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Chapter 1


Ellie





“Good Lord, there’s a shit-ton of boxes in here.” I shimmy past the cardboard tower that nearly blocks the hall. “That ain’t all my stuff. Shelby, where on Earth have you been hidin’ all this crap?”

Shelby giggles from the living room but doesn’t respond. Bet she hasn’t heard a damn word I’ve said.

Sure enough, I find her on the couch snugglin’ up with her boyfriend, Asher.

“We’ll ain’t this a sight for sore eyes.” I plant my hands on my hips with a shake of my head. “See you’re gettin’ a lot done.”

Shelby jumps off the couch and straightens her blouse. “Hey, you’re awake. How was your last night in the apartment?”

“Uncomfortable.” For some damned reason, I had thought it best to break down my bed last night and load it in the back of my old pickup truck. Big mistake. At twenty-three, I’m too old to be sleeping on some worn-out blow-up mattress. I hurt in places I have no right hurting in.

“I told you to leave your bed up.” Shelby pours me a cup of coffee. “What time is Courtney supposed to be here?”

“Any second now.” I take a sip of the bold blend and some of my senses start to return. “So, Asher, are ya sure you can handle livin’ with my girl, here? She’s a bit off her rocker, if ya know what I mean.”

If looks could kill, Shelby’s sneer would have sent me straight to the grave. “Hey! I know what you’re getting at, and that's just plain rude.”

“Sorry.” I flip my strawberry red hair out of my face and bat my eyelashes. “She’s off her rocker, bless her heart.”

Archer chuckles. “I think I have a pretty firm handle on her these days. If not, our home is huge, with plenty of places to hide.”

A few months back, Shelby planned a huge shindig for Archer and ended up falling in love with him. Now, they’re moving in together. 

Shelby returns to the couch and plops down on Archer’s lap. “Wow, honey. That’s super sweet of you.”

He pecks her on the cheek. “Trey will be here this afternoon with the U-Haul. Do you have a semblance of what’s going and what’s staying?”

“The stuff in the boxes is going. Everything else, including the furniture, is staying.” She shrugs. “It’s not like we need it at your house. Ellie, you sure you don't want any of it?”

“Nope.” I add another spoonful of sugar to my coffee. “The foreman’s house is fully furnished. Are ya sure you can’t spend the weekend with us at the ranch? I told Daddy I wouldn’t be able to make it until Monday so we'll have the entire weekend to relax.”

She pouts her bottom lip. “I wish I could, but I have a huge event tomorrow. Maybe once things settle down, I can come for a visit.”

“I’m gonna hold ya to that.” I shoot her a little wink. “Now, where in the hell is Courtney? She’s goin’ on five minutes late.”

A small snicker escapes Shelby’s lips. “Really? A whole five minutes?”

“Hey, on the ranch, ya gotta be punctual or things go to shit.”

“Sure, it does.” Shelby rolls her eyes.

A knock at the door ends the conversation. “Come on in.”

Courtney bursts through the door, blond hair pinned high in a perfect messy bun and a face full of makeup. “I’m here!”

“You do realize that you’re spendin’ two nights in the middle of nowhere, right?” After draining the last sip of coffee, I rinse out my mug and load it in the dishwasher.

Courtney juts out her perfectly proportioned hips. “Might run into a hot cowboy and fall madly in love.”

“Doubtful,” I grumble. “That only happens in sappy romance novels.”

“Hold up a sec.” Courtney waves her pointer finger. “You’re telling me there’s not a single cowboy in that small town of yours? Maybe someone you went to high school with?”

A lump forms in my throat at the mere thought of discussing the boys I went to school with. “We’re not goin’ anywhere that we’d run into those people, remember? The plan is to get my stuff unpacked and hang out at the house.”

“Fine,” Courtney groans. “Too bad. I could use a little sexy-time in my life right about now.”

“Aren’t you going on a cruise with your parents this summer?” Shelby asks. “Maybe you’ll meet someone there.”

“Not likely.” Courtney bats her long lashes then zeroes her focus in on the couch. “This must be the famous Asher I’ve heard so much about.”

He stands and shakes her hand. “A pleasure to meet you.”

Courtney presses her lips together. “Where can I find me one of these?”

Shelby giggles and snuggles into her boyfriend’s side. “He’s amazing, right?”

I, on the other hand, feel like gagging. “We should hit the road.”

“Already?” Courtney whines. “I haven’t even gotten to hang out with Shelby and Asher.”

“Sorry. You should have gotten here earlier. Julia and Isabella are gonna meet us at my Granny’s old house, so we can’t be late.”

“At the house?” Courtney scrunches her nose. “Why not here? Who’s going to help us load all this crap?”

“My crap is already loaded in the back of my pickup truck. I did that last night. Don’t make sense for them to go out of their way to come here when there ain’t nothin’ for them to do.”

“Seriously?” Courtney raises her eyebrows. “I told you I would help load your truck. Why didn’t you wait?”

I grab my purse and cowboy hat. “Because I was able to do it myself. Come on now, we’re burnin’ daylight.”

“Damn, you’re impatient.” Courtney hugs both Shelby and Asher. “I’ll talk to you next week, okay? See how your new living arrangements are going.”

“Oh, Lord.” I scoot pass Courtney and squeeze Shelby tight. “She has spent more time at Asher’s than she has here the past few months. She’ll be just fine.”

“Thanks.” Shelby whispers in my ear. “Don’t forget to call.”

It’s nerve wrenchin’ movin’ in with a boy, and I know she needs the reassurance. “I promise.”

Shelby takes a step back and blinks away her tears. “I can’t believe we aren’t going to be roommates anymore.”

“Don’t get all blubbery on me now. We knew this day was comin’.” Again, with the water-works. It’s the fifth time this week.

“Call me when you get there.” Shelby pulls me in for one last hug.

“I’ll text ya.” I settle my hat on my head, ready to get on the road. “Be good to my girl, Asher, or you’ll be hearin’ from me.”

He smiles. “Be careful on the road, Ellie. Shelby’s in good hands, I promise.”

“Alrighty.” I make my way for the door. “See ya soon.”

I follow Courtney down the steps and turn back.

Shelby waves from the top of the second-floor external stairs, her face blotchy and wet with tears. “Bye, Ellie.”

I take in our apartment complex one last time. I have been anxious to get out of this concrete jungle for ages, but now that it’s time to say goodbye, I’m finding it hard to leave.

“Wow, Ellie,” Courtney teases. “You’re not getting emotional on me, are you?”

I’m not one who generally displays her feelings. “A tad bit, but Daddy and the ranch need me, and that’s where I belong.”

“But is that what you want?” Courtney asks.

I don’t hesitate to answer. “It is. I’ve been missin’ the country life since leaving for college. It’s where I belong. It’s home.”








Chapter 2


Ellie





“Wow,” Julia squeals as she steps out of her Honda. “This is soooo pretty. Like something out of a magazine.”

The curvy brunette loves everything. She is the most upbeat, positive person I’ve ever met in my life. “Ya think? The house is older than dirt.”

“But super cute.” Julia tilts her head. “And kind of small. All your family lives here?”

“Nah. This was my grandparents’ house. Daddy built our home about a mile due east on the other side of the property. When Granny could no longer live on her own, she moved in with us, and this little house became home for the ranch foreman.”

Julia beams. “So you’re moving back home but not really. That’s so nice.”

Lord knows I would never go back to living with my parents.

Isabelle swats at a fly buzzing around her face. “Does anyone have any bug spray?” Poor Izzy. I have never met a girl who dislikes the outdoors as much.

“Come on, girls.” I wave them over to the front of the old house. “We have bug spray inside. It was the first thing Courtney asked for, too.”

“That, and some damn AC!” Courtney hollers from inside. “It’s January. Why the hell is it so hot?”

City folk, bless their hearts. “Because it’s South Texas. It’s not like you grew up too far from here.”

“Aww,” Julia coos as we head inside. “I love the rustic vibe and the, um…are those real deer heads?”

I plop down on the antique sofa. “Those are called mounts, and they’re Daddy’s pride and joy.”

“Why doesn’t he hang them in his own house?” Isabella asks as she takes a seat in the recliner across from the stone fireplace.

“Mama won’t let him. Says he has too many hangin’ in their house already.”

Courtney places four plastic cups on the coffee table along with a bottle of champagne and orange juice. “You’re telling us he has more of them?”

“God, yes.” 

Courtney pops the cork without even so much as a flinch and starts the drinks.

“Um,” she hands me a drink, “maybe we should unload the truck first.”

“Why?” Isabella takes a cup. “Can’t handle a little drink while working?”

“It’s not me I’m worried about. Here on the ranch, it’s commonplace to crack a cold one when out workin’, especially on a scorcher like today.”

Julia sips her drink. “This is yummy, but I’m a lightweight. I vote to unload and then drink while unpacking.”

“What if,” Courtney stands, drink in hand, “we all worry about ourselves and start bringing in boxes so we can have some real fun.”

Julia laughs off Courtney’s not-so-subtle dig. “Come on, Isabella. First to the truck gets to carry in the lighter boxes.” 

“Sounds good to me.” Isabella followers her out the door.

With the house already furnished, all I brought from the apartment were the things from my room, so there really isn’t much to unload. I take a pull from the overly sweet drink and grimace. “This ain’t bad, but I’m more of a whiskey girl.”

Courtney laughs and removes a bottle of the amber liquor from her bag. “Don’t worry, I got you covered. We all know you’re not much into girly drinks.”

“Hey,” I snatch the bottle from her hand, “don’t get me wrong, when we're at the beach or someplace like that, a fruity cocktail hits the spot. But after a while, they get to be too much.”

“You’re a country girl, through and through.” Courtney gives me a little nudge. “Now, let's go help the other girls unload so we can have some fun!”

Julia and Isabella return inside, both with a box in hand. 

“Y’all could have waited for us.” I take the box from Julia, who seems a bit unsteady on her feet.

“Thanks.” Julia shakes out her arms. “Which room are these going to? I’ll grab the door for you.”

Before now, I hadn’t really given it much thought. “There’re two nearly identical bedrooms. One to the right, off the kitchen-dinin’ room, and the other to the left, off the livin’ room.”

The ranch-style home is no more than a thousand square feet and shaped like a rectangle. Living room and kitchen, broken up only by the different style of linoleum, separated the house. The two bedrooms sandwiched the common area and each had their own bathroom. How my grandparents raised six kids here is beyond me.

“Cool.” Julia turns the handle of the room off the kitchen. “This one’s locked. Is it supposed to be locked?”

“That’s strange.” I set down the box on the couch and try the door for myself—the old hardware stuck from time to time. “Well, butter my biscuits. Why on Earth would Daddy lock this door?”

“Maybe to keep people out.” Isabella smirks, the mimosa clearly loosening her tongue.

“Thanks for the insight, Izzy. Now, would someone mind tryin’ the other door?”

Courtney crosses the small room and throws open the door. “Guess we have a winner.”

“A winner by default.” I grab the box from the couch and make my way inside the generously-sized room. “Not that it matters much. This one actually has a better view anyhow.”

“Of what?” Isabella wrinkles her nose. “The cows?”

“No more yackin’.” I drop off the box and head for the front door. “The trunk ain’t gonna unload itself.”

“Neither are these drinks!” Courtney holds up her cup high.

“Anyone else need some ice?” Julia opens the freezer. “Hey, Ellie?”

“Yeah?”

With a cock of her head, she stares into the freezer. “Are you sure no one else lives here?”

“What are ya talkin’ about?” I join her in the kitchen. 

“There’s food in here.” She shifts things around. “Some yummy stuff. Maybe we won’t have to make a run into town after all.”

“Daddy probably has some food stored here for when he don’t feel like goin’ home for lunch. He also refills his water and makes pit stops from time to time.”

“Oh.” Julia checks the fridge. “Does he also drink beer?”

“He’s not against havin’ a drink or two while working.” I head into the kitchen to check things out for myself. “Though, I’ve never seen him drink this particular brand or eat those sorts of food. Seems we have a problem.”

Julia’s eyes grow wide. “We do? A big problem or a little problem?”

“Depends. Seems one of the ranch hands is usin’ this fridge. Not a big deal if he has permission, but if he don’t…I’ll ask Daddy about it on Monday.”

“Hopefully, he doesn’t stop by while we’re here.” Julia closes the door and we head outside back into the heat. “My goodness it’s hot. I’m not sure I’m cut out for ranch work.”

I’m not one to usually stress over the little things, but knowing someone has been in my house really pisses me off. I can’t imagine Daddy giving someone the go-ahead when he knew I was coming home. Unless he told them to make sure they have all their crap out of here by Sunday. Which means whoever it is may be making a surprise visit at some point this weekend.

“Are you going to help us or daydream?” Courtney shouts from the bed of my truck. “Why did you bring your own bed when there’s one already in the bedroom?”

“Because that bed, and the other, are about a hundred years old and hard as a rock.”

Julia beams as she takes another box toward the house. “So, we’re taking apart and building furniture, too? Yay!” The woman loves a good build-it-yourself project.

“Glad you’re excited,” I smile back at her.

“Dammit!” Isabella teeters. “Stupid rocks. And these bugs won’t stop flying in my face. How am I supposed to see?”

I take the box from her. “Why in the world did you wear wedges? You knew I was movin’ back to the country.”

“I figured there would still be a sidewalk.”

With nothing nice to say in response, I shake my head and walk away.

“Maybe Izzy can start unpacking…inside,” Courtney suggests.

Isabella bounces and bobs her head. “Yes! I can do that. I’m an excellent unpacker. Any particular way you want things organized?”

“Bathroom stuff in the bathroom. Clothes in the dresser.” I offer her a shrug. “I ain’t picky. As long as I can find my unmentionables, I don’t care where they’re kept.”

A lopsided grin draws up her lips. “You’re such a tomboy.”

“When you grow up ridin’ horses and pullin’ calves, it's bound to happen.”

Julia stops on her way back to the truck. “You ride horses?”

My throat tightens, and I cough to clear it. “Not anymore. Come on, ladies, let's get to work. A stout whiskey drink is callin’ my name.” 








Chapter 3


Luke





I hurl my gloves and rope across the locker room, pissed as hell.

“Tough break.” Rob, a bull riding buddy of mine, smacks me on the back.

“Goddamn, no score, son of a bitch.” What I wouldn’t give to hit something right about now.

Rob watches me pace the room. “Thought the doctor said no bull riding for three months.”

“He did,” I grind out through clenched teeth.

“And wasn’t that visit only two weeks ago?”

I shoot him a go to hell look. “What? I felt better.”

“How’s your knee feeling now?”

I snatch my shit off the ground. “What the fuck do you want me to say, Rob? I’m not going to the finals. All my sponsors have dropped me. I’m a twenty-six-year-old man who, on a good day, feels about sixty. There’s not an inch of my body that doesn’t hurt at the moment and no amount of painkillers that will help.”

“Dude, you just got thrown off a fifteen-hundred-pound bull. I’d be more worried if you weren’t sore.” 

I lower myself on the bench slowly, place my elbows on my knees, and rub my face with my calloused hands. “This shit’s getting old.”

He takes a seat next to me. “What do you expect? You’ve been riding, what, for twenty years now?”

“Twenty-two. My pops put me on the back of my first sheep when I was four. Been raising animals since elementary school. Traveling to stock shows to show animals then entering the youth rodeo when I was old enough. It’s all I’ve ever known. Rodeoin’ and ranching.”

“Speaking of ranching…” Rob slaps his thigh before standing. “Heard you got a job down in South Texas. Ranch hand or something?”

“At the Jones’ Ranch and foreman.” Six months ago, I had reluctantly taken the job after my sponsors started dropping me. “Not a bad gig. The owner’s pretty laid back and doesn't mind if I leave on weekends to ride. Housing and food included. Pays the bills and then some.”

“Sweet.”

“Yeah.” Not as exhilarating as bull riding, but at least I don’t get trampled.

Rob gathers his stuff from the locker. “Can I give you some advice, from one old cowboy to one getting up there?”

At thirty-five, Rob has seen his fair share and has earned the respect of most guys on the circuit.

“Shoot.”

“Take the three months and heal. Not just your body, but your soul. Figure out what you want out of life.”

“It’s all I’ve ever wanted to do; be a bull rider like my pops.”

Rob studies my face for a long, uncomfortable while. “If that’s true, then in three months, it’ll be right where you left it and your body will be ready to take it on again.”

Quitting had never crossed my mind before, but a break might just be what I need to get some perspective. “You ever step away for a while?”

“No. Thought about it more than a couple of times, though, if that makes you feel any better.”

So much for a reassuring pep talk. “Do you still love it? Bull riding?”

“It’s all I know how to do.” Rob doesn’t elaborate. “What are you up to tonight?”

“Well, since I’m not riding in the finals tomorrow, I might as well just head home.”

He raises an eyebrow. “On a Saturday night? Don’t you have an eight-hour drive?”

“Ten, actually. I can make it by morning which will give me all of Sunday to rest up for work on Monday.”

“Or…” Rob smooths his hair back and straightens his Stetson. “Now, hear me out. Stay and go out with me and some of the other boys tonight. Let us send you off the right way.”

“Sounds like I’m heading off to the slaughter.”

Rob claps me on the back and laughs. “What do you say?”

 








Chapter 4


Ellie





“Oh, my God! Is this not the most perfect Saturday night ever?” Courtney sinks deeper into the hot tub. “This is the life. I might never leave.”

“You stick around,” I sip my whiskey and sprite, “and I promise I’ll put ya to work. There’s always stalls that need muckin’.”

“Eww.” Isabella squirms. “There’s not enough money in the world…”

Dramatic much? “Oh, please. You’re gonna be a teacher. I don’t see much of a difference. Kids are just as disgustin’.”

“Are you kidding me?” Isabella waves her free hand around. “There’s a huge difference.”

“You’ll be changin’ diapers and wipin’ boogers…with your hands. At least when I muck the stalls, I use a pitch fork.” All three girls stare at me like I’ve lost my damn mind. “What?”

They burst out laughing.

“I’m going to work at an elementary school, not a daycare,” Isabella says. “No diapers and they can all wipe their own noses.”

A burp escapes Julia’s lips, and she quickly covers her mouth, cheeks red. “Oops. I think I’ve had too much champagne.” The drink matches her bubbly personality. “It’s just so beautiful out here. And so quiet. And dark. Ellie, won't it be scary living out here all alone?”

“Not in the least. I like the peace and quiet. And after livin’ with Shelby, who talks nonstop, I’m lookin’ forward to some alone time.”

“Like your granny, right?” Courtney asks. “Didn’t you tell me once your dad had to pretty much drag her out of here?”

“Yeah, she didn’t’ want to leave her home, but she has dizzy spells from time to time and it wasn’t safe for her to live alone anymore.”

Courtney grins. “I love your granny. She’s one badass lady.”

“Really?” Julia’s eyelashes flutter with excitement. “Why’s that?”

“First, she’s a former barrel racer,” Courtney explains. “And after her husband died when the kids were young, she ran this ranch all by herself. Right, Ellie?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Granny is one of my all-time favorite people in the world. “Should have seen the fight she put up when Daddy told her she could no longer live in this house by herself. Let’s just say it involved a shotgun and a lot of swearin’, but in the end, they worked it out.”

“Your parents ever try to put her in a nursing home?” Isabella asks. 

I choke on my drink at the thought. “Gracious no. She still lives with my parents, drivin’ Mama to the brink of madness and bossin’ around the ranch hands. It’s a sight to behold. I hope to be just like her when I’m old.”

“Too bad we can’t stop by and meet her and your parents,” Julia pouts. “I love parents.”

“You love everything.” Courtney gives her a little nudge.

Julia beams. “I can’t help it! I love life and everything about it! Old married couples are the best. How long have your parents been married?”

It takes me a second to process her flurry of words. “Thirty years in March. And, we can’t go visit my family because Daddy will put me to work. You think I’m kiddin’, but I’m not. He won’t mean to, but he’ll start insinuating things need to be done and I’ll feel guilty…”

“Oh. I get what you mean. But thirty years, Wow! That’s a long time.” Julia moves to the side of the hot tub. “You should throw them a party. They deserve it.”

“Me?” I snort. “Not a chance, but my sister and brother are plannin’ something. I don’t know all the details; they just told me when to show up.”

Courtney snickers. “Sounds about right. You’d think after living with Shelby for so long, some of the party planning would have worn off.”

“Not even a tiny bit.”

“Speaking of weddings,” Julia squeals, “my sister’s getting married and guess who’s going to be her maid of honor? Me!”

Courtney and Isabella shriek along with her while I grimace. “That sounds terrible.”

The girls crack up, again, at my expense.

“I can’t believe we have to leave tomorrow,” Courtney says once they settle down. “I’m having so much fun.”

“Too bad Julia and I have classes Monday.” Isabella frowns. The two were still in college. “Courtney could stay, though. Get a taste of the ranch life.”

“Can’t,” Courtney throws back her shoulders, “I have a job.” Since graduating last spring, Courtney hadn’t even attempted to find employment. Her parents were loaded—oil money—and spent a lot of time traveling. 

“Really? When did that happen?” I ask while mixing myself another drink.

“Jesus, don’t sound so surprised.” She lets loose an exaggerated sigh. “I’m working with Brie at the charity she started with Liam. It’s going so well they needed to hire someone.”

Last summer, Brie moved back to her hometown, where she grew up with Courtney, and ended up working for, then falling for, the local amusement park owner, Liam. Last time I talked to her a few weeks ago, she was still over-the-moon happy.

“When did you move back home, Court?” Isabella asks.

“After I got the job.”

The wind picks up, bringing with it a chill to the air. 

“I’m so happy for you!” Julia pulls her into a tight hug. “Are you still going on the cruise you have planned this summer?”

“Yep, it’s going to use up all my vacation, but I guess that's how adulting works.”

“Vacation?” It’s my turn to laugh. “Must be nice.”

Isabella cocks her head. “You don’t get vacation? Seriously?”

“This is a ranch. Sure, you can go on vacation, but it takes a lot of work. Plus, you gotta make sure you have someone here takin’ care of things while you’re gone.”

City folks never understand the sacrifices of a rancher. Day in and day out, dawn until dusk, the work never stops. It’s a thankless job, but I can’t imagine doin’ anything else.
















