camera and then the light meter. DeeDee sends the little boy and girl back onto the top step. I close my eyes and count backward from ten. I am not hot. I am not sweating profusely. I am not suffocating.


DeeDee and the photographer talk, and then DeeDee claps her hands. “Let’s do it again,” she calls. “And Shey, a little more expression. These are your grandbabies, and it is Christmas.”


The sweat slides down the small of my back. My cheeks feel tight, like a papier-mâché puppet’s. “You got it, DeeDee.”


I finish just before three-thirty, but it means I won’t be in Mineral Wells for another two hours and I’ll need Brick to pick up the boys. I call him and start to apologize for needing the favor, but he cuts me short, saying he’d planned on picking them up and was already in Mineral Wells at a feed store, so everything was under control.


“But how’d it go?” he asks. “Did you knock their socks off?”


I’m just starting my truck, and it’s hotter than hell inside after baking in the sun all day. I pause to scoop up my hair and twist it into a knot on top of my head, using one of the boys’ pencils to secure it in a bun. “They want me back tomorrow. We’re doing the making-holiday-cookies-with-Grandma shots then.”


“Holiday cookies with Grandma?”


“Yeah.” I clear my throat. “I’m Grandma.”


Brick barks a laugh, and I make a face as I pull away from the curb and head down the street. Blue’s house is just two blocks from here, and I’m not sure if I should swing past it to see if anyone is home or just head back to the ranch. “Do you know if Blue is out of town? I called him earlier to let him know I’m in the neighborhood but never heard back.”


“I don’t think he’s gone anywhere.”


“Think I should stop by?”


“Only if you want to listen to Emily moan about how hard her life is, and how Blue hasn’t amounted to anything.”


Brick likes everybody, but even he finds Blue’s demanding wife exasperating. Emily comes from old Dallas money, and although Blue has made some serious dough during their marriage, it’s still not enough for her. She wants Blue to be like her daddy, and unfortunately he’s not. Blue’s just a millionaire, not a billionaire.


I stretch, try to get more comfortable as I’m still wired from the shoot. “I’ll head home, then. I should be there around five if traffic isn’t too bad.”


“You might want to stop somewhere and do some shopping instead of coming straight back.”


“Why?”


“Because once I get the boys home, I’m going to have them help me with some chores. They probably won’t like it and they’ll probably bitch and you’ll get all worked up. Better you let me handle it.”


My anxiety returns. “What kind of chores?”


“Basic ranch chores, Mama Bear. Stacking hay bales. Unloading feed sacks. Shoveling manure. Cleaning out the water troughs. Nothing that will hurt them, but jobs that need to get done.”
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