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      Wyatt

      The campers line up to receive their RavenHart Mountain Dude Ranch Horse Riding Camp certificates and swag. Their parents take photos from the fence and then my cowpoke, Amos, leads them to the picnic spot for the spring camp last day party.

      Paul, my five-year-old, patiently waits along with them even though the kids are twice his age.

      “Hey buddy, Auntie has an extra camp shirt for you back in the house.”

      Paul cheers and runs off.

      I rub my lower back as I watch him run to the farmhouse. Forty is hitting hard. Maybe I should take up yoga like Clem suggests.

      “Need a rubdown?” a voice purrs from behind me.

      I turn to find Tommy’s mother, Fannie, eyeing me like a cheetah eyes a fresh kill.

      “Hi Ms. Rosenberg. Nothing a hot shower won’t fix. Did Tommy leave something over here?”

      As I speak to her, Fannie closes in so that now she is directly under my nose. Her perfume takes over my olfactory senses, and it’s impossible not to acknowledge her lace push-up bra peeking through the top of her shirt.

      “I am just checking to see if you need any help, Wyatt. Any type of help?”

      Her voice comes out like a hungry snake’s while her blue eyes glitter up at me.

      I clear my throat and take a step back.

      “Thanks for the offer, Ms. Rosenberg, but I’m all set. Oh, and I see Tommy is looking for you.”

      I turn on my heel and walk to the barn as I hear, “Mom! Mom!” getting closer from behind me.

      I take a moment in the barn to rub my temples. I don’t know what it is with the women in Corvid Valley lately, but I have felt like prey recently.

      And I ain’t looking.

      After Paul’s mother broke my heart four years ago, I have not dated a soul. I don’t think I will ever get over Misty up-and-leaving us for her dream job in Spain without ever looking back.

      Oh, and up and left us for her dream Spaniard as well.

      She isn't fully checked-out. Our son gets to adventure in Spain during his winter and summer breaks. He also video chats with Misty at least once a week. But, other than that, I am very much a single father.

      And that’s my soul focus. Well, Paul and running the dude ranch with my siblings. But certainly not dating. I’m not fooling around with that for a long, long time.

      Lost in thought, I am startled when someone tickles the back of my neck and speaks to me in a sexy whisper.

      “I thought I’d find you in here, cowboy.”

      “Oh, Mrs. Roy, you startled me.”

      “Oh goodness, I didn’t mean to.”

      “How can I help you, Mrs. Roy?”

      Cathi Roy strokes my arm as she purrs up at me.

      “I want to take some private lessons with you.”

      Was today a full moon?

      “Sorry, ma’am, I don’t give private horse riding lessons to adults.”

      “Now, now, cowboy, I did not specify what types of lessons.”

      Irritation boils up inside of me. This woman is married, and she knows I know she is married. Why is she trying to cheat on her husband with me? Why do women always abandon the men who love them?

      I walk backwards toward a stall while giving her a wave and use a decisive voice.

      “That sounds like something your husband can help you with, ma’am. Have a good day, Mrs. Roy.”
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        * * *

      

      My brothers and I lean back in our chairs, all three of us releasing satisfied burps.

      “Lordy, you three, can’t you use your words instead?”

      My son gets lost in a giggling fit next to me.

      “Clem, your night to cook is always my favorite night of the week.” Jasper says.

      “I vote that Clementine takes over all cooking nights!” Beau claps his hands together as he declares this.

      My twin throws her napkin at our brother’s face, along with giving him the bird. She then looks at my son, whose mouth is wide open.

      “Auntie!”

      Clementine gives him an apologetic shrug.

      “Having three brothers can be a lot, Pauly.”

      “OK, bud, you can go watch your show before bath time.”

      The sentence barely leaves my lips when my son bee-lines it upstairs. Jasper and Beau laugh as they get up, collecting the dishes. It’s their night to wash.

      I lean back in my chair as I notice Clementine staring at me.

      “What?”

      “I’ve been meaning to tell you. I ran into that girl you dated after graduation. Well, woman, whatever.”

      I sit up as my body tenses. Is she talking about Jolene?

      “Which girl?”

      Clementine rolls her eyes at me.

      “You weren't Romeo, brother. You know perfectly well who I am talking about. Jolene James. She’s back in town.”

      My stomach turns into molten yuck. Jolene James. I haven’t thought about her in years.

      We went to high school together, and I crushed on her all four years. She intimidated me, though, since she was paranormal and I was just a boring human. But, after graduation, we ran into each other one night and the rest of the Summer was history. I have never experienced a love affair like that since, not even Misty and I had the connection that Jolene and I shared. It was intense, and I was head over heels for her.

      But then one day she was gone. Supposedly, she received a scholarship to a college on the East Coast, packed up, and left. She didn’t leave me a note or bother to send a letter. She just up and left.

      Like all women do with me, I have learned.

      Fingers snap in front of my face, and I jolt back into my chair. Clementine’s irritated voice cuts through my daydream.

      “Dude, where did you go? I was talking to you.”
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      Jolene

      I step out of the shower, grateful it’s my last one in a hotel for a while. Driving from New York to California solo has been fun, but I am ready to sleep in my old bed.

      Well, my ancient bed. My bed from childhood - the childhood I bailed on as soon as I turned 18 and found a way out.

      That way out was a full ride to a college in New York City. I almost couldn't go, but my appeal for free room and board was approved at the last minute. I left Corvid Valley, and my bigoted mother, and never looked back.

      The one thing I did hate leaving was Wyatt, but I could not stay just because I was having fantastic summer sex. Sure, there seemed to be more between us than just sex, but after being raised by a woman who hated that I inherited my father’s shifter ability, I was determined to start my life far away from the valley.

      I pack up and head out to my new-to-me truck. For now, the plan is to stay with Abuelita while she heals from her heart surgery. Then it’s up to me. My job transferred me to the Los Angeles office, but I have the freedom to live anywhere where I can get to LA for the occasional meeting.

      I doubt I will want to stay in Corvid Valley once Abuelita is ready to be on her own again. Too many terrible memories of my mother making me feel like I was less because I’m a bobcat shifter. Even though the woman dated my shifter father. His bailing on us when I was born must have done something to her brain because, from my earliest memories, all I remember is my mother bad-mouthing my paranormal status.

      My stomach squirms as I drive by the Welcome to California sign on the 15. Here we go.
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        * * *

      

      I pull into my old driveway as Abuelita comes bouncing out of the front door with her arms wide open.

      “There is my granddaughter!”

      “Hi, Abuelita. Careful, are you supposed to be moving around like this?”

      She ignores my question and pulls me into a big hug. My grandmother then gently pushes me away from her to size me up.

      “Mija, you look too thin. Come in, come in, I will cook for you.”

      I laugh and follow her.

      “Abuelita, I literally just had a man hit on me at the gas station. He was loudly appreciating how thick I was. So, no, I don’t think I’m looking too thin.”

      My grandma turns and gives me a sly smile.

      “Look at my mija attracting the men.”

      I roll my eyes and laugh. Abuelita has been on me, from the moment we reacquainted with each other in my 30s, to find a man and settle down.

      “It’s not very difficult to attract men. Now quality men, that’s apparently not a skill I have.”

      I step into the house and am met with the familiar smells of my abuela’s cooking. I did not grow up with my grandma. My mother kicked her mom out of our lives when I was a baby. But I flew Abuelita to my NYC apartment several times since we reconnected a few years ago. From her first visit, she was hellbent on teaching me her favorite recipes.

      “That smells yummy, Abuelita. What is it?”

      “Sopa de fideo, mija. It’s simmering on the stovetop.”

      I search for a wooden spoon in the drawer and steal a taste from the pot.

      “Perfect, as always.”

      My grandmother gives me a side squeeze while looking at me with sad eyes. I turn to her with concern, but she speaks before I can ask her what is wrong.

      “I’m OK, mija. Just feeling sad that your mother robbed us of so many years as a family. And I hope she has found peace in the afterlife.”

      I give my grandmother a small smile. Whether my mother has found peace since her death fifteen years ago, I do not know. I had to let go of all things related to my mother years ago to save my mental health and build my confidence.

      Abuelita makes me eat some soup and beans before unpacking my trailer. I sold most of my belongings in NYC. I figured I was moving somewhere already furnished and, if I move out, I can have fun furnishing the new place.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      That evening, after Abuelita heads off to bed, I crack open a beer and sit out on the porch. Autumn is around the corner and the crisp air chills my bare skin. I have to admit it. I love the feeling of the valley’s nighttime air.

      I put my feet up on the railing, sip my beer and close my eyes. The familiar scents of the neighboring apple orchard greet my nose. I smile to myself when a Western Screech Owl makes itself known to the night. I feel both comforted and alienated at the same time.

      I sit up and rub my forehead. I let go of my mother’s opinions of me a long time ago, after many years of therapy. It’s now time to let go of my negative feelings attached to Corvid Valley. They are only there because of my family life with Mom. Abuelita is here now. I’m here now.

      After my grandmother recovers, I can decide whether to stay and reclaim my hometown, making it the safe place it should have been.
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      Wyatt

      “Get your hand out of my face, Clem.”

      My tone is more irritated sounding than I mean it to be.

      “Then focus, brother. Where did you go? Did you hear me? Jolene James is back in town.”

      I shrug my shoulders.

      “Oh, yay, another woman who bailed on me. Ghosted me, in fact.”

      My twin rolls her eyes and sighs.

      “Sheesh, Wyatt, you’d think you two were a committed couple. She was an 18-year-old kid, and I heard she got a full ride to the college she attended. I don’t fault her one bit for leaving Corvid Valley to pursue her dreams.”

      “Mmmm, yes, just like Misty. Apparently, I help women find the courage to walk out on me and follow their dreams.”

      Clementine groans in annoyance and kicks my leg.

      “Stop being a baby.”

      I shoot her a look, stand up, and excuse myself to go check on Paul. I find him coming out of the bathroom on the second floor.

      “Is your show over?”

      “Almost. Daddy, who is Jolene James?”

      I stop in my tracks, turning to him.

      “Wow, you have good hearing. Did you hear Auntie downstairs?”

      “Yes. Who is she?”

      I scoop him up and carry him back into my bedroom. The TV is paused on his cartoon. I plop him down on my bed and Paul giggles while he bounces.

      “So, Jolene was just a young woman I dated after graduating high school. It was a long time ago, and she ended up moving to New York City.”

      “New York City, where the Statue of Liberty is? Wow.”

      “Yeah, pretty cool.”

      I sit on the bed and Paul climbs on top of me. In his five-year-old opinion, I am a living, breathing playground apparatus.

      “So, Daddy, does this mean you’ve kissed Jolene James?”

      I can’t help but snort.

      “Well, yes I did, buddy. And you don’t have to keep calling her by her full name. Jolene is fine.”

      Paul slides off of me onto the bed. He goes up on his knees and grabs my face. He sticks his little face into mine, making us meet eyes.

      “I like the name Jolene James. She sounds pretty. Maybe you will get to kiss her again.”

      I stand up and clap my hands together.

      “OK, pal, finish your show and then it’s bath time.”

      “What color eyes does she have, Daddy?”

      I furrow my brow at him. He’s not usually so curious about a person he has never met. I wonder what this is about.

      “It’s been a long time, Pauly. I don’t remember.”

      I kick myself internally for not being truthful, but I am over talking about Jolene. She was the first love of my life, the most intense love of my life, and you better damn well believe I remember her eye color.

      Dark yellow, just like a bobcat.
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        * * *

      

      “Paul, over here. We need to pick out some folders for your backpack.”

      My son comes skipping down the school supplies aisle at Target and skids to a stop in front of me.

      “I want all blue. That’s my favorite color.”

      I ruffle his brown hair.

      “I know, buddy. OK, blue it is.”

      I squat to look through the disorganized pile for two more blue folders. When I find them, I stand up triumphantly to show Paul.

      But the aisle is empty.

      “Paul?” I call out.

      Shit, no response. My heart drops into my stomach, and I walk quickly between the aisles. I call out his name every few seconds with no luck. Where the hell did he wander off to?

      I dial my sister’s number as I keep searching the aisles. As I turn down the cookie aisle in the food section, Clementine picks up.

      “Hey, what’s up?”

      “Nevermind. I’ll tell you later.”

      I hang up, my eyes fixed down the aisle. Paul is there, looking healthy and fine, with a woman kneeling in front of him. Her wavy dark blond hair gives me a sense of familiarity. My son turns his head and lets out a cheer.

      “There’s my dad!”

      He runs toward me as the woman stands up, watching him. I pick him up for a hug.

      “You’re not to wander off. I was very worried, Paul.”

      “I’m sorry, Daddy. I thought cookies would be good for my lunchbox.”

      “OK, well, next time ask me and wait for me to go with you.”

      Paul nods and I allow my eyes to look away from him to the blond woman walking toward me. She is a feast for the eyes. Curves in all the right places, electric hips, and cleavage I could get lost in. I realize I am staring and tell my lizard brain to look the woman in the eyes.

      Her dark yellow eyes.

      “Wyatt?”

      Jolene’s surprised voice makes my stomach flip.

      “Jolene?”

      Paul whips his head around to look at her and exclaims, “You’re Jolene James?!”

      Horrified, I place him back down on his feet. I stand up to see Jolene giving me a curious smile.

      “Why, yes, I am Jolene James. Aren’t you a smart young man? I was friends with your daddy when we were young.”

      “Yeah! You guys smooched!”

      I grab Paul and hide him behind me. I’m pretty sure all of my cells are dying from embarrassment right now. Jolene's amused laughter fills the air, and she gives me one of her tent-popper smiles. I don’t know how the woman managed it, but she’s even more stunning than when she was 18-years-old. I clear my throat and try to save face.

      “Heh, yeah, his auntie said she bumped into you.”

      My ex-girlfriend smiles at me with a warmth I haven’t witnessed in over twenty years. I feel a little dizzy, remembering how good being around her had made me feel.

      “Yeah, she looks great. How’s your family ranch?”

      I open my mouth to answer, but Paul pushes his way in front of me again.

      “We live on that ranch! Do you like ribs? Daddy is making his special ribs tonight. If you like ribs, come over and eat some with me.”

      Jolene laughs. She gives me a quick look, then squats down to be eye level with Paul.

      “I’d never say no to ribs.”
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      Jolene

      I carry my groceries into the house. Abuelita returned home yesterday to rehabilitate and I check in on her before unpacking the shopping bags. So far, she has been handling the pain and discomfort well. But I wish she had my rapid healing ability as a shifter.

      “I’m just a boring human. This will take time,” she jokes as I return to the kitchen.

      As I put the food away, I cannot help but smile to myself. That little Paul kid was adorable. And it sure seems like Wyatt told him about me. I wonder why.

      Mmmm, Wyatt. Hot damn, that man aged well. He still has a mop of black hair on his head, but I could see white peeking through at his temples. His young teen body has matured and become more lean and muscular. Delicious looking, if I am being honest with myself.

      And those eyes. I forgot about what his green eyes do to me. I used to call it the Panty Dropper Look to my friends. His gaze apparently still makes me turn into a quivering, horny mess of a woman.

      Abuelita’s friend, Doris, comes over with a casserole. I texted her earlier to see if she could hang out with my grandma while I am at Wyatt’s family ranch for dinner.

      “Have a date tonight?” she inquires, throwing me a wink.

      “Ha, no. Just dinner at a friend’s. Thank you so much for helping tonight.”

      “My pleasure. We need to get your grandmother back into fighting shape so she can rejoin our bridge parties.”

      I give Abuelita a kiss goodbye and head out the door. Wyatt’s family ranch is close to a half hour away and, at this time of day, it means driving with the lowering sun shining in my face before it disappears behind Ravenhart Mountain. When I reach their long driveway, I am greeted with a sign that states Ravenhart Mountain Dude Ranch. It looks like the siblings have changed a few things since their parents were alive.

      I pull up to the familiar farmhouse, although it is now painted a gleaming white with dark brown trim. Paul, along with two older girls, comes barreling out of the house.

      “This is her! Cassie and Karly, this is Jolene!”

      I laugh as I exit my truck and am immediately greeted by three wide-eyed children.

      “Hey, Paul, who are your friends?”

      “Silly Jolene, Cassie and Karly are my cousins.”

      I say hi to the girls, who must be twins like Wyatt and Clementine, and look up to see a Brooks brother walk out of the house.

      “Hi Jolene. Kids, get over here, let the poor woman have room to breathe.”

      “Hey Jasper, are these two girls yours?”

      The girls both announce “yes” at the same time and run behind the house, with Paul following close behind.

      Jasper laughs and shakes his head.

      “Wyatt is in the back, grilling. Want me to open that wine?”

      “Awesome, thanks.”

      I follow him to the backyard and, along the way, I see that on the other side of the driveway is a small farmhouse. Jasper notices my gaze.

      “That’s our B&B. We built it a few years ago. Clem runs it.”

      I turn the corner to see a gorgeous view of Ravenhart Mountain in the darkening sky. Wyatt is at the grill with his brother Beau talking to him.

      “Daddy! Jolene is here!!” Paul shouts when he sees me.

      Clementine walks over and grabs the wine from Jasper. She gives me a wave and shows me where the rest of the drinks are located. I feel Wyatt’s eyes watch me as I walk around to his siblings. I finally make my way over to him at the grill.

      “You came,” he says, but with a sexy grin.

      “I came.” I respond, then look away as I feel my cheeks set themselves on fire.

      I look back at Wyatt, who is also blushing, and give him a weak smile.

      “I’m glad you came,” he says and continues to grill.

      After dinner, the brothers play a game of pickup basketball and invite Clem and me to join them. She waves them away, but I decide to burn off some of the incredible BBQ sauce Wyatt bathes his ribs in.

      I get a little carried away as we play and successfully make a hook shot before falling flat on my face. Before I have a chance to fully push myself up, my gorgeous ex is helping me to my feet.

      “Shit, looks like you got your knee good. Come with me.”

      Wyatt takes my arm and throws it around his shoulder as he helps me into the house. I am limping, but my bruised ego hurts more.

      “Guess I’m getting old.”

      “We all are. But not everyone is aging as well as you, Jo.”

      I look up into his green eyes in surprise. I forgot he calls me Jo. My face has turned beet red, I’m sure, but I don’t care. I give him a big grin.

      Wyatt lifts me up onto the kitchen counter and takes a cold, wet cloth to my knee. I must be making a pained face because he gives me a sexy pout, removes the washcloth, and blows on the scrape. With his full lips close to my knee, he looks up at me, and his voice comes out gravelly.

      “How does that feel?”

      “Much better, Doc.”

      Wyatt bandages me up and helps me off the counter. We stand facing each other, so close that I can smell his cologne. He stares intensely down at me, his eyes looking from my mouth to my eyes back down to my mouth. I reach out and touch his arm.

      A stiffness comes over him, and he steps back. Wyatt shakes his head at me.

      “No, sorry, we can’t. I’ve already been down this road with you before.”

      “What the heck does that mean?”

      “It means you ghosted me once and I’m not setting myself up for that again.”

      I look at him, baffled at why he’s bringing up something that happened 22 years ago.

      “Wow, Wyatt, big on holding grudges, are we?”

      I hobble to the front door, grab my purse on the hallway table, and turn around to face him.

      “Please tell Paul I said goodbye. It’s time for me to get home to my grandmother.”

      Wyatt scowls at me with his arms crossed.

      “Yeah, go. Don’t worry, Paul has already learned that women like to up and leave.”

      Anger shoots through my body, but I don’t bother responding. I fling open the door and limp outside. As the door closes, I hear Clementine's irritated voice.

      “Why are you such an idiot, brother?”

      I hobble to my truck, heave myself up into the cab, and take off.
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      Wyatt

      I pissily watch the most beautiful woman I have ever known stagger out my front door. I consider shouting to her to wait, but am interrupted by Clementine bitching at me from the sliding glass door.

      “Seriously, Wyatt, what the hell is your problem? Jolene was clearly having fun with you and everyone else. Why the hell are you giving her shit about stupid crap from when you were EIGHTEEN YEARS OLD?”

      I whirl around to see that my twin is seriously miffed at me.

      “Mind your own business, Clem.”

      “No.”

      I throw my hands up into the air and head to the kitchen to clean up the bandages.

      “Why do you care? A week ago, I hadn’t thought of Jolene for years. So what’s your deal?”

      “First of all, I call bullshit on that. You’ve been in love with that woman for over two decades.”

      I open my mouth to respond, but she wags an angry finger in my face.

      “Don’t lie to me, Wyatt. I fricken know you, so don’t lie. It was one thing when she was in New York City, but now she’s back. You need to get the fuck over your ego.”

      I slam the bandage tin onto the counter as Jasper walks in.

      “Oh, fun, a mantrum. What did I miss?”

      “Our brother here acted like a dick to Jolene and she left.”

      “What the fuck, Wy. I like her. She's cool.”

      I toss the bandages into a drawer and rub my palms over my face. Why couldn’t I have been an only child?

      The twins come peeling in from the backyard, with Beau following behind and Paul sitting on his shoulders.

      “Where’s Jolene, Daddy?”

      I look at my son, who is searching the room with his big brown eyes.

      “She had to go, bud, but she wanted me to tell you goodbye.”

      Paul slides down Beau’s back and onto the couch.

      “She was going to show me how she can turn into a bobcat,” he pouts.

      I walk over and ruffle his hair.

      “Next time, pal.”

      Regret weighs like a bowling ball in my gut - if there is a next time.
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        * * *

      

      The house is quiet, but I can’t sleep. I double check on Paul in his room. He’s sound asleep, surrounded by his stuffies. I walk back to my bedroom and decide to take a hot bath.

      I lock my bathroom door to be on the safe side and let the room steam up. Once the temperature is perfect, I slide down into the hot bath. The warmth feels good on my aching muscles, but I still feel like shit.

      Clementine is right. I was acting like an asshole. And, the thing is, I logically understand why she left. Getting a full ride to college is nothing to sneeze at. Plus, she shared that her relationship with her mother wasn’t the best. It sounded like her mom, a human like me, was bigoted against her own shifter daughter.

      I sigh and sink under the water. Tomorrow I will try to make it right with Jolene. For now, I need to release this pent up tension.

      I sit back up and breathe in the steamy air. My mind wanders over the memory of how Jo looked tonight. She wore a tight concert t-shirt and frayed denim shorts. The type of shorts that were cut high enough where the white front pockets poked out underneath. Just the thought of her round ass in them causes my cock to harden.

      I imagine her walking into the bathroom with me naked in the tub, stroking my hard thickness while she watches. Then I picture her standing in front of me in those shorts. And just those shorts. How I would love to see her naked tits coming toward me as she climbs into the tub. Still wearing those sexy-as-fuck shorts.

      In my fantasy, she sits with her back to me so that I can reach around and play with her heavy breasts. I would stop fondling myself so that I could slide my hand down the front of her shorts to explore her pussy. Jolene always loved to be fingerfucked.

      Closing my eyes, I throw my head back as I stroke my rock hard cock. I picture her reaction in the tub, coming on my hand as I fingerfuck her to climax. I can almost hear her satisfied moans in my head as I come. A loud grunt escapes my mouth as I spread my seed into the soapy water.

      Once I dry off, I crawl into bed, finally ready to pass out. I make a promise to myself to seek out Jolene and make it right with her.
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      Jolene

      Needing fresh air after last night’s drama, I set Abuelita up in the living room to watch her stories before heading out for a work-video call. The Corvid Valley Nature Reserve has excellent service, so I have been making it a habit to walk its nature paths during my weekly team meetings.

      I text my grandmother half way through to check on her and she replies she is fine. And has a visitor. I assume it’s a friend from church and ask if I should pick anything up on the way home.

      
        
          
            
              
        No, just don’t dilly dally on your way back.

      

      

      

      

      

      Abuelita has been pretty chill with me living with her. This is the first time she’s indicated she expects me home by a certain time.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sure. You OK?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m fine, mija. See you soon.
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        * * *

      

      When I pull up to the house, I spot an unfamiliar truck parked across the street and laugh to myself that I even noticed. Corvid Valley has definitely started taking over my NYC brain. I park and look at the truck for a moment. Something about it is familiar.

      Walking inside, I stop at the doorway to a sight I was not expecting. I see Abuelita still set up in her recliner in front of the television, with Wyatt sitting next to her. He is holding her frail hand in both of his and talking intimately with her.

      “Mija! You have a visitor.”

      My grandmother stands carefully, and Wyatt jumps to his feet to help her up.

      “Abuelita, why are you getting up? What do you need?”

      My grandma arches her eyebrow at me and gives me a stern look.

      “What I need is for you to have a conversation with this handsome young man. I’m going to go take a nap.”

      I open my mouth to respond, but no words come. I follow her out of the room to get her set up, but she brushes me away.

      “I don’t need your help to nap, mija. Talk to the gentleman. And be kind. He knows he was an asshole.”

      I hear a choked laugh behind me and give my grandmother a curious smile. She pats my arm and leaves the room.

      I slowly turn to look at Wyatt as he sits back down on the couch. I am still annoyed with his dumbass behavior from last night, but my body betrays me when our eyes meet. My pussy throbs as soon as those sexy green eyes lock with mine.

      “I’m sorry, Jo. I behaved like a dumbass last night.”

      “Good word for it.” I say with a clip to my voice. I will not let him off too easily.

      I sit at the far end of the couch, but would prefer to be grinding him on top of his lap.

      Get it together, Jolene.

      “If you want nothing to do with me again, I totally get it. But I couldn’t let last night just hang there. Not without an apology. Or an explanation, if you’re willing to listen.”

      Wyatt’s broad chest and shoulders look smaller as he looks at me with clear pain in his eyes.

      “I’m willing to listen, Wy.” I say, softly.

      The gorgeous cowboy spills his heart out to me. I learn about his ex wife and how young she was when they got pregnant. He tells me about her affair with a wealthy Spaniard and her declaring to Wyatt that she did not want to be a full-time mother or wife.

      “I get I was 35, and she was only 23, but it still shocked me to my core that she was willing to leave Paul. That she was willing to leave the family she helped create. I have never gotten over it. Clem says I’ve built the Great Wall of China around myself.”

      Wyatt gives a small laugh and shrugs.

      I want to wrap this man in my arms and never let his pained heart go. But I tell myself that he still behaved like a jerk and I should not rush into anything with someone who admits he’s a stone castle.

      “Listen, Wy, I don’t know. To be honest, seeing you reignited my old feelings.”

      “Right when you saw me?” Wyatt interrupts, his expression lighting up.

      “Yes, but that’s not enough. I’m too old for volatile guys who play ping-pong with my emotions.”

      He nods, looking resigned.

      “Listen, I am going to LA tomorrow through the weekend. We can talk more when I get back.”

      Wyatt stands and looks toward the back of the house.

      “Who is taking care of your grandma? She is still healing from her surgery, right?”

      “Yeah, I hired a nurse to check in on her while I’m away at work. Abuelita’s friends will also pop in daily.”

      “I’m happy to check on her each day as well. She was teaching me about the evil matriarch on her soap before you came home.”

      I can’t help but laugh. That sounds just like Abuelita. Wyatt and I smile at each other without looking away. The air feels like it’s filled with electric sparks. He is the first to break the connection with a small cough and shuffling of his feet.

      “Have a safe trip,” he says as he leaves out the door.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I sit in the empty meeting room, looking out at Wilshire Boulevard. The sun has set and I watch the car lights zigzagging along the street.

      I love the buzz of the city, however I have found I do not miss it in Corvid Valley. This work trip has filled my city bucket, but I am ready to get back to a sea of ranches and farms. Unfortunately, I cannot bail on my meetings tomorrow. And I shouldn’t bail on the Saturday evening mixer. Networking is exhausting but required in my field.

      I have pulled off this work trip without a hitch so far, even though my mind has been constantly returning to my green-eyed cowboy back at home.

      Well, not mine. Yet.

      I gave myself several rational lectures on the train ride into the city, but none of them stuck. The constant desire to call him, just to hear his voice, or hop on a plane, just to smell his cologne, has yet to leave me.

      The heart truly knows what the heart wants.
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      Wyatt

      “Drive safely!”

      Under the door frame, I wave to the nurse, who Jolene hired, as she pulls out into the storm. I jump inside, shutting the door, with my shirt already soaked with rain. I push the wet mop of hair on my head out of my eyes and start poking around drawers for candles.

      I've settled Jolene’s grandmother into her bedroom for the evening, but I want to make sure she has candles and flashlights, in case the power goes out during the storm.

      “Wyatt, dear, you need to get home to your family,” she says to me when I walk into her bedroom with an armful of flashlights, batteries, and candles.

      “Yes, ma’am. I am just making sure you are all set. And your phone is plugged in right by your bed. Please keep it charging just in case the power goes out.”

      “Ma’am is for old women, Wyatt. You may call me Maria.”

      I chuckle.

      “Yes, ma’... Maria.”

      After triple checking that she is good for the night, I steal myself for the icy rain as I run out the door. I foolishly parked across the street and am soaked to the bone by the time I reach my truck. I’m fumbling for my keys with my cold, wet hands when I’m blinded by a car’s headlights. Squinting, I see the person parked right in front of my truck, but facing toward me.

      The lights turn off and a figure emerges into the wet darkness. When she gets closer, I see that it’s Jo. She’s already soaked from head to toe before reaching me.

      “Hey?”

      I feel her wet, cold lips cover my mouth with a hungry desperation, muffling the rest of my words. I don’t even attempt to think, instead I let my body go with what is miraculously happening.

      With our lips sliding over our wet mouths, I grab the back door behind me and yank it open, grateful I bought a truck with a supercrew cab. We both pile in, dripping with rain, and laughing our butts off.

      Jolene keeps giggling as she unbuttons my shirt. I take a breath and catch her icy hands.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Hell yes, I’m sure.”

      She gets the last button open and I tear off my shirt. I grab and kiss her while mumbling into her mouth.

      “I thought you were coming home tomorrow.”

      Jolene pushes me back with her hands and looks me in the eye. I somehow grow even more rock hard than I was when I notice the intensity and hunger in her yellow eyes.

      “I couldn’t wait to be with you any longer. I skipped some dumb mixer and flew home early. Wyatt, I’m in love with you.”

      Relief and joy rush across my body as I watch her pull off her wet shirt. Underneath, her damp cleavage greets me, snuggled in a sexy red lace bra. I feel my jaw drop open and possibly my eyes popping out of their sockets. I am overwhelmed with feelings of safety, love, and raging horniness.

      Jo lifts my face to hers and smiles at me. I lightly kiss her lips.

      “I have loved you for 22 years. Even when you left, I never stopped loving you.”

      Our mouths meet and I kiss her with a passion I have never felt before, even with my ex-wife. I slide my hand around her back and unsnap her bra with one motion. She pulls away from our kiss to smile at me slyly.

      “I see you haven’t lost your touch, cowboy.”

      Pulling off her bra, I watch her heavy, full tits fall from their prison. I can’t help but take them in my hands and watch them jiggle as I play with them. I lean down to suck and nibble at her brown nipples. Moans come out of her throat plus a soft, bobcat growl. Jolene’s hands grab at my belt to work it off. My jeans take a lot longer to remove, as we crack up while trying to peel them off my soaking wet body. My boxers tear off with the pants and I feel Jolene’s warm, wet tongue swirling around my head as soon as I’m naked.

      “Fuck, yes. Holy, you feel amazing.” I groan out as she takes my entire length to the back of her throat.

      After several minutes in heaven, Jolene smiles up at me, wickedly.

      “We are being so high school in this backseat.” She jokes.

      I grin back and gesture for her to move. Grateful that she is wearing leggings, I tear off her pants within seconds. She wears matching red lace panties. I slide the bottom of them aside so that I can slip a couple of fingers into her tight, wet pussy. I watch her move with my finger pumps. She is the sexiest woman I have ever known. Bending over, I suck at her clit through the lace. Jolene grabs a fist full of my hair and lets a loud bobcat growl fly out of her mouth. I work off her panties as I lick her clit with my tongue. She grabs another fistful of hair and grinds into my mouth as I suck her nub.

      Jolene’s body violently trembles as she moans out, “Oh lord!” while gripping my hair with sheer force. Her body then relaxes as she lets go of my poor mop.

      “Ack, I’m sorry,” she says with a giggle.

      I move up to face her. Lightning flashes outside.

      “I’m not.”

      With that, I slide my cock into her tight pussy. Jo’s eyebrows knit together as she takes my thick length. I grab her hair at the nape of her neck and slowly pump into her at first. Our eyes don’t waiver from each other while she sucks on my lower lip, small moans escaping her full lips.

      Overwhelmed by the love I feel for her, I hug her close to my warm, but still damp, body. The rain continues to drum on the roof of my truck. My thrusts become more forceful and fast, which Jolene lets me know she loves by the loud noises she is making in my ear. She then sucks on my earlobe, which sends me straight over the edge, and I come with such force that I bang my head on the side of the door.

      We pull away from each other, giggling. I sit back, bringing Jolene to my chest. We lie there, watching the weather storm outside.
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      Jolene

      The June sun bathes us in warmth as I kneel to say goodbye to Paul, who is standing next to his dad’s truck. I grab him into a big bear hug.

      “Have a blast with your mama, OK?” I say into his black, curly mop of hair.

      Paul breaks free from my hug with tears in his eyes.

      “I’m going to miss you, Jo Jo. Will you be here when I get back?”

      I look up at Wyatt, who looks like he’s going to crumble into a pile of cuteness, and smile. I stand up, nodding at the six-year-old.

      “I sure am, buddy. Can’t wait to hear about all of your adventures in Spain.”

      My fiance gives me a kiss and helps Paul into his truck. I watch them drive down the long driveway until they are just a speck of dust in the distance.
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        * * *

      

      The church is overflowing with Christmas decorations. I look out at the packed pews and my stomach ties up in knots.

      “How are you feeling, mija?” my grandmother asks me, standing by my side.

      “Nervous but happy.”

      “You’re not having second thoughts, are you, mija?”

      “No, no. Just nervous being in front of everyone. I cannot wait to marry Wyatt.”

      Abuelita squeezes my arm as the processional music begins. We walk down the aisle, where Paul is waiting for me at the bottom of the steps. She places my hand in his. My future stepson and I walk up the steps to meet his father.

      I bend down to give Paul a kiss on the cheek and he walks away to go sit with his cousins, dressed as flower girls.

      The ceremony goes by in a blur. Joy fills me to where I am actually vibrating. I am lost in Wyatt’s green eyes as the minister speaks. He also seems lost in me, wiping away a tear from time to time. I wake up to the room during our first kiss, as our friends and family go wild in the audience.

      My husband grabs my hand and pulls me against his side.

      “I am so goddamn in love with you, Jo.”

      “Me too," I say with a sniffle. “Me too.”
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      Want to read Beau’s love story? Visit HERE or scan the QR code below:
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      Scarlett

      I finish reviewing aftercare with my last client of the day and then send the burly biker off with a handful of balloons. His biker mates outside cheer for him when he exits.

      I wave to the lot of them before they drive off. A couple shout to me before turning on their engines.

      “Happy one year, Scar!”

      I close the door on the massive dust cloud they create and turn back to look at my shop.

      My being the keyword. This little beauty has survived an entire year of business because of me and my hard work. I will be honest with myself. I am fucking proud of what I’ve accomplished in such a short period.

      Just a year and a half ago, my successful, celebrity-beloved tattoo shop in Los Angeles folded within days after my no-good piece-of-shit ex took off with my money.

      Well, our money, hence why Andy could swipe it so easily. He took care of the business end, while I made a name for myself, being able to read people’s auras in order to create their perfect tattoos. Our shop was the talk of the town.

      Now it is just a distant memory. Stranded and broke, I left Los Angeles to find a new home. I wanted to live somewhere open-minded and diverse, like LA, but also needed to afford to live there. That canceled out Branwen Beach. The real estate there was too rich for my blood when I made the move. At least it’s not too crazy far, just over Ravenhart Mountain.

      Corvid Valley is now my home. Friendly to paranormal folks like me plus not too far off the 5 for tattoo seeking customers.

      I made a name for myself quickly, thanks to the magic that is social media. While I do not video myself reading people, since that can be quite intimate and private, I make regular content showing the rest of my tattoo process and the ultimate result. I’ve become an internet sensation. People have even traveled thousands of miles to get work done by me.

      I close up shop and head upstairs to my studio apartment. Champagne awaits me in the fridge, ready to be popped open to celebrate this one year milestone. I make myself shower off today’s grime first, before throwing on my sweats and opening my bottle of bubbly.

      I consider sitting out on my balcony, but the early spring evening air is still too chilly for my liking. I curl up with my book and enjoy the bubbles tickling my nose. Giving myself the excuse that I am also celebrating my shop’s big magazine photoshoot next week, I allow myself a second glass. I toast my studio, then down the second glass of champagne.

      Next thing I know, I am waking up to a knock at my door. The morning sun's rays are covering the room as I sit up, fuzzy-headed. Rubbing my face to help me wake up, I stumble to the door and fling it open. A man and woman stand there, with armfuls of cameras, smiling at me.

      “Hi?”

      “Morning, are you Scarlett Skai? We’re from Tat Talk Magazine.”

      I stare at these two very awake people in confusion.

      “I thought you were coming on the 25th?”

      “Um, yes, this is the 25th.”

      Shit.

      I step out of the way and usher them inside.

      “Of course, sorry, I apparently overslept. Please come in. I just need to change.”

      As they sit on my couch, watching me race around like a crazy person, I grab clothing out of my drawers and hide inside my bathroom. I leave the water running after washing up, so that they can hopefully not hear the desperate call I am now making.

      My friend Clementine picks up on the second ring.

      “Hey lady, I have terrible service. I may lose you.”

      “Clem, I fucked up. That photoshoot is today, not next week. You wouldn’t happen to be available for your tattoo today?”

      I cringe at the desperation in my voice.

      “Shit, no. I’m on a supply run with Jasper. We won’t be back in the valley until this evening.”

      I die a little inside, but tell her not to worry about it and hang up. I really effed this one up.

      Now dressed, I compose myself, and walk out of the bathroom with what I hope comes across as cool confidence.

      “Sorry to make you wait. We can head downstairs to my shop.”

      In my shop, I give them a tour of the front and back areas. The photographer and his assistant organize their camera equipment, so I excuse myself and step outside.

      I look around desperately. I need someone to allow me to read them and give them a tattoo. The door of the barbershop next door opens and an old man shuffles out. Today will not be the day I harass the elderly, but maybe someone inside will help me.

      I open the door a bit too dramatically, and all eyes go to me. Two seated men are waiting for the owner, Arlo, to finish up with the guy in his barber chair. All four look at me, expectedly.

      “Hi, sorry to burst in. Who would like to receive a free tattoo, right this very minute? I messed up my calendar and desperately need someone to tattoo for a magazine shoot. Anything you want, I just need to have your permission to read your aura before we start.”

      I look around, I assume like a madwoman, to see if I have any takers.

      The man sitting in the chair rubs his newly trimmed beard, yanks off his barber cape, and stands up. He is a hulking beast of a man, standing at‌ least 6 and a half feet in height. I must also admit, he is fine-as-fuck, with salt and pepper hair and gleaming green eyes. But when I hear his deep, baritone voice, not only does relief wash over me, but also a wave of heated desire.

      “I’m game. I’ll help.”
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