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This one’s for everyone who has ever been underestimated. 

You never know what you’re capable of until you’ve been given the chance. 

 

***

 

Thank you for being patient with me on Nate’s book. 

He was totally worth it! 
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Nate

There’s no way that’s who I think it is. 

“Dude is that…?” Dallas leans in and gestures.

“Shh!” My hand slaps his chest to get him to shut up and not draw attention to us. 

We both eagerly watch as the woman crosses the street. Her curvy hips swing left and right, with each strut putting me in a trance. The seductive sway gains every male’s attention within eye sight. 

“I remember that walk,” my cousin mutters, making me want to really hit him. There’s only ever been one woman to garner that type of reaction from me. 

“It’s her?” I ask, even though I think I already know. Like he said, that saunter is hard to forget.

“Sunshine!” he yells suddenly, causing me to drop to the ground and pretend to tie my shoe. I can’t face her, not at this moment. I was content just to stand and stare a bit. He’s such a damn asshat at times.

Fuck. I’m wearing my work boots. No laces. 

She scans the area quickly, never breaking her stride as she heads into the hardware store. It’s enough for me to get a glimpse of her face, though. There’s no doubt in my mind anymore; that’s Sunshine Simmons.

She’s my ex everything…and one hell of a sore spot where I’m concerned.

“What’s she doing back? You have any idea?”

Ignoring him, I round the truck, hopping in and slamming my door. He quickly follows suit, jumping into my old pickup. I don’t need her coming out and finally spotting me. She’s the last person I expected to see back in town; I figured she was gone for good.

“Well?” he pries as I turn the engine over and start backing out of the parking spot. With my arm across the seat, I peer out the back window as the truck reverses.

“How am I supposed to know?” I mutter with a scoff. Turning the wheel, I put the truck in drive, giving the old hunk of metal some gas. 

“Wait, you didn’t know she was coming back home?” His eyes are rounded, brows raised in shock, lips tilted in an amused smirk. I don’t need to glance over to know which expression he’s wearing. I’m sure he loves this far too much for my liking.  

“Nope,” I grumble with a shake of my head. My glare’s prominent as I stare out the windshield, driving along the nearly vacant Main Street. I’m dumbfounded right now by her impromptu visit, and I’m not the sort of fellow who enjoys surprises.

A noisy chuckle bursts free from him, pissing me off further. “I can’t believe she didn’t tell you...of all people.” He guffaws at my expense, and I shoot him a look saying he better shut his trap.

“Why, ‘cause we used to be…” I clear my throat, suddenly feeling the need to cough, “…friends?” The word makes me damn near dizzy, he knows as well as I do that Sunshine and I were way more than just friends. 

“Nah, Nate, ‘friends’ doesn’t cut it. You used to be each other’s shadows, more like it. I thought one day I’d show up and y’all would be glued together or something crazy.”

I glance at him, rolling my eyes. Sometimes I wonder how I can be related to him with the stuff that leaves his mouth. “You’re stupid, Dallas.”

“Must just mean she’s over the ol’ Owens effect. Maybe she’s ready to try out the stallion.”

I laugh, damn near snorting at the absurdity. “You mean you? You’re the stallion?”

“Well, yeah. Everyone knows I’m hung like a horse.”

“We measured dicks at age twelve, and I was already bigger. Besides, last I checked, you’re an Owens as well, dumbass.”

“Sunshine doesn’t know it though.” He shrugs it off, the idea already forming in the front of his mind. That woman would chew him up and spit him out, no doubt about it. You can tell by her walk alone, just what kind of woman she is. I’d bet she’s a complete handful—the type that won’t put up with any shit, a real ballbuster.

“Everyone knows you’re our cousin,” I point out. He really is clueless sometimes. 

Sunshine would shoot him down in two seconds flat. My poor cousin wouldn’t stand a chance. Besides that, if she did give him the time of day, I’d have to whoop his ass. Sunshine Simmons is mine. She always has been, and she always will be. At least, in Alabama, that’s the way it is. 

“Wanna get drunk then?”

He knows me well by now; I’ve drunk her memory away plenty of times. “We can drink while we fix the fence out at the ranch.”

“Think Clyde will notice if one of his jugs is missing?”

“Hell yes. We’re not touching the shine. We’ll drink the bottle of whiskey I have under your seat.” 

My brother counts the moonshine jugs religiously. I’ve already had my ass chewed over Dallas dipping his hands into my brother’s side product. I’m not trying to face Clyde’s wrath, especially when it’s not my fault. Unless he asks for my help with his illegal income source, I keep my nose out of it. I can get into enough trouble on my own without adding in the prohibited sale or production of moonshine to my record.

Dallas pins his scrutiny on me again. “People ever give you shit with Sunshine being mixed?”

“What kind of question is that?” No one was ever brave enough to even consider bringing her skin tone up to me. I’d have hurt their feelings really quick. If anything, her mixed ethnicity makes her even more beautiful and unique, in my opinion. 

“Those mixed chicks are hot,” he comments and shrugs. The fool grins broadly and mentions, “I was thinking maybe I’d find one too.”

“Sometimes I wonder how we’re related,” I contemplate aloud, shaking my head. I flip on the blinker and make the turn pulling onto the road leading to my family’s ranch. Being this close to home again, my chest finally relaxes. 

His forehead bunches as he explains, “Your dad’s brother was my dad’s brother, and so that means…”

“Shut up, D; just stop talking. I know how we’re related.”

Dallas sighs and peers out the window. He acts as if he’s the one losing patience with me, not the other way around. I think he was dropped one too many times as a baby and he’s lost his common sense. I have an airhead for a cousin, but he’s also like my best friend. Dallas is one of those people who annoys you, but once he’s not around, you miss him. Plus, he’s damn good at repairing stuff around the ranch, and we can use all the help we can get. 

Ever since my older brother, Clyde, started making moonshine, we’ve had to cut back on who’s allowed around the ranch. Dallas, being our kin, is one of the few who can come and go all the time as he pleases. Sunshine was allowed once upon a time. My brother didn’t care as long as she stayed away from the back lot, where he has everything set up. I doubt people would suspect his raggedy old shed covered in brush and trees has anything worth money in it. 

It was hard making many real friends as a teenager when no one’s allowed over. Don’t get me wrong, I was popular back in high school with acquaintances and wanna-be friends there. We all were, thanks to football, but we’re all older now. Shit’s different when you’re an adult; you don’t talk to people like you do in school. My younger brother has brought some friends around in the past, but they’re college brats, and none of them pay any attention. They come around to be with Tyler—the legend—and get drunk. Just normal, dumb college stuff, I suppose. 

I follow the bumpy dirt road until it curves a final time, and I pull off right where we’d stopped working yesterday. My empty bucket’s still in the same spot I’d left it. The ranch has much more than just Clyde’s moonshine business; we have horses and chickens and probably around ten stray cats living in the barn. My brother also has two dogs, but they’re always by his side. To be honest, I’m not sure how many acres of land we have here. I just know it feels like it goes on forever when I’m taxed with having to fix the fence. 

We had a cow, Mrs. Betsy, but she got sick last year, and the vet had to come out. Clyde ended up having to put the old girl down. The poor thing was bit by a damn snake. The wound was infected by the time we discovered it and had no choice but put her out of her misery. My brother shot her after we’d prayed on it. We had no other choice and haven’t had the extra money to get another. 

“This the only bottle you have?” Dallas questions after he hops out and digs through all of the crap stuffed under my seat. He holds up a half full bottle of amber whiskey. The label says Jack on it, so I know it’s the good stuff.

“Yeah, besides, we’re working, man, not having an all-nighter.” 

My cousin nods, opening the top of his fountain drink we’d just gotten in town. He pours in a hefty amount of Jack with his soda. Holding the bottle out to me, I take a hefty swig, drinking it straight and then hand it back. 

I busy myself by unloading the stack of wood. I can’t help but ponder over how Sunshine hasn’t changed in the slightest. Even being older now, she looks exactly the same in my eyes. That’s a damn lie, and I know it. The woman has the type of curves now that make grown men thank the heavens. She’s no longer the timid girl who’d left me behind, brokenhearted. She’s a full-grown, confident woman.

One thing hasn’t changed, though. She’s still absolutely stunning.  

I wonder if she’s married or has children. It’s hard for me to picture her like that...with another man who isn’t me. It never crossed my mind earlier, or I would’ve gone ahead and checked out her left hand while I had her in my sights. I was too floored in discovering her back in this same old small town to think of anything else. You ever want to see a guy speechless, that’s one way to go about it. A car could’ve been headed straight for me, and I never would’ve paid it any mind. I was too focused on the gorgeous woman headed for the hardware store.  

“You think she’s married?” I can’t help but wonder aloud. I’m a glutton for punishment. I shouldn’t care, especially after so long—it’s none of my business, really. Yet, I find myself headed down that road regardless of what I should and shouldn’t be worrying over. 

“Who? You talking about Sunshine?”

“No, my brother! Of course, I mean Sunshine, jackass.”

“Nah,” he grumbles with a rasp, sounding like one of the damn goats on the ranch and waves me off. He takes another large gulp of his liquor laced soda as I regard him. I’m curious with his response, wanting him to elaborate more.

“Why not?”

“You want her married, or somethin’?” His eyes meet mine, and I scowl.

“Hell no, of course, I don’t want her with someone else.”

“Then she’s not.”

I shake my head with a chuckle and prop up a new board next to the one I left off with. “You’re something else, man.”

“I’m just saying if she was married and you wanted her? You’d take her right out of the arms of whoever she’s with. You and I both know it. So to me, that makes her automatically un-married.”

“You have a point, cousin.” I grin. “Can’t help it if we Owenses are legends in these parts when it comes to the ladies.”

He nods and hands over four of the new, three-inch-long nails we just purchased to drive into the post. I place two at the top and two at the bottom. With a quick swing of my hammer, I drive them into the board one at a time.

“So, do you have a plan yet?”

“Not quite. I don’t know if she’s here for good or if she’s in town briefly and then taking off right away.”

“Good thinking, wouldn’t want to waste time on her after the way she left you the last time.”

With a cringe, I hiss, “Ouch. Thanks, D.”

He waves me off, handing me four more nails as we move to work on the next board. Taking another big gulp from his massive mixed drink, he grabs four more nails from the bucket he’d just finished refilling.

“How about you actually nail some of these planks in place? Clyde’s not paying you to get drunk and hand me nails all day.”

“Clyde’s not paying me,” he mentions, and I pause.

“Wait…he’s not? Since when?”

“Nope. Said he can’t afford it right now. Being the upstanding citizen I am, I offered to help out around here for some shine in return. Hence me asking you for some earlier.” He winks.

“Trust me; he counts his moonshine as payment. So start hammering before he hunts your ass down.”

“Your family’s so damn bossy. Glad that gene didn’t carry over to me,” he complains, making me chuckle a bit more. 

I bet Clyde’s wife has something to do with him not giving Dallas any cash. I need to find out what’s going on if my brother will even tell me anything. He has trouble admitting when he needs any kind of help. He’s still newly married to Shyla, and his head is on one thing only—his wife. Can’t say I blame him. My younger brother is the same way when it comes to his woman as well. 

Well, minus stuff being done around the ranch, that is. Clyde has absolutely no problem with barking orders when shit needs to be fixed here. Anything else, however, especially money wise, he keeps to himself. It’s most likely from having to step into the role of a parental figure to my brother and me. He seems to forget that we’re grown men now, and he’s not actually our father—just the oldest sibling.  

“Maybe it’s time I tell my brothers about my job,” I suggest.

Dallas knows what I do, and I knew he’d be the only one not to judge me for it. 

“I thought you said we had to keep quiet about it until you had enough money to get your own place. Bedsides don’t you think he has an idea already?”

“Yeah, that was the plan, but I think Clyde could use the money more right now. I hope he doesn’t know. I’m pretty sure if he did, he’d hammer my ass about it.” My family is far more important to me than my pride. Clyde may let his own get in the way of asking for help, but I refuse to make the same mistake.

“How much do ya have saved anyhow?”

“Around five grand, give or take a few bucks.”

His eyebrows rise as he whistles through his teeth at the number. It’s not much to me, just a few months of tips. For Dallas, though, that’s a decent chunk compared to the five or six hundred dollars he makes every few weeks on odd jobs. His parents have some money, but they’re trying to teach my cousins to make it on their own before they give them their full inheritance. Every time Dallas pisses one of them off, they threaten to cut him off completely. That shit has to get old; it does for me, and I’m not their son. 

“Guess we ain’t going to be roommates anytime soon, then.” He sighs, and I shake my head.

“Probably not.”

He shrugs, throwing back more of his liquor and soda combo. “Do what you gotta do.”

I close my eyes, screwing my face up in a cringe. I exhale, asking, “How the hell do I tell my brothers I’m a stripper?”

“Women pay you to take your clothes off. Shit could be a lot worse. You could be the one spending money to get them naked instead.”

“You have a point, D. That’ll get Ty off my back about it too.”

“He still bothering you about being out late at night? He ain’t too busy?”

“Yep, no matter what he has going on, he attempts to keep his nose in my business. The guy is far too smart and observant for his own good, probably why he can catch anything thrown in his direction on the football field. Now he’ll know why I’m never able to hang out when he stays over and will hopefully finally stop with the bullshit teasing he does every chance he gets.”

“Well then, it sounds like a win-win, cousin.” Dallas’s brows go up with a pleased grin tipping his lips. You’d think he just cured world hunger with his smug expression.

I learned a long time ago not to listen to my cousin’s half-assed advice or scheming plans, but for once, I think he may be right. Shit could be way worse. Women pay me to see my body. 

I’m about to give Clyde some money to help out around here whether his pride likes it or not. Hell, they may actually be proud of me, but I won’t hold my breath on it. Lord knows if my momma were still around, she’d chase me down with a spatula of some sort at hearing my news. I should expect nothing less from my brothers. 
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Two days later…

So the news isn’t going over quite like I was imagining, and they aren’t exactly proud of me after all. Wishful thinking on my part, I suppose, expecting my brothers to think of me as a grown-ass man. I should’ve known with a star athlete for a younger brother and a damn good rancher for an older brother. I just can’t win with these two.

“Seriously, Nate?” Clyde grumbles.

“Just take the money I have saved. Obviously, something’s going on with you and Shyla.” 

His wife has a decent job in real estate, but I think he wants her home more with him. If she isn’t working as much as she’s used to, it could be affecting their bank balance. I don’t want him having any issues when it comes to something I can lend a hand with. We watched our parents struggle time and time again; I don’t want them to do the same. It was hard enough watching Clyde stressed before he finally gave in and admitted he wanted Shyla in the first place. He’s a stubborn brute. 

“I’ll handle it,” he grumbles, saying the same shit he always does.

Ty glances between us, his forehead wrinkled. “I don’t get it, Clyde, what’s the big deal with him helping? I was wondering what I could do to assist you as well.”

“Look,” Clyde huffs, “the ranch is my responsibility. You two…” He points at both Ty and me. “You both are my responsibility as well. Tyler, you worry about playing ball; playing pro is all that should be on your mind at the moment. Nathanial, I’ll take the cash, but find a different fucking job and keep doing the tasks I give you.”

“Hey, what the fuck? You’re saying my full name like I’m in trouble or something, bro! And what’s wrong with what I do? Why are you only taking money this once?” I pepper the questions one after the other, tired of their scrutiny.

“This isn’t some kind of intervention and shit,” he grumbles, growing increasingly grouchy. It’s completely typical behavior for my brother though. “I’m in charge around here; we do things my way. Got it?” he finishes, and I have to refrain from retorting that he’s a bullheaded bastard.

Ty and I both nod, irritated. Clyde acts like a stubborn old mule when we question him on anything. My dad was a proud man, but my brother takes that meaning to an entirely different level. My money’s good enough to take right now; I don’t understand why it won’t be in the future as well if he needs it. 

“The oil rigs called me again,” I share. When I brought it up a year ago, it turned into a huge argument. “I can head over to the port.” It’s not what I want to do with my life, but, then again, neither is stripping, I suppose.

Clyde’s eyes widen for a split second as Ty rubs his hand over his face not uttering a word. This is how it gets with us and news. I feel sorry for the women who end up stuck with us. 

My oldest sibling huffs, “Fine! You know what? Keep the stripper job, fuck if I care,” he sighs with frustration.

“What?” Ty interrupts shocked by Clyde giving in so easily. “Mom would stroke out if she knew he was working down at The Dollars Club! The woman is probably turning in her grave over this…God rest her soul.”

“Well, he doesn’t need to be out on some oil rig in the middle of the Gulf either!” Clyde argues, raising his voice. “She’d want him home and safe first and foremost.” He glances toward the clock above the small sofa table we keep the mail on. “It’s getting late, and you need to go back, Tyler. Football has to be your priority,” he repeats.

“Fine.” Ty flicks his stormy gaze between Clyde and me. He grabs his duffle bag and heads for the front door in a hurry.

“Drive safe,” I call behind him. He may be a pain in my ass, but I never let him leave without me saying bye first.

“We’ll see you soon,” Clyde hollers, moving to the kitchen to fill a glass of water.

“Later,” Ty replies, and then he’s gone, pissed to be cut out of our discussion. He’s the youngest though; we’ve always left him out of stuff the most. It’s shitty, but we’re his older brothers, and it’s our jobs to protect him and not have him worry. 

Clyde easily drinks down half the glass’s contents before setting the cup beside him. “I don’t like the strippin’. It’s bullshit if you ask me, but I don’t want you to disappear out on a rig in the middle of the ocean. Dad didn’t want it back when you were an adolescent and brought it up as a career option, and neither do I.” 

“I’m not a kid anymore…grew up a long time ago.”

“I know. All the more reason you can fix things around the ranch like I ask and not make dumb decisions.”

Not wanting to discuss it any longer, I concede, “All right. If you need some money, just ask, it’s not an issue.”

“Noted,” he responds and chugs the rest of his water.

“I’m taking a nap before tonight.”

“You working?”

“Yeah, till 2:00 a.m.”

He nods, setting his cup in his designated spot, and without another word, walks out the kitchen door, heading outside to do who knows what. 

I have a long night ahead, so I head to my room to hit the hay for a few hours. 

***

“Close” by Nick Jonas begins to thrum throughout the strip club. It couldn’t be more perfect right now. My set has ended, so I head toward Sunshine and her group of friends. I noticed her the moment she entered the bar. Hell, I could pick her out anywhere—at any time—whether it’s light or dark. I was shocked to find her in a place like this. She’s too good to be here; she deserves a quiet home with a family who loves her and a husband who dotes on her. 

The club is dark, with various colored lights shining toward the stage. It draws everyone’s attention to where it needs to be—right up front. The fog machine by the bar creates a smoky illusion along the floor. There are small tables in front of the stage, and round, high-top tables toward the middle of the room. In the back of the room, lining the perimeter, are booths of all sizes. The place is laid out so you can see the stage from anywhere in the room. I know at some point tonight Sunshine had to have seen me.

The women notice my approach, grinning from ear to ear. Sunshine smiles at them, carrying on about something. Even better that she came in when I had a mask on. She has no idea it was me stripping in front of her earlier. I had to take the opportunity to look my fill. 
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