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      To Chelsey & Natalia:

      A love like yours should be in every book!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        From the internationally bestselling author of the Cade Ranch Series, Greta Rose West, the next book from the picture-perfect town of Wisper, Wyoming, where love never comes easy, but the fall is HOT...

      

        

      
        Deputy Abey Lee has never found love, but she wants it. Only problem? Identifying as a card-carrying lesbian is front-page news, especially when she's the only female law enforcement officer in small-town Wisper, Wyoming. Her sexuality isn’t exactly a secret, but she’s worked hard to not let it become a headline. When she’s offered a promotion that would put her in charge at the station, coming out into the light of day could risk her chance at love, and it’s only made worse by her fear of losing respect from her peers and the people she’s sworn to protect.

      

        

      
        When Abey finds herself handcuffing the spitfire community center director—the same woman she spent one white-hot summer night with, who kissed Abey like she meant it and made her blush all the way down to her boots—her black-and-white world bleeds into grays.

      

        

      
        Devo Mescal stands tall and proud in the light, but she carries the world on her shoulders; she fights every wrong, every injustice…and lands herself in Abey’s jail cell every damn time. If she could cool her jets, she’d see that the woman of her dreams is on the other side of those iron bars, holding the key that could unlock her hardened protestor’s heart.

      

        

      
        The fourth book in the Wisper Dreams series, Light Betrays Us, is a steamy small-town Western FF romance about accepting who you were born to be and following the light, wherever it may lead you. Intended for readers 18+.

      

        

      
        Trigger Warning: Homophobia, misogyny, and douche-assery are present in this book, but these ladies know how to take the numbnuts down a notch! **Please see the full trigger warning in the front of the book.**
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        * * *

      

      
        
        In this book, you will find homophobia and misogyny, but don’t you worry cuz Abey and Devo handle it. They shouldn’t have to, but they do, and I hope they’ll make you smile and laugh along the way.

        There is one instance of child abuse, where a father hurts his daughter when he pulls on her arm.

        Both Abey and Devo had jerks for dads, and they both remember their fathers and the awful and stupid stuff their fathers did when Abey and Devo were teenagers, but there’s nothing on the page where our two lead characters are concerned.

        Abey’s mama, too, won’t be your favorite person. She never has a “come to Jesus” moment, but there is an understanding between Abey and her mom by the end of the book.

      

        

      
        If you are LGBTQ and you need help or guidance or you want to find people you can talk to who are like you, go to The Trevor Project, call 1-866-488-7386, or text 678-678.

      

        

      
        If you want to help, you can donate to or volunteer for The Trevor Project or the Matthew Shepard Foundation and do some good in the world, because sometimes LGBTQ young people feel like they’re getting nothing but beaten down by the people who should be lifting them up and protecting them.

        Let’s be the latter.
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        I make a playlist for every book I write. Sometimes, it’s a song or a specific lyric I hear that brings a character or a scene to life in my head. So these are the songs that inspired me and played on a loop while I dreamed and wrote Light Betrays Us.

        LISTEN ON SPOTIFY

        Or you can go to my website and play the songs there while you read. Scroll down the page to find your favorite book and listen to the songs I hear when I think of each character.

        gretarosewest.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          ABEY

        

      

    

    
      If you love someone, set them free.

      Could I apply that to myself? Or how ’bout this: if our lives have been made up of a series of moments in time filled with love and chaos and wonder, would anyone mind if I deleted a minute? Just one. Specifically, this one…

      “So, are you butch?” my date asked, looking at my chest, right at tit level, as she unfolded a paper napkin and placed it over her mini skirt-covered lap. “Or soft butch? Is that why you got involved in law enforcement?” Finally, and for the first time since the hostess had led us to our table and we’d sat, Kayla’s eyes lifted to mine.

      I stared down at my outfit, a loose-fitting red and black flannel and black skinny jeans. Was I giving off that vibe? A butch vibe? Just ’cause I’d worn a flannel shirt? What kind of question was that? Who didn’t wear flannel? There was literally nothing more comfy, and mine was thin and soft. I spent forty bucks on the damn thing. It was probably the most expensive piece of clothing I owned.

      “Sorry?”

      We’d been in this restaurant in downtown Jackson for three minutes, and already, I regretted coming on this date.

      The couple at the table next to ours clinked their tiny ceramic teacups in a toast, but other than that, the buzz of conversation around us was low. I peeked left and right. The topic of my sexuality wasn’t one I wanted broadcasted. I mean, obviously, I was gay. I was on a date with a chick, for shit’s sake, but c’mon.

      She shrugged. “I didn’t mean anything by it. I just meant, like, who are you?”

      She hadn’t meant anything by it? It could mean so many things. And how did my flannel shirt have anything to do with who I was or my job as a deputy for the Teton County Sheriff’s Department? Hadn’t she noticed the almost see-through black lace tank underneath? I’d left the flannel’s buttons open so she would. My boobs were practically screaming to get out of the damn thing.

      I would admit, no one would refer to me as the foremost expert on lesbian lingo, but I was pretty sure there weren’t a lot of “butch” women walking around with their chests on display.

      But my rack wasn’t the thing I’d hoped my date would notice about me.

      Unfortunately, it was usually the thing women did notice, which was exactly the reason this was my first date in over two years. I didn’t want a hookup. I wanted more. Who didn’t?

      Who didn’t want love?

      “Uh, I don’t really know how to answer that question.”

      I was just me. Just Abey. Why did she feel the need to categorize me? And now my date had me wondering if there was a website somewhere out there that listed all the different types of lesbians. Could somebody clue me in? Sitting across from an extremely feminine woman, with her flowing dark hair, a face full of makeup, and long pink fingernails, I frowned in confusion as it dawned on me that I was pretty clueless. Was what I wore a comment on the kind of women I was supposed to want? Did that transfer over to the bedroom?

      “But what do you like, Abby?”

      Her mispronunciation of my name burrowed into the back of my brain, like an itch. I scratched the back of my head, trying to dig it out with my fingernail. It didn’t work. I kept my nails short for my job. Convenience wasn’t often found when trying to load bullets into a gun with long daggers superglued to the ends of one’s fingers.

      “Do you like femme girls, masculine girls—what’s your preference?”

      “Um,” I mumbled, unsticking the one-page laminated menu from the table in the new Italian/Tibetan fusion restaurant in Jackson, Wyoming, the one that was supposed to be “to die for,” but was more like “might kill me by salmonella poisoning.” They should’ve served the complimentary tea with a side of hand sanitizer. The whole place was like a sticky, garlic-y hole in the wall.

      Who drinks hot tea in the middle of summer anyway? Then again, who wears flannel in this weather? Did it mean I was butch?

      “My name is Abey,” I clarified, trying not to seem bitchy, but jeez.

      The whole conversation was making me uncomfortable, and she knew my damn name. We talked about it when she called me last night. She’d even commented that it was unusual. Was it too much to expect my date to pronounce my name correctly? Seriously, who was the “manlier” person in this scenario?

      “It’s not hard,” I said. “It’s the first two letters of the alphabet: AB. Or if, like, you’re standin’ in front of a beehive, and one bee flies out, you’d say, ‘Oh look, there’s a bee.’”

      She blinked once, but there appeared to be no recognition anywhere within her brain.

      “That’s me,” I sang in a cutesy voice, “a bee,” and I wiggled my fingers above our table. She didn’t laugh, so I continued. “And I prefer women. I also prefer steak and potatoes.” If this chick wanted good food, we should’ve gone to José’s Diner back in Wisper.

      Except I was the one who’d suggested going to Jackson. The city’s busy summer tourism made for better anonymity. I wouldn’t have been comfortable going on a date in Wisper. Too many prying eyes. But there were more than enough good restaurants in Jackson, and none of them had ever made me worry about food poisoning.

      My date, cute Kayla, frowned in further confusion. We’d been set up by a friend of a friend who was friends with my friends, who I might’ve already decided to arrest.

      Looking up from the menu and into her eyes that were lined with false lashes, all I saw was a watery blue void. Best to cut and run now. “You seem, uh, nice, Kayla, but I dunno if this is me.” I dropped the menu, and it stuck right back to the spot I’d just peeled it off of.

      Kayla smiled, but it seemed fake, which made me question why she’d even wanted to go on this date in the first place. It wasn’t my freakin’ idea. We’d barely spoken in her car on the way to the restaurant, and what we did say felt forced and awkward.

      “Okay.” She watched me wiping my hands on my thighs as I carefully tried to avoid getting the sticky yuck on my hat in my lap. “Would you like to go somewhere else?”

      One point for her. She could read the room. Maybe the night was salvageable. Maybe cute Kayla could be my person. I looked up and unleashed on her what those terrible friends called “the full Abey experience.” I flashed her the biggest smile I could. “Yeah? You wanna get outta here, find somewhere we can share a big ol’ steak?”

      She made a disgusted face, shaking her head. “You want to share food? And actually, I don’t eat meat.”

      Aaand nope. “Welp”—I popped my lips—“I don’t really like food without it.”

      “Is that a metaphor for, like, your sexuality? Are you bi or maybe just questioning?”

      “Huh? A metaphor?” I didn’t mean to do it, but a snort escaped me. “No. I just like steak. Beef, really, all kinds. I’m not real particular.” I felt the need to explain further because she was looking at me like she didn’t understand English. “Y’know, like, hamburger, meatloaf, chili?”

      Now she was gaping at me like I’d grown two extra heads, and that was when I knew for sure I needed to get out of this ridiculous restaurant and run for the hills. I wasn’t the richest person in the world, but I stood and pulled a fifty from my pocket. I set it on the table next to the drink I hadn’t touched. “Sorry. Drinks are on me, but I, uh⁠—”

      She blinked two more times in confusion. Had she never been dumped before? Probably not. She was beautiful, if you went for the perfect, no-hair-out-of-place thing, but c’mon. We clearly weren’t compatible. Had about zero things in common. Wasn’t that obvious at this point? According to her, in her saltine-beige Hyundai on the way here, cute Kayla’s hobbies were shopping and making TikTok videos. She couldn’t be more opposite of me if she tried. I liked getting dirty, hiking and mudding, and I got the feeling that if she got a speck of dust on her shirt, she’d scream.

      I wanted something different. Was that so wrong?

      “I gotta go.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked, grabbing my hand as I tried to make my escape. Now, she was batting her spider-leg eyelashes at me and stroking the inside of my wrist with her middle finger. “I mean, we could go straight for the good stuff, if you want.”

      “The good stuff?”

      “Sex,” she said, pursing her lips, and the corners tilted up a little.

      Yikes. That had been a little too loud for my liking. I looked around, but it didn’t seem like anyone had heard her. No one scoffed or made the sign of the cross over their chest. It was what my mama would’ve done, even though she wasn’t anywhere near Catholic. In my opinion, she wasn’t even a good Christian sometimes. Not that I was an expert on church. I hadn’t stepped foot in one since the ninth grade.

      “You’re really sexy,” Kayla said, looking at my chest again. “We could go back to my place.”

      Ah. And here was why she’d agreed to the date. I wasn’t opposed to some good ol’ strings-free down and dirty, though it wasn’t my usual MO. But then again, I didn’t really have an MO. But then she blinked again, and I felt the urge to swat at her eyes with a rolled-up newspaper.

      I pulled my arm from her grasp carefully. I didn’t want to be rude, but her come-on was giving me the heebie-jeebies. “No, thank you. Sorry for wastin’ your time. Have a good night.”

      I almost ran out the door. I snatched my phone from my back pocket as I went, and as soon as I cleared the building, I popped my hat back on my head. The hat I wore every day. The same one everybody in my life who loved me didn’t seem to have a problem with, but this chick, cute Kayla, had been eyeing like it offended her personally. Jackson, Wyoming was the wrong place for her if a Stetson wasn’t in her fashion vocabulary. Besides, I had Instagram. Cowboy hats were all the rage with the trendy women set these days. Mine had become a little more worn-in and sweat-stained than the hats girls like Kayla wore on IG, but the point was, I liked my damn hat!

      I called Sam, and as soon as she answered, I scolded her. “You and Juneau made me come on this date, so you better put your butt in a car and come get my dumb ass.”

      “Oh no,” she said. “It’s not going well?”

      “Ain’t goin’ at all. Just come get me.”

      She winced in my ear, sucking in air through her teeth. “I can’t, Abey. I’m so sorry. The kids and I are babysitting for Carly tonight. They didn’t leave me a car seat for little Donny, and Frank’s working your shift.”

      Dammit. “I’ll call a cab.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s way too far. That would cost a fortune.”

      True. “I’ll call Juneau.”

      “She’s out of town. Remember? She has that conference thing this weekend. Why don’t you try Phil or Cal?”

      “I’m not callin’ those two old biddies. Neither one of ’em should be drivin’, ’specially not after dark.” Groaning, I looked up at the sky, cursing my friends silently. Oh, book club would be hearing about this. They were the assholettes who’d arranged this date. “Alright. I’ll figure it out. Bye.”

      “Abey, can’t you call the station⁠—”

      I hung up. I felt terrible about it. It wasn’t like me, but I’d apologize when I saw Sam at the library tomorrow.

      No, I couldn’t call the station, not the one in Wisper, ’cause, like she’d said, her husband Frank had taken my shift tonight, and my boss had gotten stuck at headquarters here in Jackson. There’d been some kind of HR nightmare at the main Jackson station. I wasn’t sure of the particulars, but I knew Carey had his hands full. I didn’t want to make his night worse. No, my co-workers had enough to deal with without me calling them with my drama.

      The rest of the guys from HQ had sticks up their butts about me being a deputy, y’know, ’cause I was a woman and all—God forbid—but I knew Carey’d paid for it over the years, so I stayed out of their way when I could. Which meant I wouldn’t call any other station in Teton County either.

      Fine.

      Clicking my screen two more times, I called the one person on the planet I really didn’t want to, rubbing at an annoying twinge I had begun to feel that festered an inch below my sternum.

      “Mama?”

      “What, Abey? My show’s on. I can’t talk.”

      In this age of digital streaming, she couldn’t just press the pause button?

      “Ah, yeah, I know. It’s Saturday night, but I need a ride. I’m in Jackson.”

      She took a drag from her cigarette; I heard the inhale and the sizzle of the paper burning at the end. “Call Frank.”

      “Can’t. He’s workin’ my shift.”

      “Why’s he doin’ your job for you, Abey?”

      “I, uh, I had a… date.”

      “Girl, you know that ain’t what Jesus wants.”

      The twinge turned into a full-blown ache. I rubbed harder.

      “Yeah, Mama. I know you think that, but I still need a ride. If it makes you feel any better, the date was a bust.”

      “Hm.” That one syllable told me everything I needed to know about how my own mother viewed my sexuality. Besides the judgmental looks and the comments she sometimes made that I was hurting Jesus’ feelings because that was what her pastor was always spouting, she never made a peep about the fact that I was gay. Since Daddy died, she avoided the subject like the plague.

      Breathing through my nose, I closed my eyes, tapping on my chest now. Damn near beating on it. “Y’know what? Never mind. Thanks anyway.” I hung up.

      Shit. Shit. Shit. This would be the last time I let somebody convince me not to drive my own damn truck on a date.

      I didn’t want to call my brother. He had so much on his plate. My niece was probably already in bed, and Bax had to get up before the sun every morning. The last thing he needed was to be awoken on a Saturday night and reminded that he was alone with no one to take out on a date since his wife Candy had died. My brother was still heartbroken, and I’d walk across the entire Teton range before I bugged him.

      I had two other brothers. One lived too far away, and the other one might as well have. Dixon was about as reliable as a piece of toast.

      When I turned to pop a squat on the curb to download Lyft, I caught a glimpse of a possibility. A sexy but argumentative possibility.

      Devona Mescal.

      Devo.

      It wasn’t unusual to run into someone from my hometown in the city. Wisper was still severely lacking in entertainment and food options, although, if José from the diner heard me say that, he’d chase me down the street and threaten to paddle me with his spatula. His chili was the best I’d ever tasted, but a girl could only eat so much chili. But my point was, variety was the spice of life. Right? Wasn’t that the saying?

      “Last ditch effort,” I said to the summer moon, and a shooting star zipped in front of it. Maybe that was a good sign?

      If this didn’t work, I’d be spending half my next paycheck on a ride.

      I held my breath as I approached the one person from my hometown who didn’t automatically smile when she saw me.

      I really didn’t like asking people I barely knew for help. Offering the help—easy peasy. Asking for it was a whole other thing. And maybe I worried a little about how Devo might turn me down when I begged her for a ride. She wasn’t exactly known for holding her tongue, and I felt pretty confident that tongue was loaded with all kinds of things she might feel the need to spit at me.

      But if she wasn’t the sexiest woman I’d ever seen, I was a liar.

      I hadn’t known she was gay until the day I arrested her the first time. I’d figured she might be since she worked at the community center and it had become a safe haven for LGBTQ kids, but I hadn’t had confirmation until that morning. As I slapped cuffs on her wrists for organizing a protest without a permit, parking in front of a fire hydrant, and mouthing off to the sheriff, her anger was delectably adorable. Her cheeks had turned red as a rose, and she huffed and puffed all the way across the street to the station. She hadn’t really been “in custody,” but she’d pissed off Carey that day with all her backtalking, and he thought she could use a little time to cool off.

      She wore cutoffs that day, too, and I remembered the way her short but shapely legs had filled them out. But besides the physical attraction I felt toward her, she’d managed to mesmerize me a little with the way she was always up in arms about something. It was endearing. And admirable.

      Not like me. I had a lot of opinions, but I kept them to myself. I was too afraid to be judged for going against the grain.

      But not Devo. No siree.

      And now that I’d spotted her, I really hoped she’d say yes when I asked for a ride because I was excited to be trapped in her truck with her. I wanted to know what injustice or wrongdoing she was all jazzed about these days. I just wanted to listen to her talk.

      There was something about the passion in her voice when she got all hot and bothered about the issues she believed so passionately in. She was a loud, big presence for such a little lady. Secretly, I always loved getting called over to Ace’s House. Not that I was glad for whatever incident I’d had to respond to, but Devo was usually present. If I was being honest with myself, I always got a little excited to see her and hear her huffing and puffing again.

      Tonight, Devo appeared to be picking up her dinner from Punky’s, the best pizza place in Jackson. She held a pie box in the air in one hand like she was about to serve it to a table of diners. Hopefully, that meant she was headed back to Wisper, which was also my destination. Or she might’ve been headed home to Barton, but she’d have to pass through Wisper to get there. Either way, it was in my direction.

      I winced silently but straightened my shoulders as I walked closer. Somehow, approaching her felt like walking toward a guillotine.

      “Hey, Devo.” Throwing her a limp wave when she turned at the sound of her name, I kept my pace toward her truck parked across the street from the awful restaurant Cute Kayla had taken me to. Apparently, Kayla had decided to stay for the ambiance ’cause I hadn’t noticed her leave after I did. “It’s Abey Lee. Remember me?”

      Devo rolled her eyes. I saw it eight car lengths away before she turned to slide the pizza box into her front seat. I also noticed that she’d tucked her hair behind one ear, her tits were little and high, even without a bra, which she had definitely not worn tonight, and her hips swayed in a seductive manner when she moved. They looked soft and wide.

      Well, I didn’t know if they were soft, but I could imagine wrapping my hands around them. Bet they’d feel soft then.

      She turned back toward me, and when she spoke, the annoyance in her voice rang loud and clear. I was definitely not her favorite person.

      “You’ve arrested me twice. What do you think?” She looked me up and down, her eyes lingering just a few seconds too long on my legs, and she crossed her arms over her thin blue tank top. Her skin looked light brown and velvety.

      I stopped ten feet in front of her. I wanted to touch her, just to see if she’d be as warm as I imagined.

      “There somethin’ I can help you with, Deputy?”

      “Um, yeah, actually. I kinda need… a ride. And I was thinkin’, since you’re here and I’m here, and we’re both goin’ back to Wisper…”

      Devo snorted, then blew a raspberry. The way her face pinched up was freaking hilarious, but I figured laughing at her probably wouldn’t help my cause.

      “You were thinkin’ that, were ya? No, I can’t give you a ride. I’m workin’ tonight. I can’t just pick people up and chauffeur them around.”

      Pointing to her cutoffs and flip-flops, I asked, “You’re workin’? That your uniform then?”

      She rolled her eyes again.

      A long, awkward silence stretched between us, but she didn’t look away or make any move to get in her truck and leave. Her eyes shifted back to my legs in my jeans, and I watched how her full lips pursed.

      It was a standoff, a deadlock, a duel of sorts at high noon or, well, maybe more like eight at night.

      I could shoot a beer can off a fencepost from fifty yards away on a bad day, but I’d never been good at fighting, so I figured I best do the thing I knew she was waiting for, but I kicked the curb in front of me three times hard before I did it.

      Resting my boot on the cracked hunk of concrete, I slid my hands into my back pockets and leaned forward a little. Devo tracked the movement, then her eyes snapped back to mine.

      “I’m sorry I handcuffed you, Devo. Twice. And I’m sorry I laughed when you fell on your ass when you tried to be cool and jump the cuffs.”

      “Seriously?” she squeaked. “That’s your apology?”

      “Well now, I was just doin’ my job, y’know?”

      She growled at me!

      “But I am sorry, Devo. Truly. And if you would be so kind, please can I catch a ride?”

      I thought I could see her resolve slipping. She relaxed her defensive stance and dropped her arms to her sides, and right then, the burn in my chest disappeared. Maybe I could win her over. Maybe I could entice her onto Team Good Ol’ Abey Lee.

      “Fine,” she grumbled and turned toward her truck, fumbling her keys in her hand and sassing me under her breath.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          DEVO

        

      

    

    
      Deputy Lee grabbed the passenger-side door handle and yanked it open, then jumped into my truck. I swore I caught a whiff of honey when her hair fell over her shoulder. Under her brown cowboy hat, she’d worn it down, which was unusual. Normally, she kept it tied back in a tight pony at the base of her neck.

      I hadn’t tried very hard to hide my annoyance when she begged me for a ride. I’d been starving all day, so I’d changed after work and driven straight for Punky G’s. Extra cheese pizzas with extra pineapples could put me in a happy food coma any day of the week, and bonus if it came from Punky’s. I couldn’t wait to get home to eat the pie currently resting on the deputy’s lap. Okay, fine, so I had been planning to devour a couple pieces on the way home, but now with her beside me, I wouldn’t, because I would most likely embarrass myself by sounding like a pig rooting through mud for a rotten tomato as I scarfed down a piece or four.

      Plus, I really wanted to check on the little green pepper plant I’d potted and nurtured. Two months of babying it and no peppers yet. Hopefully, it wasn’t still in the throes of death. I’d watered it, sung to it, and set it in the sunniest spot in the backyard. What more could the damn thing want from me? Was one tiny green pepper I could put in a salad for my mom so much to ask?

      But Deputy Lee had caught me in a lie. It was a little white one. Big deal. Did she plan on locking me up for that too? Obviously, I wasn’t working—my shorts barely covered my thighs. Truth be told, I was still mad at her for almost arresting me. Twice. But I knew if I said no to her, my boss would hear about it, and Theo wanted the community center I helped run, Ace’s House, to have a good working relationship with the sheriff’s office.

      Fine. Whatever.

      “Thanks,” Deputy Lee said, a little bit out of breath from jogging to catch up with me before I drove off and left her stranded. “And before you start in on me, lemme say again, I’m sorry.”

      “You were right, Deputy Lee,” I said grudgingly, keeping my eyes on the congested traffic around Town Square as I backed out of my parking space and we joined the barely moving queue. The people offering horse-drawn carriage rides to tourists were one block ahead of us, stopping the flow of cars and casting downtown in a red brake-light glow. “You were just doin’ your job. Besides, Theo says I have to be nice to you. Where’s your sheriff-y truck?”

      Snapping her seatbelt into place, she chuckled and said, “At my house. And just call me Abey, please.”

      “Okay, Abey, how’d you get to town if you didn’t drive?”

      “My date picked me up.”

      I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye. I refused to look directly at her because then I’d see how attractive she was, and I would not bow down to that fact, even inside my own head. If I looked at her, I couldn’t stay mad at her. “You wore that dumb hat on a date? With a woman?”

      Still reeling from learning that, in fact, I was not the lone lesbian in Wisper like I’d thought, my jaw had dropped to the floor of the sheriff’s station when Abey told me she was gay after she arrested me the first time. She’d even looked proud of making me speechless.

      That was almost a year ago, and I’d spent the last twelve months trying not to notice her. Just ’cause we were both lesbians in the same small town where there were no others did not mean we had to hook up.

      “What in the world is wrong with this hat?” She flicked the underside of the brim with two fingers. “I wear it every day at work, and nobody ever kicks up a stink. It ain’t like I wore it inside the restaurant.”

      “It’s dumb,” I said, staring straight out the windshield, still working hard not to look in her direction. I definitely hadn’t noticed how it really wasn’t dumb, and in the right light, the shadows from the hat made her eyes seem to glow with a blue light that could’ve come straight out of some poem about the starry cosmos.

      “Well, thanks for that. My ol’ granddaddy gave it to me ’fore he died.”

      “Really?” I squeaked, finally turning her way a little. Shit. “I’m sorry. But you’re… You’re prettier without it.”

      Okay, fine. She was gorgeous, her naturally highlighted blond hair and tan skin absolutely flawless. And that was to say nothing of those eyes. Neverendingly deep, beautiful pools of blue that lit up like happiness itself when she smiled. Which she did a lot. She was funny and sarcastic, and had we not been “frenemies,” I would have been charmed by both.

      “I was just kiddin’,” she admitted with a not-at-all-cute, throaty chuckle. “Sorry, that was kinda mean. Bought it out at Bob’s Feed and Tack.” Tipping the hat up with another touch of her index finger, she turned in her seat toward me. “But you think I’m pretty?”

      I shrugged one shoulder. “You’re the only other gay woman in Wisper, or Barton, for that matter. Can you blame me for checkin’ you out?” Like, literally every single day. I rolled my eyes at myself and immediately hoped she hadn’t noticed.

      “I thought you were just tryin’ to figure a way to set me on fire. Wait, you know we’re not the only two, right?”

      “No, I didn’t know that. Who?”

      This time, she shrugged. “Not my place to say. But I will tell you”—she wiggled the same two fingers she’d flicked her hat with in the air—“there’s two, and they’re both considerably older than you and me.”

      I lost the fight I’d been having with myself not to stare at her. “Really?”

      “Yup.” She smiled so big when I finally gave her my full attention. Jeez. Her smile was bright and electric, and an errant thought flitted through my head: what would it feel like to have that smile aimed at me every day?

      I shook it off with a little shudder. “Okay. I respect that, but that’s cool. So then you’re still the only other lesbian in town, at least the only one around my age.” Like we had our own little club.

      “How old are you?” she asked.

      “Twenty-seven. Almost twenty-eight. I’m surprised you don’t remember that from arrestin’ me. Twice.” I harrumphed. “How old are you?”

      She laughed, biting the inside of her pale pink lip to hide a smirk, like maybe she was lying and she had remembered but was trying to act innocent. “You’re a young thang. I’m thirty-two. And you were never under arrest. Not technically. Not yet.”

      Quickly looking away, I could already feel her charms working their magic on me, and I wasn’t ready to like her yet. Dammit. But somebody needed to clue my subconscious into that stubborn fact.

      Plus, she was totally checking me out. I could feel her eyes on me as we made our way to the highway through town, and it wasn’t the first time.

      And fine, I’d checked her out too. She had legs for days. She was at least half a foot taller than me, with an athletic build. She was strong but thin. I wondered if she worked out to stay in shape for her job. Or maybe she had just been born naturally perfect.

      I’d seen her in action several times, not including the two times she’d hauled me to the station. Which was why I still held a grudge. Okay, fine, so I didn’t have a permit when I tried to hold a gay rights protest in front of the sporting goods store owned by the local jerkoff curmudgeon, Red Graves, and she did warn us that morning not to block the fire hydrant. Technically, she could have just issued a fine, but then I went and ran my mouth. Apparently, calling the sheriff a “good ol’ boy suck-up” was grounds for arrest. He never charged me formally. Mostly, he used it as a “time-out” for the loud-mouth contrarian I was proud to be.

      Only in Wisper, Wyoming.

      But the second time was one-hundred-percent unjustified. That jackass Red made it his mission to catch me in front of his store every time I walked past, just to argue with me and cause problems. He called me a carpet muncher, so I socked him one. I couldn’t reach his face, so I punched him in the gut. And then Abey was there, appearing out of nowhere to slap cuffs around my wrists, and she threw me in the same holding cell she’d stuck me in the first time.

      Another time-out. But whatever. Red deserved it.

      But every time I ran into her in town, I remembered the two times she’d had her hands on my shoulders as she led me to jail. There was no way for me to forget because she was always stopping by my job. Her boss thought she was a better choice to help us deal with the troubled teenagers and the few women who’d come to Ace’s House to escape bad home situations or abusive marriages.

      I couldn’t complain about Abey then. She was helpful, and I knew it had to be more comfortable for the women to talk to her than it would’ve been for them to talk to Sheriff Michaels or Deputy Sims ’cause they were both extremely male. Frank Sims was like a big boulder that patrolled Wisper in his truck, oozing testosterone out of his manly pores.

      Abey was the better choice in those situations by a mile, and she really did have a beautiful soul, always ready and willing to help people in need. She’d volunteered more than once to help out with some of the fundraisers we’d held over the last couple of years.

      It was annoying, in a super sweet, totally endearing way.

      And her smile itself? Drop-dead gorgeous. Her lips were the softest shade of pink I’d ever seen, like the lightest pink peony petal.

      And behind her friendly eyes and the lazy tilt of her lips, there was a ferociousness inside her. But she never let it out. At least not that I’d ever seen. She could joke with the raunchiest of men, she never seemed to be in a serious mood, and she made light of things in hard situations if it wasn’t inappropriate.

      Maybe that was how she dealt with difficult things, by trying to lighten the darkness they often brought.

      The sexiest thing about her, though, was her belief in and passion for justice. I kind of felt bad that I had been on the wrong end of that conviction a couple times.

      We had that in common, though my belief in justice was what paid her salary. It was why I kept getting locked up. So far, I hadn’t gotten into too much trouble, and nobody’d pressed charges. Although, if I pushed my luck much further, I wasn’t sure my boss would have my back. He was still mad at me for punching a fellow Wisper business owner. And it didn’t help that The Red Wild Outdoors sat directly across Main Street from Ace’s House.

      “So why didn’t your date drive you home?” I asked, hoping she’d keep talking and I wouldn’t keep thinking about the color of her eyes, or her hair, or how I wanted to know what it would feel like to swipe my thumb slowly over that perfectly pink bottom lip.

      “Well, probably ’cause I ran outta there quicker than a cat in a dog storm.”

      I laughed. I couldn’t help myself. “Why?”

      “Well, first, she pronounced my name wrong even though we had a whole conversation over the phone about it. And second, she was wearin’ these fake eyelashes. It was all I could see when I looked at her, like big ol’ spiders were takin’ over her eyes.”

      I snorted. I could picture it, a tarantula over each eye, its legs dangling down. “How did she pronounce your name?”

      “She called me Abby.”

      “That happens to me too. When people see my full name, spelled D-E-V-O-N-A, they assume it sounds like ‘Dev-vona’ instead of ‘Dee-vona’. Pretty common mistake. And then instead of Dee-vo, they call me ‘Dev-vo’.” I rolled my eyes. Who would go by the name ‘Dev-vo’?

      Abey nodded. “It’s annoyin’. I didn’t think it was too much for me to expect her to get that right.”

      Huh. Something we had in common. Go figure.

      “My friend Millie wears fake lashes,” I said, “but hers are subtle.”

      “Yeah, my sister-in-law used to wear ’em, too, when she and my brother would go out dancin’. Sometimes, when I’d stop by the house in the mornin’, they’d be stuck to her cheek like some weird spiny bug.”

      A giggle slipped through my lips, and I had to admit, “You’re funny.”

      “Been accused of worse,” she said, smiling, and relaxed back against the seat. It felt like such an odd thing to see her loosening up around me when, not even an hour ago, I’d been convinced I hated her guts. But from what little I knew about her, that was just Abey, and feeling her relax beside me made me feel more at ease too.

      I still felt her eyes on me, though, as we took the turn onto Route 20 and drove into the darkness. Silence had descended between us, but it felt like she wanted to talk.

      Finally, in a soft tone of voice I’d never heard from her before, she said, “Can I ask you somethin’?”

      “Yeah, I guess,” I answered warily. Were we the kind of friends who talked like this, like we were familiar? Definitely not.

      “It’s… I dunno. Sensitive? It’s lesbian stuff.”

      I hadn’t meant to laugh again, but I couldn’t remember anyone ever phrasing a question like that. “Lesbian ‘stuff’?”

      “Never mind.”

      “No. I’m sorry.” That was rude of me. It was clear she wanted to ask a serious question. “Please, ask me.”

      “Okay.” She fidgeted a little. I felt the movements under the dingy cloth upholstery covering my truck’s long bench seat, but then she stilled. She removed her hat and rested her hands over it on top of the pizza box on her lap. While I tried really hard not to notice how her hair cascaded down her back and how static inside the truck drew it to stick to the seatback, she asked, “What exactly does ‘butch’ mean?”

      “What?” Wasn’t that Lesbian 101? She didn’t know that already?

      “Am I… that? Do I dress butch? I wear flannel a lot. I didn’t know I wasn’t supposed to. When you look at me, is that what you see?”

      “Why’re you askin’ me this?”

      She hesitated, and there was so much vulnerability in that pause.

      “No,” I said to ease the uncomfortable air surrounding her whole body that was pulsing out around her in waves. “I mean, I don’t really know the official definition of the word butch, but in my view, it’s a lesbian who prefers to present in a more masculine manner than feminine.” I risked a quick glance in her direction and saw her deep in thought, her eyebrows pinched together and a frown on her lips. “You know? Like women who might wear their hair in a guy’s type of hairstyle, or maybe they wear clothes that are traditionally more masculine. Maybe clothes that don’t accentuate the female parts of a woman’s body. A butch lesbian is more masculine than feminine.”

      I shook my head. “You definitely don’t fit that description, and it has nothing to do with you wearing flannel. Everyone wears flannel.”

      No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t stop my eyes from finding their way between her thighs. Every time I looked her way, my eyes caught on her legs in her sexy, hip-hugging jeans. That wasn’t what I considered “butch.”

      In fact, I considered myself more on the “butch” spectrum than Abey was. She wore her hair in a severe style for work, but like tonight, it was loose and gorgeous. Definitely feminine. She’d grown it out over the last year. She used to wear it the same length as me, maybe a little longer than my messy bob, probably for her job, but now, every time I saw her in town, it had grown longer.

      “Actually,” I said, “the flannel looks really good on you. It brings out the highlights in your hair.” I nodded to her shirt. “And that flannel fits you well, in a feminine way.” I’d already imagined running my hands underneath so I could wrap them around her hips to pull her closer for a kiss.

      Great, Devo. Way to be supportive of a fellow lesbian. Imagining mauling her with your tongue is not support.

      “But does that mean… If I were butch, would that mean that I think like a man? Like I see myself as a man?”

      “No, not necessarily. Some women might, but it’s not a prerequisite. Abey, LGBTQ is a spectrum. You fall on that spectrum wherever you choose to. There is no parameter you’re required to meet to be butch or not butch.”

      She nodded but didn’t say anything.

      “You are who you are,” I said. “Whoever you want to be.”

      Had she never had friends she could talk to about this? What about her family? I talked to my mom about everything.

      “Yeah, but…” she hedged. “Does it mean that I’m supposed to be with a certain type of woman?”

      “No. Absolutely not.”

      Still, I could tell she felt uncomfortable, so I thought for a moment. Maybe I could find a better way to help her understand.

      “Take me, for example,” I said. “I consider myself to be smack-dab in the middle of the spectrum. I’m one-hundred-percent gay. There’s no in between for me. I’m only attracted to women, but all kinds of women. My last long-term relationship was with a woman who’s extremely feminine, but then Dede, remember her? The bartender at Manny’s?”

      “Yeah. She moved away, right?”

      “Yeah, she did, about a year ago, I think, but we hooked up a few times before she left, and she’s more butch than anyone I’ve ever dated. Definitely more than you.”

      “So then what kind of lesbian am I?”

      “You tell me. How do you see yourself? What do you prefer in a partner?”

      “I… I’ve never really had a partner.”

      “Oh. Well, if you imagine yourself with your ideal partner, who do you see?”

      She blushed. I didn’t even have to look at her to know. I felt it. The temperature inside my truck rose twenty degrees. Or so it felt. The truck was an old piece of shit. It didn’t have air conditioning. I could’ve rolled down my window to cool things down, but then the fast rush of the air from the highway would’ve drowned out the sound of her voice, and the intimacy of this conversation dictated that she needed to be heard and understood.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “You don’t have to tell me. But I guess it’s somethin’ for you to consider, in case you ever decide you want to… find someone.”

      “I do,” she whispered. “I really want that.” She took a deep breath and blew it out loudly, effectively ending that part of our conversation. She never brought it up again. “What about you?”

      “Me?”

      “What’re you lookin’ for?”

      “Oh, I dunno. Same as everybody else, I guess. Someone to love. Someone to share my life with. You know, the usual.”

      “Yeah.”

      Time flew while we talked, and it surprised me how easily the conversation flowed. When we pulled into Wisper, she asked, “Could you drop me at my house, please? It’s over on Third Street.”

      “Sure.”

      “Thanks. Where do you live?”

      “With my mom. In Barton. I know, it’s lame,” I said. “But she’s all alone, you know?” My next question surprised me, but I really wanted to know. “Do you go on dates often?”

      “No,” she said. “Not really. Which explains my cluelessness. You?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Hm.” She nodded.

      My admission probably hadn’t surprised her. It wasn’t like lesbians paraded around small-town Wisper, Wyoming, hanging out by the hardware store, yelling, “Hey, girl, hey!”

      Her vulnerability had softened me toward her, and suddenly, the sweet scent of her hair in my truck and the familiar way she felt sitting next to me, even though she never had before, were drawing me to her. All of my senses focused on her, how she breathed and moved. Every little noise she made had me dying to know the thoughts in her head.

      “But I would,” I said, and I caught the tender skin on the inside of my bottom lip between my teeth. Devo, no! Just no.

      I couldn’t help wondering about her. Where did she go for sex? She’d said “not really,” but did that mean she did date occasionally? The curiosity was killing me, and I had no idea where it had come from. Probably because she looked hot as hell, with her tight jeans and silky lace tank under her flannel and her boobs dying to spill out. Besides the racy undershirt, her outfit was also very Abey. If she wasn’t dressed in her work uniform, she wore jeans and a flannel, but sometimes, she’d tie the flannel in a knot at her hip. Tonight, the stark red and black from her shirt made her hair look an even lighter blond. My eyes kept going to her hair.

      Like now as I glanced her way again, I noticed how the natural highlights weaved throughout the darker yellow strands, and the baby hairs closer to her face seemed almost white and so curly. They were adorable, and so was the dimple deepening on the side of her cheek. I’d never noticed a dimple before.

      “I mean,” I hedged, trying to gauge her reaction to the direction of the conversation, “if there were more opportunities. But you know—there aren’t.”

      She nodded. “Don’t I know it.”

      The energy in the truck shifted. I held my breath for way too long before it all came out in a gush, and I heard myself say, “Theo says there’s places in Boston where guys can go to… to meet other guys, if, like, they wanna hook up.”

      She looked at me. I felt her quizzical gaze on the side of my face. “Oh yeah?”

      My next sentence came out really fast. “Yeah, and everyone there already knows no one’s lookin’ for a long-term thing. Just sex.”

      “Hm. Sounds handy.” She laughed. “In more ways than one.”

      I laughed too. She was just so damn charming, but I caught myself. This was weird, right? Why all of a sudden was I nervous around her?

      “You okay there?” she asked, cocking her head and watching how my smile turned into a wince.

      But I’d never really given her a fair chance. I’d been pissed when she threw me in the clink, and then my anger at her was all I’d really been able to see. But tonight was the first time I’d ever noticed that there seemed to be a lot more to her.

      Obviously, there was, and I was interested. And attracted. Like, a lot.

      “Yeah.” I laughed, but it sounded like I was choking. What the hell was I doing? But I kept going. “It’s just, well, I’ve never heard about a place like that for women. At least, not around here. Have you?”

      My hands tightened around the steering wheel. Oh man, I was fucking this up big time, and she probably had no idea the direction my thoughts had gone in.

      “Sure haven’t.”

      Come on, Deputy Lee. Grab a thread here. Did she really have no idea why I’d just said what I’d said? I gave it one last good shot. “If there were a place, would you… go there?”

      “Dunno,” she mused, but then she turned in her seat, facing me and looking right at me.

      I kept my eyes on the road, but a funny, tightening feeling seemed to be taking over the space where my heart usually beat at a leisurely pace.

      Finally, she was picking up what I’d just thrown down.

      Or I thought she was.

      She sounded almost surprised when she asked, “You would?”

      And now, like an idiot, I shrugged. “Maybe, as long as I wasn’t in a relationship at the time.”

      Her voice came out all husky and sexy. “I’m not in a relationship, Devo,” she said. “Are you?”

      Oh, she’d totally gotten it.

      “No, but I hooked up with Dede Vasquez a couple times. I already said that. Sorry.” Could she hear how my voice had started to shake? Nervousness rushed through me like wildfire. And why on earth was I bringing up the last woman I’d banged? Like, for real? What is wrong with you?

      Finally, I looked at her. We were stopped at a light in the middle of downtown Wisper. There was zero traffic, so when the light turned green, we sat there, just staring at each other.

      Her eyes flashed cobalt before she said, “Um, Devo, you probably don’t know this about me, but I’m not usually one to mince words. So, are you hittin’ on me? I mean, is that what this is? You wanna have sex?”

      My face had to be the color of a dark red cherry, and a warmth flooded my lower half. It zipped and zinged all the way down to my toes in my dollar-store flip-flops. My skin felt like it had caught fire, and I held my breath again, hoping like hell she wanted it too.

      This night couldn’t have taken a more surprising turn if I’d dreamed it up myself.

      Could she tell I hadn’t worn a bra tonight? She probably could, especially ’cause the seatbelt across my chest was making my breasts more noticeable, pushing them out on either side of the wide strap. I still felt her eyes on me, and I swore I could feel them zero in on the tips of my nipples, which, of course, were trying to poke through my tank top.

      “Maybe,” I whispered.

      A soft huff of breath escaped her mouth. “I won’t handcuff you, unless you’re into that sorta thing.”

      I smiled. I really tried not to, but I lost the fight with my lips, and they lifted up. “Promise?”

      She smirked, and a slew of images of the two of us pressed together flooded my mind—fingers wet, seeking hidden-away places, tongues hot and demanding.

      I looked away. My breath quickened, and my heart must’ve thought I was running a marathon. Oh God, if we do make out, I’ll be all sweaty!

      I’d envisioned this, had thought about it many times when I’d seen her out around town or at the sheriff’s station.

      Abey had a light about her, and I was drawn to it. It was finally a relief to admit it to myself.

      I’d been working at Ace’s House long enough to know that people didn’t gossip about her. No one outwardly questioned her sexuality, which was a little odd since our small town seemed focused on the subject these days. The opening of the pro-LGBTQIA+ community center saw to that. But Abey’s name never came up, even though I knew for a fact that some of her friends knew she was gay. But maybe the rest of Wisper had no clue.

      So, if she was attracted to me, too, would she act on it? Or would it be too dangerous for her if anyone found out? I hadn’t considered that before I’d begun this outrageous conversation, in the middle of town, in my truck with her lithe legs only two feet from mine on the bench seat.

      What would she do if I reached over and slid my hand up her thigh?

      When I dared to look at her again, I noticed her breathing had sped up a little too. So maybe this wasn’t at all one-sided.

      “I live half a mile from here,” she said, her voice coming out all breathy and low. So maybe she was attracted to me, too, or maybe my pheromones or the sexual charge in the truck were messing with the sound of her voice. Or was it all in my head?

      I nodded, turning back to watch the light intently. When it blinked back to green, I tapped the gas pedal, but the truck lurched forward. “Shit.”

      She laughed at me, and her tone became a little teasing. “This is an interestin’ turn of events, I have to say.”

      Once more, I looked at her and noticed the smirk was still firmly in place, but I saw something else. It was in her eyes.

      Hunger.

      “You sure about this?” she asked.

      I breathed, “Yes.” And now my heart pounded against my ribs. My fingers flexed on the steering wheel. I wanted to touch her.

      “Okay then,” she said easily, relaxing back against the seat again. “I can’t wait to taste you.”

      The truck swerved to the side of the road, and my foot slipped off the gas pedal. “Oh my God.”

      So then, not all in my head.
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