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PROLOGUE 1
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Iris Olsen

4 Years Ago

“WHAT WOULD YOUR FATHER think of his little princess if he saw you like this, in this state?”

The owner of that question is, obviously, Adan Prater, my best friend in the whole wide world.

And even though I try to hide the smile tugging at the corner of my mouth when I hear him, the memories swirling in my head right now don’t help. The déjà vu of him asking me this for yet another consecutive summer helps even less.

Before I know it, I’m sinking into our oldest memories, more specifically, when I was seven and he was nine, the first summer I set foot here, at my grandparents’ newly purchased ranch in Texas. To be even more precise, I remember very well that before the second week was out, we already knew everything about each other’s lives and already felt like a true, unbeatable, inseparable duo.

Adan and Iris. Iris and Adan. Prater and Olsen. Olsen and Prater. Best friends. Thick as thieves. Two halves of a whole.

“What would your father think of his little princess if he saw you like this, in this state?”

Hearing that same question from Adan, the one he always made a point of repeating when he saw me in an embarrassing situation like this, I rolled my eyes.

I always did that, and it was because I knew Adan would laugh. I loved Adan’s laugh. It made my little heart flutter. It was good. It made me laugh along with him.

“He’s seen it and he doesn’t care. Well, sort of. Daddy doesn’t care if I play with the animals or explore the ranch, he just doesn’t like me spending so much time with you. He says he gets jealous.”

“Oh, of me?” The blond boy’s smile widened across his cheeks, reddened from the sun. “And your mom, what does she say?”

I shrugged.

“Nothing. She just tells Daddy to stop being annoying, because we’re a duo.”

“We really are.”

Yes, we are. Daddy knows it. Mommy does too, she even told me once that’s how the two of them saw themselves. Her and my dad, I mean. They were best friends, siblings, family. Because yes, my parents don’t date, aren’t married, aren’t anything like that. From what they told me, they met, conceived me, and went their separate ways. When my mom found out she was pregnant, she tried to hide it, but ended up telling my dad. He loved the fact that he was going to have a little girl; they even tried to see if a relationship between them could work, when they lived together with me still in her belly, but they realized their whole connection had nothing to do with all that silly romantic stuff. They’re family.

My family. Iris’s perfect family.

I smiled remembering them. I smiled because Adan was looking at me too.

“Why don’t we go play, and you stop worrying about my dad?”

“We are, silly.” He came closer to pinch my nose, and even though I always made a face like I didn’t like it, I did. Actually, I loved it. I loved Adan. I loved everything he did. “I just like thinking about it, about how you’re all spoiled in the big city and a total country bumpkin out here, with hay tangled in your hair and mud on your cheeks.”

“I am not spoiled!” I stomped my foot, and Adan stared at me as if I’d just done something expected of a spoiled child. “And if I have hay in my hair and mud on my cheeks, it’s because we were playing hide-and-seek, and when you found me, you jumped on top of me, and we rolled around in the dirt together. It’s all your fault!”

Laughter.

Another laugh from Adan. Right in my face.

I try to get upset, but my best friend moved closer. Being taller, I had to look up to meet his gaze, and my heart fluttered the same way it always did when I noticed him picking the hay out of my hair.

Then he moved to my cheeks, cleaning me off. He did all this with a smile on his lips, as if he was loving the situation.

“No need to get mad, Rainbow.”

With him calling me that, I really can’t stay mad.

When he’s not calling me spoiled, that’s his nickname for me. Rainbow. A play on my name. And because, according to Adan, I’m as full of colors as one.

“I’m not mad,” I grumbled after a moment, but completely calm, because he was taking care of me. I don’t know why, however, Adan touched my chin with his fingers and lifted my face to his. I looked at him, suspicious. “What are you doing?”

“Checking if you’re pretty again.”

“And I was ugly before?”

“A little,” he teased, joking.

Automatically, I pretended to be surprised and took the chance to shove him.

But of course it didn’t work, Adan is taller and stronger than me, so he just held me, laughing.

“I’m kidding, Rainbow. You’re always pretty, no matter what. With hay, mud, grease, even makeup, you’ll still be perfect. And spoiled.”

“Great, because you’ll always keep being a junior hillbilly!”

And I gave him another shove.

This time, Adan let me go, but only so he could chase after me again.

He said he was going to catch me, and even though I was laughing, feeling my boots stomp hard on the grass, I knew he’d keep his promise.

And by the end of the day, we’d both be filthy again, giving our parents trouble.

I laugh, returning to our beautiful present.

It’s funny, because years have passed. We’re not seven and nine anymore, now we’re fifteen and seventeen. We’re teenagers, technically more mature, yet nothing has changed between me and Adan. I’m still his Rainbow, and he’s still my country boy, my childhood best friend, the one who stirs up the fiercest jealousy in my father, Oliver Olsen.

Since I live in Los Angeles, and he’s here in Texas, we can only see each other on vacations, year after year, because that’s when basically my whole family comes here; my grandparents, my parents, and my uncles. After all, even though Grandpa and Grandma love the ranch, they don’t live here, they live in Austin, the capital, and only come here for visits.

Like me.

And that’s the point I want to make. No matter how much time we spend apart, Adan and I remain the same. Our connection is infinite. A day, a month, or a year can pass, and we’ll always know everything about each other. We’ll always be the same, as if nothing had happened, as if we hadn’t even spent time apart, each living our own lives, until this moment.

We’re always happy, longing for summer.

The summer of our lives. The summer when we’ll have each other.

“My dad would like to see his daughter happy,” I finally answer his perennial question. “Even with you.”

“I was about to say that.” Adan laughs, pulling me into his hug. “Mr. Olsen isn’t too fond of me, is he?”

I look into his irises. Bright. The same as always.

“My dad is fond of everyone, hillbilly.”

“Everyone except the one he thinks might steal his daughter.”

I raise an eyebrow.

“And do you, by any chance, want to steal me?”

“All the fucking time, Rainbow.”

My heart accelerates.

Loud.

Strong.

Relentless.

Beating so incessantly in my chest that I lose my breath.

Because Adan steals the air from me.

Ever since we met, this boy has had power over my heart. When he’s near, it lights up. When he’s far, it cries. I’ve lived like this since I was seven, and being innocent, I had no idea what it meant. At twelve, I started to understand better, especially when I saw the girls in my class at school talking about cute boys.

They tried to push me toward some of them, because some of them liked me, but I didn’t care about any of them. None of them were Adan. They were daddy’s boys, mini playboys, rich kids who wore gel in their hair and didn’t care about ranches or horses, except to buy them, of course. They didn’t talk like Adan, they didn’t smile like Adan, and most importantly, they didn’t make me happy and flushed like Adan.

And all I wanted to know about was... Adan.

At fourteen, with hormones kicking in, I could finally see that Adan was the most beautiful boy I’d ever seen in my life. He was sixteen, his body was still building, he was growing, and I wasn’t blind, much less foolish. When he went shirtless, I practically drooled over him. And I started to feel things that made me hot. That gave me goosebumps. That made me think about doing stupid things. Stupid things that could end our friendship for good.

Coming back from that summer, a year ago, I knew. Actually, I’d always known, it had always been there, but now I could see it for real. I could finally put a name to what I felt.

It was too intense.

Too crazy.

I was practically obsessed with my best friend, I wrote our names in my school notebook and had our pictures scattered all over my room. I slept with one under my pillow, so I could dream of the two of us at sunset, or riding horses.

While I loved feeling that way, it also made me sad. Adan never told me what he felt, and I didn’t have, and still don’t have, the slightest courage to ask.

If he rejects me, I could die, and if I die, I won’t have Adan in my life. So, seriously, what’s the point of revealing my feelings? I’d rather keep them to myself, letting my heart swell bigger and bigger with every little thing that comes from his lips. At least that way, I can delude myself alone.

And do you, by any chance, want to steal me?

All the fucking time, Rainbow.

I press my lips together.

Great, just with this dialogue now, I’ll be able to build an entire scenario when I go to sleep.

“If my dad hears you saying that, you’re a dead man,” I joke. “It doesn’t even have to be him; if my Uncle Alex hears, he’ll cut your little friend down there right off, because he can be even meaner than Oliver.”

“Your dad’s best friend?” I shake my head repeatedly as Adan asks, feigning disdain. “In a few years, I’ll be as strong as him, so I’m not afraid. To have you, my Rainbow, I’ll face anyone.”

Discreetly, I touch the center of my chest, afraid I might have a fit from hearing that just now. My poor heart won’t hold out much longer if he keeps being this sweet.

“My uncle is mean,” I provoke him again, just to see what he’ll say.

“I can be meaner.”

“I doubt it.”

“Don’t doubt what I’d be capable of doing for you, little one.”

I don’t doubt it.

I know my best friend is capable of anything.

“But it’s because my uncle really is mean,” I insist. “Wasn’t it you who, at eleven, told me you thought he was going to strangle you just because he saw you hugging me? You almost cried, Adan.”

“I was eleven, Iris. Eleven.”

I try really hard not to laugh at his serious face, but it’s impossible.

When you’ve been surrounded since you were a baby by two giant men who act like brutes, you get used to seeing people afraid to get near you because of them. Both Uncle Alex and my dad are jealous types. And they’re like that all the time, because I’m their little girl, their untouched princess.

Uncle Alex, better known as Alexander Russell, a renowned businessman from Los Angeles, is my dad’s best friend, practically a brother since they were kids. He’s my godfather too, almost my second dad, because he’s always been there for every moment of my life, indulging me, and both he and my dad are capable of wiping from the Earth anyone who dares mess with me, especially when it comes to boys.

In childhood, Adan was terrified of them, but now, apparently, that’s not the case anymore. I’d love to see if he’ll stand by that when he’s in front of them. Or even in front of my mom or Aunt Michaela, Uncle Alex’s wife.

All of the above are my family, my real definition of family, and I’m like their top priority. I’m not joking when I say they can be scary when they want to be.

“And I bet you almost wet the bed.” I poke him, seeing him roll his eyes at my terrible habit of bringing this up whenever I get the chance. “Go on, don’t try to lie, you wet the bed, Adan Prater.”

“That’s why I hate having known you my whole life.”

My chin doesn’t even have time to hit the floor, much less do I have time to raise my voice to complain about this blasphemy, because the boy steps back, only to throw my whole body over his shoulders, carrying me away with him, suddenly.

My legs dangle in the air as he starts to run, me still trying, uselessly, to lightly beat on his back so he’ll put me down.

“I’m getting dizzy, Adan!” I shout.

“Close your eyes,” is all he says, dragging us toward the lake.

“Damn it!” I complain again. “I hate that you got so strong like this!”

“One day, Rainbow, I’ll make you like it.”

What does that mean?

What does he mean, one day he’ll make me like the fact that he got strong?

It’s also no use asking, the son of a bitch runs, just to jump into the lake with me in his arms, complete with an explosion and everything, when our bodies collide and sink into the water.

Even at the bottom, Adan doesn’t let go, his hand holding firmly onto my waist.

The water is murky, but I still see him.

He’s in front of me, very close, so close our noses almost touch.

I know it only lasts a few seconds, but to me, it feels like an eternity. An eternity where I admire him. An eternity where I keep thinking what it would be like if he just kissed me, here and now, to give me my first kiss. An eternity for me to realize that, yes, I’m crazy about him and wish he were just as crazy about me on that level. An eternity where I feel my heart buzzing in my ear. An eternity where, under his touch on my skin, even underwater, I pray that if God is listening, He’ll make this man, now or in a few years, be mine.

Only mine.

Because Adan Prater has to belong to Iris Olsen, after all, Iris Olsen already feels completely, entirely, and excessively like she belongs to Adan Prater.

My thoughts vanish like the lake’s bubbles when he surfaces with me.

Once on the surface, with me trying to catch my breath, my eyes follow him as he throws his wet hair back, his biceps, which are becoming defined, appearing. In the sunlight, he looks even more beautiful. When he shakes his head to get rid of the excess water, the droplets fall on me and slide down my face, and I blink, feeling him walk to get closer again.

“What would your father think if he saw the two of us in this situation, Rainbow?”

I can’t believe he’s insisting on this again.

My dad knows we found this lake near the ranch, he knows we always swim here in the summer. He knows we’re here alone, bathing.

Adan knows he knows, too.

We’ve been coming here since we were twelve, for God’s sake.

“My dad isn’t really going to kill you, Adan, stop thinking about him...”

I stop talking when his finger touches my lips, his eyes falling there.

“All those other times, it was just a joke. A way to mess with you, to call you my little spoiled girl, because I’m the only one who can change you completely.” Like a sudden tug, my best friend pulls me in by the waist, making our chests collide. Startled, I flatten my hand against his chest, and it’s in that moment I feel his heart thundering against my palm, just as hard as mine is pounding in my own. I lose my breath again, mainly because his eyes won’t stop staring intently at my mouth. “In the city, you’re daddy’s little girl. Out here in the country, you’re my mischievous little thing, rolling in the hay, jumping into dubious lakes, and feeding the pigs. And I’ve been thinking about this for a long time, Iris.”

“About what? About how pathetic I look following you around this farm day and night?”

His full, red lips tilt to the side in a funny half-smile.

“No. About how I’d arrange the perfect moment to finally do what I’ve always wanted to do.”

“What do you want to do, Adan? What are you even talking about? You’re driving me crazy and...”

Sirens blare in my brain as he leans in.

No, he’s not going to do it.

No fucking way is Adan Prater going to kiss me this summer.

Yet, fireworks explode in my head when his lips deliberately meet mine. Without any kind of warning.

My eyes fly wide open as he kisses me.

It’s happening.

It’s happening.

It’s happening.

It’s really happening.

My best friend is giving me my first kiss.

Holy shit, and he’s literally the boy of my dreams.

I close my eyes, feeling his hand—the one not on my waist—stroke the side of my cheek.

His mouth is soft, it fits mine perfectly, and I feel like I’m in heaven.

“That’s what I’m talking about,” he breathes, pulling back breathlessly only to press his forehead against mine. “And what’s your father going to think about what I just did?”

I’m smiling.

Just smiling like an idiot.

“I don’t know about my dad, Adan, but I think if you do that some more, I’m going to have the best summer ever.”

His delicious laugh fills me up, making me dizzy.

“You always wanted me to kiss you, didn’t you, Rainbow?”

“The whole damn time, country boy.”

He kisses me again.

And in his arms, I know nothing, absolutely nothing, can go wrong in the months to come.

​
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Iris Olsen

4 Years Ago

NEAR THE END OF THE day, just before dusk, Adan needed to do something at his house—a little place not too close and not too far from my family’s main house—and he took me with him.

I told him a million times I didn’t want to go inside, I was soaked through, drenched from head to toe, much worse than him, but the boy is just so stubborn he didn’t even hear me, just pulled me inside as if I weighed no more than a feather.

We made a huge mess; our footsteps marked the wooden floor, especially his, which looked more like a giant’s. And that was exactly why I didn’t want to go in—I didn’t want to be a bother or cause any trouble with his parents, even though my best friend swore up and down they wouldn’t mind, because they know me.

Yes, Mr. and Mrs. Prater know me. I know I’m not a stranger to them. I’ve been here forever and I’ve been inside this house a zillion times too, especially when I was younger, when I wasn’t ashamed of anything. But it’s different now. I didn’t want it to be so obvious that I like their son.

What would they think of me?

My God, I go crazy just imagining it.

Luckily, the house is dark, no lights are on, and if they’re home, they must be in their room, because they’re not in the living room or the kitchen, which makes me a little less tense.

“You want some water too?” I shake my head when I hear him whisper after filling his glass and taking a sip. I hug myself against the cold coming through the window. I look from side to side in the hallway, feeling rushed, and Adan, even though he notices, doesn’t seem to be in any hurry at all. He even leans against the sink and drinks the rest of the water like a little bird, drop by drop, just to tease me. As he stands there, his lips pressed to the rim of the glass, his light eyes roam all over my body, which shivers, and this time, I don’t know if it’s from the cold or from his hot gaze. “Wow, Rainbow, come here and drink some water, you need it, beautiful. I’m drying you out too much.”

More shivers, this time at the base of my spine.

I’ve always thought I was pretty, and for a while now I’ve noticed Adan looks at me more than he should. I know my breasts are bigger than last summer, and my butt is starting to get round too, but I never thought he’d leer at me like this, in this way.

That’s what it seems like right now, though. Adan stares at my thighs for way too long, and I know it’s the fault of the tiny shorts I put on to go out today.

I swear it wasn’t on purpose, I just wanted to see him, I didn’t want to be late, so I grabbed the first thing I saw in the closet. Unfortunately—or fortunately—it was a pair of denim shorts I got two years ago. Obviously, they’re indecent and don’t fit me anymore.

“Seriously...” The blond finally takes the glass from his mouth, and that’s when I can clearly see his lips twisted into a smile that’s anything but angelic. “How do you manage to be so beautiful? Okay, I know I’ve told you that a bunch of times, but it’s just not normal, Iris Olsen. It’s not normal, because you keep outdoing yourself. Every year, when you arrive and get out of that car, I think: holy shit, she’s more beautiful than last year, now it’s official, she’s at the peak of beauty. But then the next year comes, and I have to think it all over again, because you always outdo yourself, getting even more beautiful, charming, and stunning.” He sighs, sets the glass on the counter, and slowly drags his steps toward me. “I still can’t believe I kissed you,” he whispers right at the shell of my ear, as if it were our most intimate secret. “I still can’t believe I was your first kiss.”

Over his shoulder, I peek to see if anyone’s coming, and when I see they’re not, I look him in the eyes. Adan, who isn’t content with just being close, makes my back hit the wall because he presses me against it. One of his hands goes above my head, and the other, which apparently can’t stay still either, takes a strand of my wet hair, tucks it behind my ear, and then hooks around my neck, pulling me closer.

“Yes, it was my first kiss,” I declare, since I know it’s no news. “But what about you?”

“What about me, little one?”

I swallow dryly when the bastard lets our lips brush.

“My first kiss?” Embarrassed, I shake my head, and when I try to look down, Adan doesn’t let me. “Of course it was, little one. You think I’d kiss anyone else instead of my best friend?”

“You’re handsome, you only see me in the summers, there are tons of girls around here who want you, I know, so...”

“None of them interest me,” he replies quickly. “I only want you. All the time, I only want you, Iris. I just don’t know how you couldn’t see it before. Look at this...” He takes my hand and guides it to the middle of his chest, right over his heart. “Feel how it beats for you, little one. Feel what I feel. Do you really think I’m capable of feeling this for another girl? No, I’m not. And I don’t want to. All I want most is you. Since I was nine, it’s all been about you. Only you.”

“I’ve always wanted you too,” I confess. “The whole time. Because I love you, Adan. I love you so much, farm boy.”

“And I love you way more, Rainbow. Way, way more, in a way you can’t even imagine.”

“You think I can’t?”

I smile, and I think Adan understands where I’m going with this.

“I can show you.”

I wait for him, because I know he’s going to kiss me. And he does kiss me. Calm, tender, serene, full of love. And my poor heart explodes once again in the middle of my chest.

“This is too good...” I laugh, because we need to pull apart. “But I need to use the bathroom, I really have to go now, sorry.”

Adan runs a hand through his hair, laughing too.

“Go ahead.” He points to the bathroom behind him. “It’s still in the same place.”

I nod.

“Thanks.”

And I run over there, closing the door with a click.
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I DRY MY HANDS ON MY shorts, which are still wet, and close the door, making as little noise as possible. I practically tiptoe back to where my best friend is, but on the way, the voices I hear heading toward the kitchen make me go even slower, because I try to understand who they are and what might be happening, since the mood seems a little heated.

Against a nearby wall, I try to hide in a way that lets me peek.

“Keep your voice down, Mom, because Iris might hear,” Adan asks, somewhat through clenched teeth, and knowing the conversation is about me, I involuntarily hold my breath, afraid they might notice I’m here just because of that. “We were at the lake, she went to the bathroom and will be back soon, I don’t want her to hear, and I still want to be with her outside for a bit. Whatever you have to say, say it when I get back. Please. That’s all I ask.”

I blink once, twice, three times.

What’s going on?

“Don’t take your mother wrong, my dear,” Mrs. Prater says, touching her son’s face. “I adore Iris, I adore the Olsen family. Natasha, her mother, Oliver, and especially her grandparents, who trusted us and gave us everything we have today. And it’s precisely because I adore them as if they were my own family that I’m telling you I saw you two here. I saw when you kissed.” I close my hand into a fist, mentally berating myself for letting that happen. I shouldn’t have. “I’ve never interfered in your life, my son, and you know that, I’ve always let you free to make your own choices, but I need to interfere in this.”

“No, Mom, you don’t.”

“I do!” she continues, convinced. “I do, because your father always told me this could happen. You two have always been attached at the hip, and it was clear to anyone that you loved each other. I thought it was beautiful, very pure, but as you grew up, your father told me it could become a problem. I didn’t want to believe it. I was sure you saw each other as best friends. But there was your father, telling me you looked at that girl as if she were your whole world, that look of true love. Today, I could see your father was always right. You love her, Adan.”

“I do.” I bite my lower lip to control the tears, because I see my best friend with the expression of someone who might rebel at any moment. “I love Iris. She really is my world, she’s everything to me, and I don’t understand how loving someone can be a bad thing.”

“And it’s not, Adan. Love isn’t a bad thing, not at all, not by a long shot.” The woman tries to touch him again, but Adan moves away, going in the opposite direction, every muscle in his body tense. “But under these circumstances, it is.”

“Why, Mom?” he asks, indignant, his hands on his head. “Why? I just can’t understand...”

“Because we’re from different worlds, my son. Iris is wonderful, but she’s an Olsen. She lives in Los Angeles, her father owns one of the biggest nightclubs in the area, her mother is another, super well-off, and her uncle? Oh, her uncle is something else, the man is a star agent, and his wife is a star. In other words, rich. She’s rich, educated, and soon she’ll be at one of the best universities in California, with children of people as rich and influential as she is, but what about you? What about you? You’ll stay on this farm, Adan. You’ll remain the son of her family’s caretakers. It’s impossible to work out, my love, and your mother doesn’t want you to suffer. Besides the financial issue, there’s also the fact that we work for them; we can’t have any kind of involvement like this. Do you know what her grandfather will think? Her father? Her mother? What if they say you took advantage of her? If they want to fire us? Where will we go, Adan? Tell me, where, if everything we have is right here? We don’t have a penny to our name, son.”

Adan tries to say something, maybe argue, say his mother is wrong, but nothing comes out. Whatever he has to say gets stuck in his throat, and deep down, deep down, both he and I know there isn’t much to say when everything that came out of his mother’s mouth is true.

In the future, I’ll go to a university, to UCLA, where my father and uncle graduated, but what about him? What about Adan? He’s not coming with me, and I hadn’t thought about that for a single second.

I was so carried away by emotion that I didn’t think about the consequences.

We’ll suffer. Both of us. Whatever our decision.

“You two weren’t made to be together,” she continues, as if we weren’t already broken enough. “Let her go, my love. Set her free. Your father and I can’t lose this job, we can’t lose our little house. We can’t risk everything we’ve built.”

“I know, Mom.” Adan lowers his head, but when he notices his mother crying, he hugs her, tears also wetting his face. His beautiful face. “Stop, Mom, don’t cry. I know this is all we have, I won’t ruin everything, I promise. I’m sorry. I’ll fix this situation. I’ll do what has to be done. I’ll do the right thing.”

“I know the love you feel for her, dear, but it’s a young thing, a teenage thing. And love alone doesn’t build a relationship. What could you possibly offer her?”

My heart seems to stop when Adan answers:

“Nothing.”

His mother buries her face in his chest, crying harder.

“And Iris will have the world,” she mumbles. “But you won’t be the one to give it to her, my son, and I’m so sorry for that. I’m so sorry I can’t give you a better life. I wanted so much for you to be happy, my boy. I wanted it so much. I wanted you to be the boy she married, but we know, you and I, that it’s practically impossible. You’ll be the boy she spent fun summers with, the one she was truly happy with, but the one who remains only a memory, like a secret she’ll keep under lock and key. In the end, she won’t choose you. They never choose us. Never.”

“Shhh.” Adan keeps stroking and comforting her. “You don’t have to be like this, Mom. It’s okay. I already know what to do.”

Unable to take any more, I let out all the air from my lungs.

I look at the floor, at my hands, and that’s when I realize I’m trembling.

I already know what to do.

That’s what he just said.

And I also know what he’s going to do.

He’s going to say we’re from different worlds.

That we won’t work out.

That we’re forbidden.

That his place is here, not in the big city, and that he’ll never come with me.

I know he’ll say I’m rich, that I’m a spoiled idiot, and that he should just be my summer boy, because he can’t be the man who marries me.

I know what Adan Prater is going to do.

He’s going to break my heart.

He’s going to turn us into mere memories.

He’s going to say his priority is the farm, his parents, what they’ve built here, not me.

And how can I say no?

How can I hate him, if this really is all they have?

I wipe away my tears and, so as not to die of a broken heart, or even to avoid causing bigger problems, I slip quietly out of his house.

The next day, I slip quietly off the farm.

And even out of his life.

​
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Iris Olsen

Present Day

“I’M NOT GOING!”

“Yes, you are!”

“I’m not...”

“Oh, you are going!”

“Mom...” I breathe in through my nose and let all the air out through my mouth. “Please, listen to me. I already said I’m not going. I’m not. No way.”

“Honey, this isn’t a negotiation. It’s decided. You’re going. Period.”

“I’m not,” I decree once more, perched on the edge of my bed. “I’m serious, it’s a matter of life and death. I can’t go. I’ll stay here with Dad. With Uncle Alex. Anyone, I’ll just stay here.”

“Stop the drama, Iris Olsen!” my mother cuts in, sharp. From here, I can see the sparks of anger threatening to ignite her irises. “It’s your grandmother’s birthday, she wants to see you, she wants you close this summer. Do you know the last time you were there? Four years ago. Four. You were fifteen, now you’re nineteen, a lot has changed, a lot has happened, and she just wants to know your news, same as your grandfather. It’s that simple.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“Of course it is, my girl. And you can’t be mad at me like this. I covered for you for four summers. I made up excuses, I let you be free to make your choices, but the moment your grandparents start to believe you’re choosing to abandon them, I have to step in. They’re elderly, Iris, they don’t have all the time in the world, like you seem to think. Plus, they miss you, they get lonely, they get sad, because they start to think everyone is pulling away on purpose. Is that what you want?”

Mom crosses her arms, her heels tapping against the floorboards as she watches me swallow hard.

“I can see the answer in your eyes. I know it’s no. I know you miss them. I know you ran from Texas, more specifically from that ranch, because of that boy, Adan. No matter how much you haven’t said, no matter how much you swear up and down everything is normal between you, I know it’s not. I am your mother, after all. And you two were best friends. The inseparable kind. Even when you were apart, you found a way to talk every day, even if just a little. Now, you don’t talk, and you don’t even like hearing his name, you dodge it every time someone asks. It’s pretty obvious to me that you don’t want to set foot there because of that. It’s pretty obvious to me that you’ve changed so much since then because of that, too.”

I bite the inside of my cheek.

Inside, I feel a little break at his mention, but on the outside, I pretend I’m not even shaken. I remain impassive under her intense scrutiny.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I lie, shrugging. “Nothing happened between me and Adan. Like you said, we were best friends. In the past. Now, things have changed. We grew up, left the teenage nonsense behind and focused on our own lives, meaning we lost touch. Isn’t that normal? You’re always saying you don’t have a single friend from high school left to tell stories with.”

“You’re very persuasive, young lady, but I don’t believe you.” She’s so sure of what she’s saying that, for a few seconds, I think she might actually be seeing through the mask. Is she? “You loved the ranch, you loved Adan, you couldn’t wait for vacation to come. But since that last summer, you don’t want to go anymore, because you say it’s not your vibe anymore.” She mimics me on the last word.

“And it really isn’t, Mom.”

“Because you don’t want it to be, Iris. All that matters now is your UCLA, the friends you made there, at that college you love so much, the little parties, the weekly shopping trips to the mall, the med spas and the beauty salons. You didn’t even like those things, honey.”

On that, at least, Natasha is right.

I never imagined I’d grow up and identify so much with the popular girls in class. I never imagined that, even though I’d been in that elite world since I was little, I’d become a queen bee. After all, I really just liked having fun and couldn’t care less about girly things. Like nails, hair, makeup, clothes, trips. After what happened, though, I felt obligated to breathe the air that Adan’s mother said was mine. And to not think about him, to not go back on my choices, I focused on trivialities, because at least it passed the time. Before I knew it, I was enjoying the game.

UCLA, the University of California, the one that was my dream and became reality, is full of girls like that. It was easy to be accepted. It was easy to embark on a new adventure, since that other one would never be possible again.

That other one I’m referring to is my grandparents’ ranch, and if my mother has her way, it’s going to have to be very possible now, which sucks.

I don’t like farms anymore.

I don’t want to have to see Adan.

It’s been four years. Four.

“I know exactly what’s going on in that little head of yours.” Tired of standing there looking at me like that, Mom decides to sit beside me. She takes my hand and holds it in hers, and since I have no other choice, I look her in the eyes. “But shouldn’t your grandparents come first? You miss them, don’t you?”

I nod, my face crumpling the moment I realize the truth.

My first thought was of someone else, when it should have been Grandma and Grandpa, whom I haven’t seen in a while either. Not exactly four years, because at certain times of the year, Mom and I visit them in Austin. But on most holidays, the two of them run off to the ranch, since they’ve never made a secret of it being their favorite place in the whole world.

And as Mom rightly said, she came up with good excuses for me so I could stay in Los Angeles without having to set foot there, but now it won’t work anymore. It would be too obvious I’m running from something. My grandparents are starting to think I’m running away from them, and that’s not true. I miss them so much. Their smiles, their joy, their conversation, our summer games, and especially the recipes Grandma used to cook with me on the wood-burning stove she still insists on keeping in the house.

It was a lot of fun, I can’t deny it, and all the pain I felt from having to pull away is just coming back with a vengeance.

My heart is shaken by the memories, by everything I lost because I had to hide, and of course Natasha Wheeler notices, since she receives me very well when I hug her, seeking refuge. She squeezes me and strokes my back.

“I don’t know what happened, my love, but I won’t let anyone hurt you,” she whispers after kissing the top of my head, her chin resting there as her arms still cradle me. “And if that boy did something to you, don’t be afraid to tell me. I promise I’ll do everything the best way possible to protect you.”

I sniffle softly, not wanting her to notice I’m about to cry in her arms.

“It’s okay, Mom.”

“Really?” She doesn’t seem convinced in the slightest. “Because, Iris, if he so much as touched a single hair on your head, I’ll wring his neck myself and...”

Immediately, alarmed, I lift my gaze.

“No!” I’m quick to respond, because I never want anyone, Mom or anyone else, to think Adan did something to me. I never want to cause any kind of trouble. I never want to mess things up for him, or make my family stop liking him and the Praters. That’s definitely not why I ran away from there. “Nothing happened between us,” I repeat, swallowing hard, what I said at the beginning of our conversation. “We just grew up, went our separate ways, and it happens, it’s fine. The fact that I avoid Texas says a lot more about my current life than anything else. You know I live in a whirlwind, Mom.”

“Yes, I know you’re dedicated to your studies, just like your father. But summer has started, Iris Olsen. It’s the best time of the year. You’re on vacation, all your friends have traveled, why should you be the only one stuck at home? No, none of that. I’m your mother and I’m not leaving you behind.”

“Just a reminder, I’m already nineteen, Mrs. Natasha,” I try to joke, to lighten the mood. “I’m not your little baby anymore, you don’t always have to worry so much about me. And about my friends’ trips, some are in Milan, Rome, others in Paris. You can be sure none of them are in rural Texas, playing at being Taylor Swift from the sticks.”

Since my mother also loves to joke, she scrunches up her face at me when she sees me pull away.

“Great, that way you can be the only one, leaving the others dying of envy.”

I snort a laugh.

“Sure, because the boonies are always so enviable. Quite the landscape.”

“That’s right,” she continues, with that mocking air only she has. And you know what’s most impressive? I can’t even stay mad. I’m my mother’s biggest fan, and even though she acts jealous, saying I prefer my dad, it’s a huge lie. I love them equally, I’d do anything to make them happy. And seriously, look at this woman. The years go by, and she’s still the most beautiful woman in the world. Curly hair down to her chest, as blond and golden as mine; a killer gaze, an incredible mix of sweetness and toughness... Ah, I could talk about her for hours and never manage to express all the things, internal or external, that make me admire her like a true superfan. “You’ll be there, in the boonies, in a few days. We won’t speak of this anymore.”

Yes, we had talked about it on other occasions, but now, it seemed like her final move.

Even though I know there’s no way out anymore, I’m still stubborn enough to try until the end. And now, with my last chance.

In the space of a few seconds of reflection, I’m on my feet, smoothing my skirt and looking at my heels.

They’re high and sharp, but I’m so used to them they’ll make me even more agile.

“What do you think you’re doing, Iris Olsen?”

Mom had obviously already figured it out, but before she can reach me, I bolt from the room and run down the stairs, knowing my family is down there to, maybe, who knows, help me and get me out of this situation.

I’m panting by the time I reach the bottom of the stairs, with Natasha coming down behind me. I put my hands on my knees and see that all eyes are on me, understanding nothing.

Natasha, a few minutes after dinner, asked me to go upstairs so we could have a private talk, and it’s funny that, in the state I’m in, slightly desperate, they must be thinking my mother wasn’t very kind to me.

“Iris...”

Tired from running down here, she tries to call me again, but I’m already walking into the living room and placing myself in the middle of all of them, some on the sofa, others on the rug.

On the sofa are my dad and him, his inseparable duo, his best friend, the famous Alexander Russell.

My godfather. Uncle of my heart. The famous man-repeller.

And on the rug, Michaela McKenna, his wife, along with their little terrors, Mateo and Mila. The six-year-old twins who, by some divine miracle, are playing quietly over there.

Yeah, that’s right, Alexander and Michaela had twins.

For those who thought it was just one, my aunt and uncle got a huge surprise at the first ultrasound. They almost fell over backwards. Everyone’s reaction was basically like that.

Imagine the public?

Wow, that year was crazy. The papers only talked about Michaela McKenna’s pregnancy.

And who is Michaela McKenna? Well, simply one of the biggest singers in the world. My uncle is her manager. To summarize the story, essentially, that’s how they fell in love, in this whole forbidden romance thing. All her fans love him.

After he started managing her career, her numbers, which were already huge before, became stratospheric, and that, plus the fact that they are, obviously, gorgeous, made Alexander deified in the fandom. That love only intensified with the arrival of the twins.

And it’s crazy to think that, at six years old, I was also a little girl obsessed with Michaela, just like my school friends. Mom was also to blame for that, she always played her music, but look, see where we ended up.

From a fan, I became family, and now, she’s my aunt. One of the people I’m most inspired by in life.

Not to mention Mateo and Mila, who are now the same age I was back then.

How did time pass so fast?

I blink, knowing I’ve just zoned out a lot, which makes all of them look at me even more suspiciously.

“Honey?” Dad calls me, his elbows planting on his thighs so he can observe me better. I straighten my shoulders and try to look serious, but at the same time, calm and collected. I am not calm and collected in the slightest. “What happened? Why do you look so pale?”

And immediately, his suspicious attention shifts from me to my mother, who by now I’m sure has caught up to me and is now standing behind me.

I don’t look to check, though. I keep staring at him and my uncle.

“Mom wants to drag me to Texas this summer,” I say, point-blank, not even having time to breathe. They still don’t understand anything, and even though I hear Natasha’s grumbling behind me, I remain committed to my speech. “Mom wants to drag me to Texas this summer,” I repeat, a little slower now, breathing like a normal person. “She wants me to keep her company, and as flattered as I feel, I said I couldn’t, I’d be too busy keeping you guys company.”

With my eyes, I ask my father to confirm this story of mine, to play along, to help me, to concoct some wild tale where he’ll need my help to do God-knows-what, and I’m sure he understands. Or at least, I want to believe that.

I look at Uncle Alex too, just in time to see them exchange a glance.

And from there, together, they look at Michaela, who looks at my mother, who’s paying attention to the twins, when Mila quickly stands up just to ask:

“Iris isn’t coming with us, Aunt Natasha?”

I flatten my hands on my waist, turning my head like The Exorcist to stare at them, now suspicious of what might be going on.

“Iris is going where?” I ask, apprehensive.

As soon as they hear me, after a few seconds, they all start laughing.

Except the twins, of course, because they don’t get it either.

“May I know what you’ve all been plotting behind my back this whole time?”

“We’re all going to Texas, honey.” Oliver Olsen’s voice hits me full force. “Me, your mother, your Uncle Alex, Michaela, and the kids.”

No.

No, no, no.

This has to be a joke.

I thought they were making other plans, not the same ones for the summer.

“We went when Mateo and Mila were tiny, they didn’t really get to enjoy it,” Michaela McKenna informs me from the rug. “And because of my schedule, we missed a few summers. Now that we’re all aligned, we want to give the kids that experience. Mila is dying to wear boots, and Mateo is dying to ride a horse. He loves animals.”

“Yes, the animals!” Mateo yells, running around the room. “I want to see the horses, the cows, the calves!”

“What are beiferros?” Mila chases after her brother. “Come back here, Mateo, answer me!”

“Mila!” Uncle Alex springs up, hand already going to his head, worried. It’s funny how his kids are such little hellions that a few white hairs are already showing. “Mateo! Stop running this instant!”

When they don’t stop, Uncle Alex finds himself forced to run after them to put an end to it, since now it’s somehow turned into a game of tag between the three of them.

“Children, listen to your father!” Michaela even tries, but when she sees the three of them start playing together, she can only sigh, and when she turns her attention back to us, COMPLETELY SMITTEN WITH ALEXANDER RUSSELL is still written plainly across her forehead. She sits on the sofa, where her husband had been, and Mom does the same, asking for a spot. In no time, my father, my mother, and Aunt Michaela are staring me down from head to toe. “Yes, my girl, if you don’t want to be left alone, the only way is to come with us on this trip. We’ll take my jet, it’ll be very quick.”

If I don’t want to be left alone?

So, I have the option to...

“You’d leave me here, looking after your houses?”

“No!” Mom says.

“Not a chance!” my father follows up, deflating my smile.

Yeah, that was my last alternative.

At least they can’t say I didn’t try.

Huffing and somewhat put out, I follow their lead, plant my butt on the sofa, and pray to God to help me see the bright side of this situation.

There must be one, right?

“You’ll like it.” Aunt Michaela, placing a hand on my thigh, tries to help with one of her warm smiles. “You used to love it when you were little, I remember. Nothing’s changed there, my love. I’m sure everything is still in the same place.”

I smile, agreeing.

That’s exactly what worries me.
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Iris Olsen

“SO, WHAT DO YOU THINK of the trip, sweetheart?” my father asks from the driver’s seat, and I detect a hint of mockery in his tone.

“This car you picked is a piece of junk,” I mutter, arms crossed. “And this road is full of potholes,” I add, now looking out the window.

Oliver Olsen can’t hide his amusement, so he laughs, because he already knew, even before asking, that this would be my only possible reaction.

“And it’s hot,” I ignore him and keep complaining. After all, he started this; he’ll have to deal with me. “Hellishly hot. I’m sweating out of my...”

“Hey!” I press my lips together as he calls my attention, and I see his furrowed brows in the rearview mirror. “We’re in Texas. It’s summer. What did you expect, sweetheart, snow?”

I huff, my arms still crossed, my face still turned to the window, watching the Texan landscape roll past my eyes.

Honestly, it’s still unbelievable.

Four years running away, only to end up back in the same place. It’s like in a board game, I’d moved several spaces, was close to winning, and then drew the card that sent me back to square one, completely destroying my chance of victory.

That’s basically what happened when I boarded the family jet, in the company of Daddy, Mommy, Uncle Alex, Aunt Michaela, and my step-cousins, Mateo and Mila, and then traveled alone with my father because he had to stop in Austin first to rent a car.

This car.

And it’s not a piece of junk, by the way.

It’s just... different. The kind that suits the countryside, farms, and such. And I’m pissed.

Yes, pissed, because not only have I been sent back to square one, but I’ll also have to arrive after everyone else, with my dad. By now, my mother and all the others are probably already at the ranch, talking to my grandparents, the horses, the pigs, God, and the whole world.

When we finally arrive, I’ll be the main attraction. All eyes and all attention will turn to me, the girl who vanished. And even though I volunteered to keep my father company, just to prolong the fateful moment, now that we’re approaching where I’ll be forced to spend my vacation, I realize it was a terrible idea to listen to my desperation screaming the loudest.

Who in their right mind decides to be last? Especially in a place you haven’t visited in years? A place where literally everyone is waiting for you?

This is pure hell!

“You can’t grumble the whole trip, my girl.”

I meet his gaze again in the rearview mirror, a question implicit in my look: was I actually grumbling out loud, or do you just know me well enough to know I was doing it in my own head while staying silent?

“And you can’t keep making that face,” Dad adds.

Still staring at him, I raise an eyebrow.

“What face?”

“That face you’re making right now.”

“Oh, the asshole face?”

“Yeah.”

“You can say that word in front of me, Dad.”

He shifts in the driver’s seat, and when he turns over his shoulder to look at me briefly, his expression is still pure amusement.

“I didn’t want to compare your face to an asshole, it’s ugly.” He makes a face, but then smiles. “And you’re beautiful.”

Damn it, I want to laugh.

How can I keep up my pose as the rich, spoiled, annoying girl if my dad loves playing the funny guy with me?

And the worst part is, I actually think he’s funny.

And handsome. And wonderful. And perfect. And the best dad in the world.

Okay, I admit, a big part of me also wanted this alone time with him, because if there’s anyone capable of curing my irritation and making me happy, that someone is Oliver Olsen.

“If this is your attempt to make me forget that you bear a large share of the blame for me being here today, sorry, but it didn’t work,” I lie, turning up my nose and looking back out the window. He also returns his attention to the road, but when I hear him laugh again, I can’t help it; a ghost of a smile begins to appear on my lips. “You’re a traitor.” I try to maintain my pose, though I’m absolutely certain he’s already seen me drop it. “You, Mommy, Uncle Alex, Michaela. Traitors. All of you.”

There’s a silence in the car, but it’s so brief it hardly seems to have happened, because Oliver soon says:

“You like to say you’re not our little girl anymore, but you’re acting like one now. What’s the problem with you spending your vacation here?”

“I already told you, Dad.”

“And I already told you I don’t believe it. I know it’s because of that boy.” And if he seemed amused and light before, now my father seems tense mentioning Adan. “I never liked him much anyway. And if you want to know, the more you complain, the more I want to know what he did to you.”

“Nothing!” I reply quickly and firmly, terrified he’ll start creating a thousand paranoid theories. I know I’m not helping with my desperate demeanor, but come on, I already said it has nothing to do with my old best friend; he shouldn’t keep insisting so much. Maybe you just can’t lie, Iris, ever thought of that? my subconscious screams, to destabilize me a little. “Adan was always amazing to me; you’re the one who always had a pointless grudge against him.”

“Pointless?” Dad almost shouts. “How can it be pointless if you spent four years not wanting to come back, and now that you’re in town, you’re practically trying to throw yourself out of this car?”

“Because I expected to stay home, okay?” It’s the only way out I have. “I expected to be alone this summer, enjoying your house and Mom’s, inviting my friends over for parties. It would be pool parties, night parties, parties...”

“Are you serious, Iris Olsen?” He turns around as fast as last time, and seriously, even the car swerves from the shock my words caused. “You were really going to do those things without us?”

No, I wasn’t, because parties were the last thing on my mind since my mother started this whole idea of bringing me to the countryside. However, if I don’t want him to start thinking Adan Prater is the monster in our story—when in fact, it’s quite the opposite—the only option left was to lie, and nothing better than playing the party card.

I’m young; that’s parents’ biggest fear, and I know it always works, especially because my father was one of those young people in his teens and early adulthood.

“I was.” I shrug.

I think he’s going to scold me, give me some moral lesson, but Oliver just laughs as he firmly grips the steering wheel again.

“Iris, Iris...” he hums and taps his fingers on the wheel. “You may look like your mother, but your attitude is exactly like mine.”

I’ve been told that many times.

“And is that good or bad, Daddy?”

“It’s great, sweetheart.”

“You say that because you think you’re great.”

“You do too.”

It’s true.

“Then help me,” I plead, leaning forward and placing my hand on his shoulder. He laughs again. “I’m serious. Help me, Dad, please. Help me make this summer the least worst of all.”

His free hand finds mine, which remains on his shoulder.

“I’ll help.” My chest swells with hope. In my father, I can trust, right? “But first, you need to help yourself too,” he points out.

“How?”

“By stopping complaining.”

I sigh heavily at his response, pull away, and when I throw my whole body back against the seat, I mumble:

“I promise I’ll try.”

After all, no matter how much everything might turn into a nightmare, I never, ever want my grandparents to think I didn’t want to see them or that I didn’t miss them.

I did miss them. A lot. And I’m dying to see them.

You know what, I should focus on them, not on Adan.

The farm is big; if I’m lucky, maybe we won’t even run into each other.

Yeah, that’s it.

I have faith.

We won’t even meet.

Or will we?
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AFTER A FEW MORE MINUTES on that potholed road, we spot and enter the Wheeler ranch, here in Bandera, a town known as the official land of cowboys. It’s such a small place, it probably doesn’t even have 1,000 inhabitants. And it’s so rustic, you see animals everywhere, as if you’d suddenly landed on a Western movie set.
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