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      Star-crossed lovers were a joke. 

      Love stories like that were a fantasy put out there by romance novels. Naya Adams used to be a romantic, but that was before her toxic relationship with her boyfriend, Seth, began. Now, she understood love wasn't something to long for. It was something to survive.

      At least, that's what she believed until the day she walked into her first college acting class and laid eyes on Etash. While she swore she'd never met him before, there was something familiar about him, a force that seemed to pull her closer. She was drawn to him like a magnet. What was odd, was that he seemed to be reacting the same way toward her.

      When Naya is cast as Juliet to his Romeo, the sparks are undeniable. Palpable. Their connection was stronger than either of them could fathom. Deeper than soul mates and more intense than simple attraction. Theirs was a bond forged through the centuries. They were Twin Flames...two halves of the same soul.

      Now that they had found each other again, nothing could keep them apart. Except maybe Naya's possessive boyfriend, Seth, who doesn't like to share. Will Naya and Etash find their happily ever after, or will Seth make sure they meet the same fate as their ill-fated characters?

      Get Pulled in…

      
        
        GET IT NOW

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
PART ONE
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            WHY

          

        

      

    

    
      Everyone always wants to know about the first fire I lit. I honestly don’t remember it.

      I was four.

      From what my mom told the media, I stole her cigarette lighter while she was "napping" one day. She recited that story a hundred times to the countless reporters that flocked to our door. She relished the semi-fame that only TV crews could bring to our skanky little trailer park.

      Apparently, I’d practically set the whole dump where I used to play on fire. Like I said, though, I don’t remember that first time. But I remember every one since.

      It was as if something clicked in my brain. Something inside ignited right along with that next blaze. Each fire brought with it a rush, a thrill of excitement, and a profound sense of calmness. Each strike of a match became an extension of who I was—the strong part. The part no one could touch.

      My mom never realized the craving that grew inside me after. No shocker there. She never noticed much about me. No one ever dreamed I would play with fire again. I took pride in that. I hid it well for so, so long. Those early years were dark. Darker than you could imagine. Fire was the only brightness to be found.

      Let me be clear. There is no forgiveness for what I’ve done. I deserve what happened to me; of that, I have no doubt.

      But where ... how do I even begin to explain?

      I guess I’ll start with how I ended up here, which is, no doubt, the only beginning you’ll care about.

      The beginning that ends with the why.
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      California. That’s where I decided I was going to start my life over. It seemed like a good place to disappear into the masses. As good as any, I supposed. I had gotten it into my head that once I turned eighteen, things were going to get better. I’d be an adult. I’d be, I don’t know, smarter somehow.

      It wasn’t the first time I’d run away from home, but it was sure as hell going to be the last. I couldn’t stay there. Not anymore. I knew leaving meant I’d have to hitch rides again, something I wasn’t looking forward to. But nothing in life is free, especially not a lift from a trucker.

      By the time I’d made it to Indiana, my soul was about as low as it could get. That’s where Al found me. I was sitting outside a convenience store, sizing up the truckers as they stopped to fuel up, and wondering which one would be the least cruel to a hitcher. It was hard to gauge most of the time. The ones that looked the nicest often were the most sadistic.

      Al didn’t say anything to me. He just stopped in front of me and handed me a Sprite and a Snickers bar. I looked up at him, my guard raised even though he looked like a hillbilly Santa. He wore a dirty white t-shirt, red suspenders, and a bright neon camo hat.

      “Looks like you could use these more than I could,” he said.

      “Thanks.” I hadn’t eaten for far too long, and I was hungry. I tore into the bar with the vigor of an animal, which is what I felt like. I had some money on me, but I tried never to spend it—— only when starvation seemed imminent.

      “You need a lift somewhere, missy?” he asked. I saw what appeared to be genuine kindness. You can tell a lot about a person by the eyes. His were pinched in a smile, not narrowed like a hunter sizing up his prey. That look I knew all too well. Still, he was a stranger, so I didn’t answer at first, mostly because I was chewing, but I was also wondering just how safe he’d be.

      “You remind me of my daughter,” he said. “She would have been eighteen this year.” His lips curled inward at an unpleasant memory. He had a dead kid. He struck me as the protective grandpa-type.

      “Where you headed?” I asked.

      “Mullen, Nebraska.”

      I stood up. “Well, sure beats the hell out of this place.” I met his eye. “What’s your price?”

      “My price?” he asked, eyebrows shooting toward the sky.

      “For the ride?”

      His gaze softened, as though understanding what I was asking.

      “How about you just help unload the truck when we get there, and we call it square.” He hitched his thumb toward his truck.

      “What’s in it, dead bodies?”

      He chuckled. “Well, I guess that’s the gamble you’ll have to take if you want the lift.”

      I looked back at the truck again. It had no logos or markings that would give any indication of what was inside. I chewed on my lip and scanned the other lingering truckers before deciding.

      “My name’s Sarah,” I said, holding out my hand.

      “I’m Al. Al King. Pleasure to meet you.”

      Of course, in retrospect, I should have told him, “No, thanks,” and taken my chances on another lift, but he seemed like a decent guy, and unknowingly or not, I really needed something decent in my life.

      “So what’s Mullen known for?” I asked the second day on the road. The breakfast he’d bought for me still weighed heavy in my stomach. I’d forgotten what a real meal had felt like. While he had paid the tab, I had tucked two of the leftover biscuits into my bag to savor later.

      “Oh, well, Mullen is a small town, so aside from cattle, probably The Sandhills,” Al replied with unmistakable pride.

      “What’s that? A restaurant?” I asked.

      “The Sandhills is more of an area of land than one set place. They’re basically grass-covered sand dunes. Awful pretty to look at. A might finer than out there,” he said, pointing to the vastness. I followed his gesture and glanced over the static view. We’d been driving for hours without coming across a single bump or curve in the road, not even in the landscape around it. It appeared like we were never making any forward progress but instead, frozen in this part of the world, forever.

      “So you have cattle and green sand. Sounds awesome,” I muttered.

      He laughed a deep, raspy laugh, the kind of laugh you get from years of smoking, although I didn’t see the remnants of cigarette butts in his ashtray—only loose change. I frowned, wishing he did smoke. I never smoked, but man, I loved to watch those embers burn.

      “We have our fun,” he said.

      I turned my head and rolled my eyes. “Sure.”

      “You just wait until you see what you’re unloading tomorrow, darlin’.”

      I let out a breath. “Can’t wait.”

      Al’s smile shifted a bit. I got the sense he was going to start fishing for information soon. So far, he hadn’t said much, as though knowing I wasn’t going to speak until I was ready, if at all. But it was clear he had reached a point where the inquiries would begin.

      “Mind if I ask how old you are?” He started with an easy one.

      I got that question a lot. Most of the time if I got asked how old I was it was because the guy wanted to know if I was legal or not, which most of the time I hadn’t been. With Al, I got the feeling that he was just curious, so I told the truth. “I’ll be nineteen this month,” I said, picking at my nails. They were caked in filth and never seemed to get clean.

      Al glanced over at me. “When?”

      “Friday the 13th, of course.”

      Al laughed. “Aren’t you the lucky one?”

      I stared at the horizon. “Cursed is more like it.”

      We didn’t talk for a few minutes, which was fine. It was easy riding with Al. Perhaps that’s why I didn’t ditch him at breakfast that morning. My normal rule was one day. Any more than that and you risked forming an unhealthy bond that even the nice ones had a hard time resisting, but something told me Al wasn’t like the others.

      “Sarah. You got a last name?” His beady eyes squinted as he smiled.

      “Brickle.” I realized after I said it that I probably shouldn’t have. No one had asked or even cared what my last name was, so it sort of slipped out before I could take it back.

      “Brickle? Interesting surname.”

      I yawned. “Yeah, it’s actually dying out. I’m sure my mom was pissed at me for not being a boy so I could carry out the legacy.” I scoffed. One hell of a legacy that would be.

      He laughed but didn’t let the subject drop as I’d hoped. “What about the rest of your family? Got some out this way, do you? Heading for a visit?” I could hear the skepticism in his voice. So far, I had managed to keep our limited conversations away from my past.

      “Nope,” I said, pulling my knees to my chest. I had already kicked off my shoes, so I flexed my feet a bit, enjoying the coolness of the cab.

      He nodded, as though he expected as much.

      “Your mom know you’re out here?”

      I let loose a short breath. I’d better nip this conversation before it escalated. “I had a mom. She was a meth addict. She died. My dad left when I was two. No other family. End of story, okay?”

      If he was shocked by my bluntness, he didn’t show it.

      “Can I ask one last question? And then, I promise, I’ll stop pestering you.” I could feel Al’s eyes flick over to me, waiting, so I rubbed my forehead as permission.

      “What are you running from?”

      “Honestly?” I asked.

      He kept his eyes on the road but nodded.

      I laid my head back against the seat and closed my eyes. “Myself.”

      “Damn hard thing to hide from for long,” he said simply.

      I stretched my arms back and gave a hearty yawn. “Don’t I know it.”

      I wasn’t tired so much as I was bored. I was getting antsy. I dug into my bag on the floor and pulled out a small wad of cash. I’d learned a long time ago to never hold it all in one place. I had forty bucks in my shoe, six in my jeans, and a ten spot in my bra. The backpack I’d lifted from the trash only held a few bills and a bit of loose change. I’m not proud of the services I had to provide to get what little money I had, but at least I wasn’t a drug addict throwing it all away. I was being frugal and saving everything I possibly could for that reset button in California.

      I fished free six single bills and pressed them as flat as I could on the leg of my pants then placed them in the cup holder next to Al.

      “For breakfast, earlier,” I said. I’d never eaten in a truck stop diner until that morning. “And for letting me sleep in the cab last night,” I added, placing another dollar in with the others.

      “Keep your money,” he said.

      I shook my head. “No, I owe you. It’s not much, I know, but take it. Please.”

      “It seems like you could use that money more than I could.”

      I glanced over at him. He wasn’t saying it to be hurtful, but rather as a way of understanding. I sensed he’d find a way to sneak it back into my bag if I didn’t take it, so I relented. Letting out a breath, I grabbed the money and slid it back inside.

      “You know, when I was about your age, I stole a car,” Al said.

      My eyes narrowed in disbelief. He didn’t seem the type for grand theft auto.

      “My old man’s car,” he continued.

      I frowned. “Well, that’s not really the same thing.”

      “He was the sheriff at the time.”

      I laughed. “Not smart.”

      Al was watching the road, but his eyes looked far away, lost in thought. “After he cooled down, he asked me why I stole it. I shrugged and said, ‘I needed to get to Annabel’s place.’” He smiled. “She’s my wife now, see, but back then, I was smitten, and I needed to see her every minute of every day. I told him, ‘I needed that car so I could go see her.’” His smile faded a bit. “He said, ‘Son, you don’t need a car. You need a job. A car is just a thing, but a job gives you the freedom to choose your path.’”

      I nodded politely because that seemed like what he wanted me to do.

      “Do you have a job? Waiting out there for ya, that is?” he asked.

      I snorted. “I don’t even have a path.” It was meant to sound funny, but instead, it came out terribly sad.

      Al pursed up his lips like he was thinking about how he could save my soul. I shook my head, amused.

      “Look, I appreciate the lift, but I know what you’re trying to do.”

      He peeked over at me, one bushy white eyebrow lifted high. “What’s that, now?”

      “I don’t need your advice.” I blinked. “I don’t need anything. Or anyone.” I said those words too low for him to hear. “After I unload whatever is on this truck, I’ll be out of your hair.”

      Al surprised me by laughing. “So you want to remain an enigma, huh? Well, that’s all fine and good, I suppose.” He turned his attention to me for a moment. “I didn’t listen to my father when he lectured me either.” His expression was kind, but I could tell he was upset. “See, the thing is I have got myself in a bit of a pickle.”

      “A pickle?” I snickered.

      “Of sorts. My oldest son, Brad, well, he just graduated from the police academy.” Al smiled. “He takes after his grandpa.” The smile faded from his face. “But he’s going to be moving to Boston next week to start work and won’t be around over the summer to help like he used to. I was hoping I’d be able to help Kyle this year instead, but Annabel’s taken ill, the kind of sick you don’t just bounce back from…” His eyes began to well up. “She needs me, see, and I can’t afford to hire someone to help him.”

      “Who’s Kyle?”

      Big Al’s eyes cleared as he gave me a proud grin. “He’s my youngest. Just turned nineteen. Boy is smart as a tack but stubborn as a mule. He should be in college, making something of himself, but he’s insisted on staying on to take after the cattle and his mother when I go on runs.” He sighed. “Claims we’d never make it if he left too.”

      “Would you?” I asked, already sensing his answer.

      Al’s eyes grew dark. “No. Probably not.”

      “He’s not stubborn then, just smart,” I offered. “Like you said.”

      He gave me a thin smile. “Too smart for his own good.” Al took a deep inhalation as he stared down the long road that ran far into the never-ending horizon. “I can’t keep on like this much longer. Truckin’ is hard on your body, worse on your mind.”

      “Amen to that,” I said, shifting positions for the hundredth time since breakfast.

      He was still peering at the horizon. A heavy burden weighed on his mind, so I sat and waited for him to compose himself. It wasn’t a time for talking. I had a sneaking suspicion he was gearing up to ask me to help him, and I wasn’t sure how I was going to answer.

      “Look, Sarah, I’ll be straight with you.” Al turned on his blinker and slowly eased off the highway, flicking on his hazards before he parked the rig. He turned to face me. “I know we just met, but I have a way of telling a bad seed from a good one,” he started.

      I held up my hand in protest. “Let me stop you right there, Al.” I tucked a chunk of my dark hair around my ear; hair that I relied on in the past to mask my face, but here, it felt like he needed to be clear on who I really was. I needed him to see the real me. “You’re sweet and all, but I’m not who you think I am. I’m one of the bad seeds.”

      He scoffed. “Nah, you just haven’t been given the right soil to grow in, that’s all.”

      Such a simple statement, but one that tried to take root in my soul nevertheless. If only that were true… My eyes glazed over with emotion for half a second. I had to swallow the thickness forming in my throat. I’d be damned if he was gonna make me cry.

      “Come work for me,” he said. “Just for the summer, if you like. I can give you room and board,” he said, shifting to face me better, “and a ride to California.” At that, I looked up at him. “I go out in late September…I’d be happy to bring you along.”

      All of my instincts told me to turn him down, to resist the temptation of feeling like I was needed somewhere, if only for a few months. But, of course, I didn’t. I told him I would help him, just for the summer. Little did I know that I had effectively set the wheels in motion—wheels that could never be stopped once I had laid eyes on Kyle.
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      I’m not sure what I was expecting when I met Kyle. Okay, that’s a lie. I had conjured up in my mind exactly what he was going to look like. I had pictured him walking out of some worn-down gray corral, wearing dirtied up jeans, boots covered with dung, the sun shining through the holes in his cowboy hat. There would be a long strand of hay balancing delicately between perfect lips. He’d have broad shoulders about to burst out of a light blue v-neck t-shirt. And then he’d smile, curious-like, at the girl that walked into his life.

      Yup. That’s where my mind went. Not proud that it went right into the cliché of every stupid girl’s dream, but if we’re being honest, that’s what I imagined meeting Kyle was going to be like. I should have known that fantasy is always better than reality.

      The corral was red, not gray, and it was in desperate need of a paint job. The jeans and boots I got right, but that seemed to be what everyone wore out here. Instead of the cowboy hat, there was a baseball cap. The brim of it was curled tight around his face, and the fabric was dirty and lifting at the sides. There was no straw hanging from his lips either. Instead, he spat as he came out of the stall. A big fat gob of it. It made me cringe. His shoulders may have been broad under the muddy flannel over-shirt he wore, but he most definitely did not give me a curious-like smile.

      “Who’s she?” Kyle grunted. Grunted. Like a goddamn caveman.

      Al grinned and clapped his arm around my shoulder, hard enough to make me grimace under the weight.

      “Kyle, I want you to meet Sarah Brickle.”

      Kyle shook his head and frowned, clearly annoyed. “Another runaway, Dad? Really?” He spat again then reached behind him and pulled out a pair of work gloves. He barely looked me in the eye as he approached. “Sure hope you’re stronger than the last one.” He threw the gloves at me, which I miraculously caught, surprising us both.

      “Now, Kyle…” Al began.

      “Save it, Dad. You’re late as it is. We need to get this hay out before sundown.”

      Kyle walked off, but he kept peering back at me with an unreadable expression. I stood there, feeling about as big as an ant hill and not sure why until he disappeared behind the truck.

      Al took off his hat and scratched the back of his head. Thin strands of white hair covered a nearly bald scalp. “Good to see you too, son,” he mumbled, then smiled down at me. “Don’t mind him. He’s just—”

      “Pissed?” I volunteered.

      Al’s face softened a bit at my bluntness. “Yeah, guess you could say that.”

      I fiddled a bit with the large worn gloves in my hands. “You got a thing for runaways?” I asked, staring at him through the haze of the afternoon sun.

      “Ah, I just have a soft spot for wounded souls, is all,” Al said. “I try to give them a chance. A chance the rest of the world saw fit to take away.”

      “So I am to be a social experiment, then?”

      He gave me a sad grin. “No, no. Nothing like that, really.” He nodded toward the back of the truck, where I could hear Kyle already inside the bed moving about. “It’s just, well, we’ve not had very good luck with the ones I’ve brought home. He thinks I’m wasting my time trying to help,” he whispered.

      “He’s not wrong,” I replied.

      “Why don’t you let me be the judge of that.”

      Together, we walked to the back of the truck, which had been opened and was piled to the ceiling with bales of hay. Kyle had taken off his flannel shirt and tossed it onto the fence beside the truck, revealing those broad shoulders and T-shirt I’d envisioned him having. Perhaps we were both a cliché.

      “Kyle, can you show Sarah the ropes? She’ll be helping out around here this summer.” Kyle paused in mid-movement, as though trying to bite his tongue. After a second, he started tossing the hay from the back towards a long metal conveyor belt. The belt led to a loft area above the barn. Long, hook-like claws dug into the bales as he hoisted them easily down from the tallest row in the truck. Methodically he moved, tossing the bales, then moving to hook another, then tossing again, all with a rehearsed rhythm of a dancer. “Please, Kyle. Let her help. I want to check on your mother.”

      “Fine,” he answered, but he still didn’t acknowledge my presence.

      Al squeezed my shoulder. “His bark is worse than his bite.”

      “Awesome,” I muttered.

      He walked off, leaving me alone with Kyle. I wasn’t about to take his shit.

      “Look, I happen to agree with you. I am a waste of anyone’s time, but I owe a debt to your father for the lift and treating me like a human being and not some hooker someone got to use for a few hours.” Kyle stopped working and peered down at me, either judging me or pitying me—neither of which I liked. “That sort of kindness doesn’t happen in my world very often, so I’m going to pay back that kindness. Like I said I would.”

      He looked over to the barn, and then back down at me from the bed of the truck. Sweat had already begun to bead along his head and dampen the front of his shirt.

      “I’ll stay out of your way,” I said. “Just tell me what you need me to do, and I’ll do it.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose, let loose a deep sigh, then stared at me. “Fine.” He pointed towards the metal conveyer belt. “Stack the bales as high as you can, near the belt. When this is unloaded, I’ll help you get it into the barn.”

      I nodded like I understood.

      “Wear the gloves, and lift with your knees,” he advised before going back to his work.

      I let free a breath of my own and walked over to the mound of hay that had begun forming. I reached towards the closest one and lifted it up, surprised by the weight. “Jesus,” I grunted, dropping it with a thud next to the belt. I swear I heard Kyle snicker, which pissed me off. I vowed not to make any further sounds of complaint.

      After a few minutes though, I began panting. My muscles started to burn. The bales kept coming, one after another, and soon they mounted around me like a prison, obscuring both Kyle and the truck from my view.

      Sweat drenched my hair, great clumps of it stuck to my face and clung to the back of my neck. The bales were so heavy I had to hug each one to my chest, leveraging them against my body to help ease the weight. As I stacked the start of a fourth pile, I collapsed onto it, needing to catch my breath.

      “Sitting down on the job?” I heard Kyle ask. A moment later he appeared around the mountain of hay still waiting to be stacked.

      “Just taking a break,” I said.

      He smiled, a telling grin that conveyed he had pegged me right. I hated it.

      Brushing past me, he flicked on the conveyer belt and started taking the hay in the mounds yet to be stacked and tossing them onto the conveyor, completely ignoring the ones I’d piled up as instructed. I watched as each bale rose to the top and fell into the loft above.

      He kept grabbing the unstacked bales, completely ignoring the ones I had labored on, all while grinning the whole time.

      “You asshole,” I said.

      He stopped working but only for a second.

      “You didn’t need these stacked first,” I spat.

      “Nope. I sure didn’t. Stacking them is sort of a waste of time, don’t you think?” He tipped his baseball hat at me then started back in again.

      I stood up and marched over to him. “You get off on that, do you? Watching people suffer?” I hissed. I’d had my fair share of sick bastards in the world. It looked like Kyle would be no different.

      He turned to look at me, first my eyes, then down at my neck. I folded my arms across my chest. Yup. Just like every single guy in the world.

      As he walked over to me, I started to shut down. It was really the only way to get through it sometimes. You had to give in to the inevitable, purely for self-preservation. If you let your mind wander, it didn’t hurt so much.

      He grabbed my head and tilted my neck to the side gently. I closed my eyes and waited for the feel of his lips.

      “Hold still,” he ordered.

      “Or what?” I said on autopilot. Lots of men liked to give orders and consequences. It got them off faster, so I always tried to expedite the role-play with my smart mouth.

      “Or this tick is going to bury its head into your flesh.”

      My head whipped up.

      “The what?” My hands flew toward my neck. Panic filled my veins. I was more scared of a bug then being used sexually.

      He batted my hands away. “Don’t scratch at it. You don’t want to detach the tick’s head from its body.” I swallowed the urge to claw at my neck and instead held my breath. He took his gloves off and tossed them to the ground, then reached into his back pocket, opened a switchblade and held it up to my neck.

      “Whoa, what the hell?” I said, stepping back.

      Kyle frowned at my retreat. “Stay still. I need to scrape it off.”

      “Can’t you just flick it off with your finger or something?” The hysteria in my voice was embarrassing.

      Kyle shook his head at my stupidity. I’d never been bitten by a tick before, but coming at me with a knife seemed a little extreme.

      “It’s not that easy. How they bite you is far more grotesque than you want to know. Ticks carry toxins that can be transferred when they’re squeezed. It’s better to just force them off with something sharp…assuming it hasn’t buried itself in too deep, that is.”

      “Oh, God…”

      He rolled his eyes. “Just be still. I won’t hurt you, but I need to make sure I get its head.”

      “And if you don’t?”

      “Then it swims inside your body and can make you really sick. Can I take it out now?” His eyebrows rose in annoyance at my childish behavior.

      I swallowed hard, but I made myself be still as I watched him come at me with the blade. I flinched.

      “Don’t look at the knife. Look at me,” he said.

      I listened to him, which was a mistake. Up close Kyle was far more striking than he had been from afar. He had those piercing blue eyes that only TV vampires or cowboys in magazine ads have, and his jaw was lined with dark stubble from a day or two of growth. His skin had turned a rich golden brown from years under the sun, with dark locks of hair that peeked out of the edges of his hat.

      He clenched his jaw as he worked the knife against my neck. I hated that I’d noticed a small mole that touched the corner of his upper lip. I hated, even more, when I wondered what it might be like to kiss that mark. I knew, in that moment, that this would not end well.

      “Got it,” he said, which allowed me to breathe again.

      I reached for my neck, relieved to find that I wasn’t bleeding out. There was just a small bump from where it had been. Then I shivered. “Did you get the head?”

      “Yeah.” He placed the bug on the fence post before squishing it with the back of the blade.

      “Jesus, are there any more?” I spun around, lifting my hair, exposing my neck as I did. I felt so squirmy. I hadn’t even felt the one on my neck. They could be anywhere.

      “It’s a farm. We have bugs,” Kyle said, folding his knife back down. “Just check yourself over before you get in the bath tonight. They like hairy spots, so,” he fumbled, blushing, “look for those areas, especially.”

      “Oh my God, gross.” I shivered wildly, which made him laugh. It looked good on him. Natural. It was almost as if the façade of the tough guy he had been wearing fell off and the real him came out.

      “Let me guess, city girl?”

      “New York, but not the city. I lived in the ‘less desirable’ neighborhoods.”

      “They don’t have bugs in New York?” He frowned.

      “Sure we do, I just, ugh, never had one of those on me.” I squirmed again.

      “Well, my advice? Get yourself some boots and tuck your jeans into them. They can crawl up from the ground and then work up the inside of your pant leg pretty easy.” He pointed at my head. “You should tie your hair up too, so you can see them if they get on you, wear gloves and…try not to use your chest to carry the hay.” He gestured to my shirt that was covered in stray bits of loose straw.

      I instantly began to brush them away, terrified more of those suckers were on me.

      “You know, I’ve lived through a lot of shit,” I said, scanning the ground. “Leave it to me to die from a tick bite.”

      Kyle smiled, showing off an adorable crooked grin. “There are worse ways to go, I suppose.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “You’ll be fine. Most of the critters here are harmless, like those ticks, for the most part. They don’t all carry sickness, but you want to be cautious. The chickens will eat most of those for you anyway. It’s the spiders you want to be careful of.”

      I jumped onto one of the bales of hay. “Spiders?”

      Kyle laughed. “Welcome to Nebraska, Sarah.”

      “I’m going to die here,” I muttered.

      “Come on, let’s get a drink and get you properly geared up for this kind of work.” He walked over to the conveyor belt and switched it off. “I can show you where you’ll be staying.”

      “Great idea,” I said, hopping off the hay, not wanting to touch anything in nature ever again.
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      As we walked toward the house, I took my first real look at the place I’d be staying for the next three months. It was a lot smaller than I’d imagined it would be. There looked to be roughly ten or twelve cattle grazing in a nearby field and a small vegetable garden off the porch.

      “Is this the whole farm?” I asked, swatting away a fly.

      “It’s not really a farm in the sense you’re probably thinking about. We have a small herd that we eat a few of, sell a few of. The cattle are more of a hobby of Dad’s. He drives trucks most of the year and Mom runs a small farm stand. Well, she used to, anyway.” His face shifted before he shoved his hands into his jeans which made the muscles in his arms flex. “It’s kind of simple out here. We’re not rich, by any stretch. We just try to live off the land as best we can.”

      A chicken ran beside us, bobbing its head aimlessly as though lost. “The ticks are back there,” I called after it.

      Kyle lowered his head and smirked. It seemed like tough guy image was just that: an image. I’m not sure why that made me so pleased.

      He walked up the porch steps, which were worn with age and disrepair. His cowboy boots echoed loudly across the floorboards. It was an oddly comforting sound.

      The screen door screeched as it opened into a modest kitchen area. I noticed the yellow flowered linoleum floor, the pattern of which was worn bare by the sink and around a small table sitting near a half-wall. Beyond the half-wall, it was too dark to see in because of deep brown paneling, but I heard Al’s voice and the hum of a TV, so I guessed it must be the living room. White lace curtains billowed gently in the breeze from the kitchen window, making a vase of wildflowers perched on the ledge dance. I couldn’t help but smile. It was like something out of a book.

      “It’s not much,” Kyle said, as though ashamed of his humble home.

      “It’s perfect.” I laced my arms around my waist, overwhelmed with wonder that such a place existed. “Growing up I would have killed to have a house that felt like this.”

      Kyle cocked his head. “Like what?”

      I tried my best to smile. “Home.”

      Kyle started to speak but stopped as his father came in from the living room.

      “Oh, good, you’ve taken a break,” Al said. “Come, I want to introduce you to my Annabel.”

      I followed him into the living room where an older woman sat in a deep maroon recliner that looked like it wanted to swallow her whole. She didn’t seem to notice as I came into the room. Her eyes fixed in some faraway place.

      “Annabel, I want you to meet Sarah. She’s going to be helping around the farm this summer.”

      I gave a small wave, not sure what else I was supposed to do. She looked at me then, confusion on her face.

      “Who?”

      “Sarah,” Al repeated. “She’s gonna help out now that Brad’s moving to Boston.”

      She stared at her husband. “Who?” she asked again.

      He sighed, then glanced at me. “She has Alzheimer’s and early signs of dementia,” he whispered. He sat in the recliner next to her, reached over, and took her hand.

      “Some days are better than others, but as you can see, I can’t keep leaving her.”

      I could see him struggling to hold his emotions in check. It was clear that he adored his wife, and to watch as she crumbled in front of his eyes must have been unbearable.

      “Where’s Molly?” Annabel asked me. “I sent her off to get me some tea and she hasn’t come back yet.”

      I looked to Kyle for help.

      “We’ll go look for her,” Kyle said, taking my elbow and leading me back to the kitchen. He directed me down a small hall off the kitchen. “Molly was my sister. She died three years ago,” Kyle told me softly. “She won’t remember that conversation in two minutes, so it’s better to not upset her by telling her that her daughter is dead, you know?”

      “No, right. Of course,” I said, as though I understood the full weight of what the burden of living with someone losing their mind was like. I didn’t. I had no clue. And yet, it sort of felt that way for me sometimes. Like I was slowly losing who I was, becoming a shell of a person instead of a living, breathing one.

      As he led me down the narrow hallway, I noticed it was lined with picture frames and random paintings, some professional looking, others clearly children’s keepsakes. I caught glimpses of Kyle and his parents as we walked. I stopped at a large family portrait.

      “Was that her?” I asked, pointing to the girl with blond curly hair and a smile that radiated kindness.

      Kyle stopped walking and came back to the picture. “Yeah.”

      He pointed to the other guy standing next to her. “And that’s Brad. The pride and joy of the family.” I could hear the annoyance in his voice. I glanced back at the picture. Brad looked like a family’s pride and joy. Blonde, clean-cut, muscular, square jaw, but fierce too. One look at him and I knew I’d never want to cross paths with him. Something about the glint in his eyes made me squirm in my skin.
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