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CHAPTER ONE







THE FIRST THING I noticed when we pulled up was the smell. Not just “country air” or “fresh grass” like the Febreze version of rural life. This was sharp, wet, and living. It smelled like something that had died and then my dog rolled around in it.

“Ugh. Oh my god,” I said, holding my sleeve to my nose. “Is that normal?”

My mother didn’t answer. She was too busy pretending this wasn’t happening. Her lips were pressed into a tight, tasteful line, her protest of choice ever since the video leaked.

My dad cleared his throat. “Be respectful, Beth. You’re lucky Jesse’s willing to take you in at all.”

“I’m not a stray cat,” I muttered.

Neither of them replied. We were already too far into the drive and too close to the barn for negotiations. They weren’t going to back out now. And anyway, it wasn’t like I had options. Do the time, finish the probation, go back to school in the fall with a miraculous new sense of “gratitude.” That was the deal.

The barn doors were wide open, sunlight filtering through dust and stacked bales of hay. In the field beyond, a few cows were chewing grass like they had all the time in the world. My suitcase sat on the gravel where my dad had dumped it, like luggage left by a disgruntled Uber driver.

Then he stepped out of the barn.

Jesse Whitaker was younger than I expected. Early thirties, maybe. Worn jeans, faded T-shirt, farmer tan that had probably existed since birth. He had that quiet, functional kind of posture that said he’d lifted more things than he talked about.

He walked over, nodded at my parents, and didn’t smile.

“You Beth?”

“I hope not,” I said.

Nothing. God. Tough crowd.

Jesse looked at my dad. “She’ll be in the loft above the barn. Got a bed, shelves, water heater that mostly works. Chores start at six.”

“In the morning?” I asked.

He gave me a look that could’ve turned milk sour.

My mom handed me a canvas tote with something nutritious and expensive tucked inside. “We’ll be in touch. Try not to embarrass us again.”

“Love you too,” I said, but they were already getting in the car.

They didn’t even wait to see if I made it inside. Just a puff of gravel and a disappearing Lexus.

I stood there, surrounded by chickens in the distance, cows shifting in the fields, and a very serious man who had already walked back into the barn without another word.

I stared at the loft door and muttered to myself, “Welcome to Dirt Town, population: me.”

I dragged my suitcase across the gravel, stepped over a puddle of something I chose not to identify, and followed the smell of hay into my new, horrible life. 

The loft was smaller than my college dorm, and that was saying something. A slanted ceiling, a narrow bed with a thin blanket, and one sad little window facing the pasture. My Wi-Fi dreams died the moment I held up my phone and saw one bar flicker and vanish like a cruel joke.

I flopped on the bed and stared at the ceiling. This was punishment, plain and simple. Not “character-building.” Not “a lesson in humility.” Just punishment.

The sound of boots on the ladder broke my sulk. A tall guy appeared in the opening—messy hair, shoulders too broad for the doorway. He carried the smell of hay and sweat with him, like it belonged.
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