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Chapter 1: Gabe




Ispur my horse into a full-speed gallop down the steep canyon. I squint through the dust cloud trying to see in front of me. 

The bandana over my face barely keeps the dust out of my nose and mouth, but it still gets my eyes. It stings, but I just have to keep going.

I urge my horse to run a little faster and we charge straight through the dust cloud. The sheer stone walls on both sides curve ahead of us.

A lone steer swerves around that corner and disappears out of sight the minute I get clear of the dust. I can’t let him get away from me.

I swing my lasso over my head. I don’t have to spur my horse. He sees the steer and bends a little lower to run faster. He sees our target in sight.

His hooves pound the dirt underfoot and we both lean into the curve. We’re gaining on the steer. His hide is already dark with dripping sweat from running this far.

My horse thunders up behind him and I let my lasso fly. It wobbles in the air, soars across the gap, and slaps down on the steer’s horns.

I yank back on the reins and my horse skids to a halt. The rope twangs when it pulls taut. 

The steer bellows as the rope jerks him to a standstill, but my horse stands firm. He digs his feet into the dirt to hold the steer in place.

The steer tosses his head a few times, but right then, five more mounted horsemen charge past me on the clifftops overhead. They streak to the end of the canyon, thunder down the steep trail to the canyon bottom, and skid into place behind the steer.

My brothers Ethan, Wade, Jack, Ben, and Nathan advance on the steer from behind. At the same time, a black pickup wheels into the canyon behind the five on horseback.

My brother Chuck sits at the wheel. He drives the truck extra slowly up the canyon with everyone in front of him.

I stay where I am until all six of them block the other end of the canyon. This steer isn’t going anywhere.

I wait for my brothers to draw level with the steer. He keeps trying to turn his head so he can see them coming, but my rope stops him from doing even that.

Just then, a shrill whistle catches my attention. I look up at the clifftop on my right. 

My brother Jake sits up there in his saddle, raises his arm, points at his wrist, and then points south toward the other end of the canyon.

I give him the thumbs up and nudge my horse forward. The steer balks, tosses his head, and snorts when I come near him, but he can’t move with my brothers hemming him in.

I ride closer and the rope goes slack. I shake it until the noose loosens around the steer’s horns and I whip it off him. 

“I gotta go!” I yell to Wade. “Can you handle it from here?”

“Go!” he calls back. “That was some badass riding by the way. Someday with practice I might be able to ride like that.”

I laugh, but I don’t have time to stand around having this conversation. I coil up my rope. I don’t even take the time to tie it to my saddle before I pull my horse away and gallop off up the canyon in the direction from which I came.

I meet my other brothers Nolan Dewey and Hank Earnhart coming the other way. They yell and wave at me as I ride past, but I don’t have time to talk to them, either.

I ride up the canyon to the fields and take off across Turning Point Ranch heading for the ranch house. I really hope I don’t meet anyone there who wants to talk to me. I’m in a hurry.

It takes me a long time to put my horse away. He’s covered in sweat and I have to walk him outside to cool him down. 

The house is deserted. It’s only eleven o’clock in the morning, so no one else is around. I hear my sister Ava in her office talking on the phone. I don’t see or hear anyone else.

I go upstairs to my room, take a shower, shave, and then it’s time to put on the tux hanging from the back of my bedroom door. 

I lift it down and dress as carefully as I can. I want everything to be perfect. 

The tux is a tailored, cloud-grey suit with a deep, royal purple bow tie. I take extra care to tie it perfectly, make sure my hair is smooth, jam my feet into my freshly polished dress shoes, and stick on my hat. 

I check myself in the mirror while I straighten my sleeves. I do look pretty damn good. 

It all goes wrong when I head downstairs. My brothers come in for lunch and wolf whistles break out when they see me all dressed up. 

“I’m in love!” Nathan hoots.

“Make sure you catch the bouquet!” Jack calls.

The others burst out laughing, and just to make it worse, Ava, my parents, and my younger sister Emma come in from different parts of the house. 

“Who is that guy?” Ava asks. “I don’t recognize him.”

“You look so handsome, Gabe,” Emma gushes. 

“Why don’t you marry him?” Hank asks.

“Leave him alone, boys,” my dad interrupts. “You look real good, son.”

“Thank you, Sir,” I reply.

My mom comes over to me, straightens my jacket collar, and then smooths down the lapels. “You look perfect, sweetheart. I’m so proud of you. Lucy is lucky to have a friend like you.”

“Just don’t upstage the groom,” Ben teases.

I make a face at him and pick up my keys and the wrapped present from the living room table. “Lucy deserves the best and she got it. She already found the man of her dreams and I couldn’t be happier for her. This wedding is her dream come true.”

“Lucy is a great girl,” my dad agrees. 

“Of course she is,”  my mom adds. “You two being friends for so long is one of the sweetest things I’ve ever seen.”

“And now she’s someone else’s,” Ethan points out. “Her new husband might not like her having a male best friend.”

“That’s his business,” I tell him. “I’m not going to step on his toes. If he wants me to back off, I will. We all know Paul Sparks. We all went to high school with him and Lucy and his parents own the ranch down the road. If he doesn’t want me to see Lucy anymore, I can respect that.”

“You’re a gentleman, son,” my dad tells me. “Now you better go so you aren’t late for the wedding.”

More whistles and high-pitched gasps of ecstasy follow me out of the house. They die when I get into my truck and head off for the main road.

I only have to drive for a few minutes to get to Lucy Eastwood’s home ranch. The arch over the driveway reads, East Wood. It isn’t the most creative name, but it makes sense somehow considering that’s the family name.

Dozens of cars and trucks already crowd the driveway. There’s nowhere left to park, so I pull through a gate leading to one of the side pastures. A hand-painted sign reading, Parking, with an arrow pointing inside.

Another thirty cars sit in there, so I park with them, check my appearance in the truck window, and then go up to the house.

I walk into a crowd of people of all ages milling around the living room. They spill into the backyard drinking, hugging, laughing, talking, and everyone here is dressed up to the nines.

I add my gift to the mountain on the table and make my way to the backyard.

A grey-haired man in a matching grey tux waylays me on my way through the house. Shane Eastwood is a tall, strong man with broad shoulders and bright green eyes. 

He grabs me. “Gabe! There you are!”

I hug him back. “How you doing, Mr. Eastwood? Congratulations on the big day.”

Lucy’s father beams at me. “It’s so great you could come, son. I know Lucy is dying to see you.”

“She is? Why?” I ask. “Isn’t she a little busy right now?”

“Of course, but she wants to see you before the ceremony. Follow me. I’ll show you where she is.”

I don’t have to follow him. I know this house like the back of my hand. Lucy Eastwood has been my best friend since kindergarten. We played in this house almost every weekend growing up.

I hardly recognize it now with all the flowers, streamers, decorations, and people I don’t know packed to the walls. Her dad leads me upstairs and down the hall to Lucy’s bedroom.

I’ve been in here a million times, too, but I hesitate to go inside. My dad is right about Lucy being a great girl. She’s more than a great girl. She’s a prize any man would be happy and proud to marry.

She’s always been my idea of the perfect girl, but she’s marrying another man today. I shouldn’t be going into her bedroom, not even to wish her well on her wedding day.

Paul Sparks has nothing to be jealous about. Lucy is as much a sister to me as Ava and Emma. Lucy is closer than a sister, but Paul probably doesn’t see it that way.

I meant what I said about not stepping on his toes. If he thinks Lucy and I are too close, today could be the last time I ever see her. I’m cool with that if it means her happiness.

She must be thinking the same thing, because the minute I set foot in the room, she rushes me and throws her arms around me.

She can’t rush anywhere very well in that huge, billowing cloud of a dress. Layers and layers of chiffon and organza puff out the sides and underneath to make it form a giant cone of white from her ribs down.

The tight bodice shows off the smooth, perfect skin of her arms and shoulders. A sparkling diamond necklace sits right there in the cleft of her neck and reflects her glowing green eyes.

A fall of white gauze and white roses stands out on her lustrous, wavy highlighted hair. She looks absolutely stunning, but not even her makeup, veil, and wedding dress can hide her girl-next-door good looks.

We’re the same age—twenty-four. She isn’t the little freckle-faced girl I used to run around this ranch with. She’s filled out into a beautiful woman.

“Oh, my God! I was so worried you wouldn’t come!” she exclaims when she hugs me. Then she stands back holding both of my hands. “You look amazing!”

“You don’t look too shabby yourself.” I squeeze her hands. “Are you ready for your big moment?”

She blushes and then looks up at me with moist eyes. “Nothing is gonna change between us. Promise me that. Promise me we’ll stay friends after this.”

“You know that isn’t possible. We’ll always be friends and I’ll always love you, but everything will change after this. It has to. Even if Paul doesn’t mind us being friends, it will change. You’re getting married. You’re gonna start a brand-new life. Hey! Don’t cry. This is a beautiful thing.”

She compresses her lips, nods, and waves her hand in front of her face. Two girls I’ve never seen before come over and dab her face with tissues so she doesn’t smudge her makeup.

“I know you’re right!” she exclaims. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

“Everything’s gonna be perfect,” I tell her. “You’re gonna be so happy and have a million kids. They’re gonna grow up running around on the ranch the way we used to. You’re gonna look back on this day and think today was the happiest day of your life.”

She forces herself to look up at me and smile again. “Yeah! You’re right.”

“You deserve this. I’m so happy for you.” I ease in and kiss her on the forehead. “You ride off into the sunset with your cowboy and be happy. You don’t worry about me.”

She smiles at me and I see her about to start crying again, but right then, someone knocks on the door. “Let’s go, Lucy!” a man’s voice calls.

“I better go,” I tell her. “I’ll see you down there—or not.”

She laughs and I slip out of the room. I have to hustle to get downstairs and out into the backyard before the ceremony starts.

The guests sit in chairs lined up on the lawn. This is a typical ranch wedding with the arch of white roses at the far end of the yard, the red carpet leading down the aisle, and guests divided into the bride’s side and the groom’s side.

Paul’s parents, Emmett and Charlene Sparks, pass me on their way to the front.

All the chairs are full by the time I get there, so I take my place in the back with a bunch of other people my age. I know almost all of them from my and Lucy’s schooldays.

We shake hands, but right then, orchestral music starts playing over a speaker from the ranch house living room. It floats through the open porch doors and drifts on the breeze.

The guests settle into their seats. Another five guys in tuxes head for the front and line up on the groom’s side of the arch, but right away, we can all see that something is wrong. Paul isn’t here.

Murmurs go through the crowd. The groomsmen put their heads together, hold a rapid whispered discussion, and then two of them race away. 

All the other guests look around and murmur in each other’s ears. Lucy’s parents, Shane and Patty Eastwood, stand inside the living room with three bridesmaids. Shane raises his hands and they all turn to each other again and again. I don’t like this at all.

Then Lucy comes downstairs in her dress. She beams from ear to ear—until she gets to her bridesmaids.

The two groomsmen that went to look for Paul come back, hold another tense conversation with each other, and then all five groomsmen go over to Emmett Sparks, Paul’s dad.

They talk in rushed whispers. Then Shane leaves with the groomsmen again.

I can’t help but shuffle my feet, especially when I see Lucy getting more and more agitated. Her eyes swivel toward the arch. Paul isn’t there. Everything looks perfect except for that.

Emmett and the groomsmen stay gone a lot longer this time. The guests don’t even try to keep their voices down anymore.

Lucy starts talking to her bridesmaids and I hear her voice rising. “I don’t care what you have to do!” she blares. “Just find him!”

Her mother goes over to her, but right then, Emmett comes back with the groomsmen. All three of them go back over to the arch and Emmett faces the crowd. 

He raises his hands in defeat. “I’m sorry, folks. We can’t find Paul anywhere.”

Lucy lets out a choked scream, bursts into tears, and charges away to the stairs. She rushes up them and I hear her howling with sobs before she disappears into her bedroom.








  
  
Chapter 2: Lucy




Ithrow myself down on my bed, bury my face in my hands, and burst into a fresh river of tears. I don’t even care if I smudge my makeup. What difference does it make now? 

The tight bodice of my wedding dress pinches my ribs and makes it hard to take deep breaths. This dress infuriates me. How could Paul do this to me?

My mind immediately switches gears. Did he get in a car accident? Is he lying bleeding in a ditch somewhere?

He can’t be. He was here at the house an hour ago. 

He and his groomsmen came over early to get ready. They were all here waiting for the ceremony to start. My cousin Amy told me he was downstairs talking to his relatives and the other guests. He must have left.

I don’t even stop crying when a soft knock taps on my door. “Go away!” I bellow.

The door opens anyway. I start crying even harder when Gabe Crenshaw walks in. He looks absolutely stunning in his tux. 

He wears a coal-black cowboy hat over his black hair. He’s one of the few men here wearing a hat with his tux. It makes him even more attractive and he stands out from all the other guests, but I can’t even look at him.

Gabe has been my best friend for as long as I can remember. He’s always the perfect gentleman. He’s like the brother I never had. He’s always treated me like his little sister even though we’re the same age, but that somehow makes it so much nicer that he takes care of me and protects me when I need it.

Now he’s seeing me humiliated in front of my whole family and all my friends. Today was supposed to be the happiest day of my life. Now it’s turning out to be the worst.

Gabe squats down in front of me and clasps my hands in my lap. Rough calluses from his palms and fingers scratch my hands, but his hands feel warm and strong. “Hey, sweetheart,” he breathes. “Everything is gonna be okay. I promise.”

I wish I could believe that, but my world is ending right now.

“He was right downstairs, Gabe!” I howl. “He was downstairs talking to his relatives less than an hour ago! He ran off! He was supposed to be my Prince Charming and he abandoned me on our wedding day! Now what am I gonna do?”

“I know, sweetie,” he breathes. “His dad, his brother, and his cousins are still looking for him.”

“I hate him!” I  blare. “I hope he’s dead somewhere!”

“Don’t be like that,” he tells me. “Do you want me to go look for him? Maybe he got cold feet or a really bad case of nerves. You know how it is. Anything could have happened. He could have just freaked out and needed a few minutes to himself.”

“No, he didn’t,” I snap a lot more harshly than I should. “He left me.”

“Why would he? You’re perfect and he knows that.”

“He never said anything was wrong!” I crumble again. “He never said anything! I mean, if he got cold feet or a really bad case of nerves, he should have said something to me. I’m supposed to be his wife!”

“I know, sweetie,” he murmurs. “Do you want me to go find him?”

I look up at him. His deep black eyes hover right in front of me. “Would you?”

“Sure, sweetie. I have nothing else to do.”

I look down at my hands, but I see his hands instead. “You’re always there for me. You’re the best.”

“I’ll always be there for you, sweetheart. Stay here. I’ll find him. I’ll bring back your Prince Charming so you can have your special day and live the life of your dreams. I promise.”

He kisses me on the forehead again, squeezes my shoulder, and leaves. The room feels so empty and cold without him here. I’m all alone now.

If he was still here, at least I would have someone to talk to—someone who actually cares. That’s the thing about Gabe. I never have to worry about whether he cares because he always does. 

He always shows it, too. He always thinks everything I do is perfect. He thinks I’m perfect even when I’m not.

Part of me is glad I’m not marrying Paul. I couldn’t stand it if Paul told me to end my friendship with Gabe. 

I push that thought away. I’ve been dreaming about marrying Paul for so long. We had so many plans and now those are gone, too.

My life lies before me in a wide expanse of wreckage to the farthest horizon. I have nothing left. I don’t even know what I’ll do when I wake up tomorrow morning.

I don’t look up when Amy and my two other cousins come into my room. They’re all still wearing their bridesmaids’ dresses and they make a big fuss over me.

“Emmett Sparks and Paul’s brother Joseph are looking everywhere for him,” Amy tells me. “They’ll find him and we can have the ceremony. We’ll just be starting late.”

“We won’t have the ceremony,” I mutter under my breath.

“Sure we will. I’m sure there’s a perfectly logical explanation for this.”

“There is. He left.” I stand up and turn my back to her. “Unzip me, will you?”

She stares at me from behind. I see her reflection in the dresser mirror. 

“Don’t do this, Lucy,” my cousin Tamara murmurs. “Give the guy a chance. Maybe he had a panic attack.”

I spin around in a rage. “HE DID NOT HAVE A PANIC ATTACK!! Stop treating me like a two-year-old and unzip my dress! I’m not getting married today! I’m not getting married ever! UNZIP MY DRESS, AMY! NOW!!”

The three of them stare at me in horror for a second. I turn my back on them.

When I do, I catch a glimpse of my own face in the mirror. My mascara runs down my cheeks in a Goth mask of black streaks. I don’t care.

I drive the nail into the coffin by unpinning my veil from my hair, throwing it on the bed, and then I start taking off my jewelry.

Even if they’re right and Paul had a panic attack, I won’t be getting married today. My perfect day is ruined and so is my life.

Amy finally gets the message and unzips my dress. I slip out of it, take off the blue garter from my thigh, slide out of my stockings, and change into my sweatpants and oversized hoodie.

I shake all the glitter out of my hair, wash all the makeup off my face, and gather my hair into a messy ponytail. I don’t give a crap if I look like an old bag lady.

My cousins stare at me in shock, but they know better than to say anything. Tamara finally takes my dress and veil off the bed, zips them back into the garment bag hanging from the closet door, and puts my jewelry away for me.

I fold my legs under me on the bed, curl up in a ball, and look out the window. I almost hope Gabe doesn’t find Paul. 

I hope the son of a bitch got into his truck and drove across the country where no one will be able to find him. That’s the best he deserves. He sure as hell better not show his face around here again.








  
  
Chapter 3: Gabe




Ipark my truck in front of the Turning Point Ranch house and head inside. My brothers’ trucks are all gone, which means they’re out working as usual. 

I check the time. It’s two o’clock in the afternoon—the middle of the workday. 

None of them will expect me home until this evening. I was supposed to stay at the Eastwoods’ for the reception and everything. Now I’m back home way too soon.

I keep slamming back and forth between fury that Paul left Lucy at the altar and dread that something terrible happened to him. Why on Earth would he run out on her? Doesn’t he understand what a treasure she is?

I can only dream of marrying a girl as perfect as Lucy Eastwood. It just worked out that she’s my best friend and basically my sister. I could never marry her. She had to marry someone else.

I thought he understood. They’ve been a solid couple ever since they went away to college together. I thought she found the right guy for her.

I really hope I find out that something happened to him, but at the same time, I hope I don’t find out that something happened to him. She’ll be devastated if he got hurt or killed somehow.

She’s right about one thing. He was at the Eastwoods’ ranch house right up until the ceremony was about to start. Everyone says he was there talking to his family and greeting guests. Then he vanished.

I go inside, change out of my tux, and put on a clean pair of work clothes. I feel more comfortable like this. I don’t need to dress up for what I’m about to do.

I go downstairs to my dad’s office and walk in to find Wade, Chuck, and Nolan all in there.

“What are you doing here?” Chuck demands. “You should be out drinking and raising hell with the Eastwoods and the Sparkses.”

“Something happened to Paul. He disappeared right before the ceremony. No one can find him. Lucy is a mess, so I told her I’d go help look for him.” I turn to my dad and Wade. “I have to take a leave of absence from the ranch to help Lucy. I’m sorry to let you down, Sir. I’ll try to make it quick and get back on the job.”

“You aren’t letting anybody down, son,” my dad tells me. “Lucy needs you. You go take care of her. Take as much time as you need.”

“Do you want us to help out?” Wade asks. “All of us could cover more ground if we work together.”

“Thanks, but I don’t think the Sparkses would appreciate that. This is a sensitive situation. They might not even want me to get involved. I’m doing this for Lucy. All of you rolling up on them would probably be too much.”

“Let us know if you need anything, son,” my dad adds. 

“Thank you, Sir. Hopefully, we’ll find him soon and this will all turn out to be a big misunderstanding.”

“Leaving a girl at the altar doesn’t sound like any misunderstanding,” Chuck mutters. “It sounds like the little twerp knew exactly what he was doing.”

“I’m about to find out. I’ll let you know the minute I know anything.”

“Good luck, son,” my dad replies. “Give Lucy our best.”

“Thank you, Sir.” 

I get out of the house as quickly as I can so I don’t have to explain myself to anyone else. 

I drive to the Sparks’ ranch first. The arch over the driveway reads, Lone Pine Ranch—also not the most creative name, but who am I to judge?

I run into Emmett, his oldest son Joseph, and their cousins coming down the driveway to meet me.

Emmett and Joseph ride in one truck with Joseph at the wheel. “Any luck?” I ask through the driver’s window when they pull alongside.

“He isn’t here,” Joseph tells me. “We searched everywhere.”

“We’re heading into Coeur d’Alene,” Emmett adds. “If we don’t find him there, we’ll file a missing persons report with the Police.”

“Do you mind if I take a look anyway?” I ask. 

“Help yourself,” Emmett replies. “You won’t find anything. He isn’t here.”

I let that go. “You have my number. Call me if you find anything.”

We drive off in opposite directions. I head up the driveway to the Lone Pine Ranch house. 

It isn’t as big as Turning Point, but the Sparks family isn’t as big as ours. Emmett and Charlene only have two sons, Joseph and Paul. They don’t need a big house, especially since Joseph lives in Washington with his family.

Paul and Lucy planned to come live here after the wedding. That’s all I know. I’ve never actually been inside the Sparks’ house. I don’t know why I want to look here. If Paul’s father, brother, and cousins didn’t find anything, what hope do I have?

Something tells me to look here first. I owe it to Lucy to be thorough.

I look through the windows before I actually go inside. Charlene is a really good housekeeper. The place is spotless and I spot her sitting on the living room couch. She has her back to me.

I circle the house to knock on the front door. That’s when I spot movement on top of a nearby hill. Lone Pine Ranch is a lot flatter than Turning Point and nowhere near as big. This one ridge is the only high point on the whole property.

I recognize Paul instantly, but he isn’t coming toward the house. He disappears behind the hill going south. He’s on his way to Gold Creek between here and Iron Mountain Ranch, the place next door. 

Paul, Lucy, and I grew up together around here. Lucy and I played in Gold Creek all the time. Paul used to come down there on occasion to join us, but not often.

Joseph left home early and became a doctor. He probably never thought to check the creek to see if Paul was there. It’s the perfect place someone would go to get away from everyone and think through what might be the worst decision of his life.

It will take me too long to walk there and the Sparkses don’t have horses. They use hired men to do all their ranch work. The place is so flat the hired men can drive everywhere.

I hop in my truck, skid out onto the road, and cut around behind Iron Mountain Ranch. Another country road leads down the creek.

I throw the truck in Park and hike up the creek until I see Paul in the distance. He’s tall and wiry like Nolan, but way better looking.

Brilliant gold streaks highlight his sandy brown hair. He has bright blue eyes and the kind of schoolboy good looks that make women melt.

He leans against a tree. He doesn’t seem to be doing anything but staring off into the distance.

My temper flares as I get nearer. So the little shit isn’t dead or bleeding on the side of the road like we all feared. He’s alive and well and standing by the creek when he should be at the altar with Lucy.

I walk up to him. He doesn’t move when he sees me coming. “Hey, man,” he murmurs.

“Is something wrong?” I try not to snap at him. “Aren’t you supposed to be getting married or something?”

He looks away. His lips quiver like he’s trying not to smile. “I guess so.”

“So what are you doing out here?” I stop myself at the last minute from cursing at him. Maybe he has a good reason. “You know Lucy is crying her eyes out in her room right now.”

He sneers at me. “You love Lucy, don’t you, pal?” 

He shoves himself off the tree and takes off wandering up the creek bank, but not fast enough to leave me behind.

I follow him. “I don’t love Lucy near as much as you’re supposed to love her. How could you do this? What possible explanation can you give for running out on her right before the ceremony?”

He stops with his back to me. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“You’re right. I wouldn’t because, if I promised to take a girl as nice as Lucy to the altar, I would damn well do it. Do you even realize what a prize she is? You won the damn lottery. What is wrong with you?”

He shoots me one look over his shoulder. Is he mad at me—at me?! How could he be? He’s the asshole here, not me.

“Well?” I demand. “How do you explain yourself?”

He shrugs like a moron. “I guess I just realized I can’t marry her after all.”

“Why the hell not?” I pull myself under control. Not everyone feels the same way about Lucy that I do. 

That makes no damn sense, though. This jackass has been seriously dating her for literally years. You would think he would have put the puzzle pieces together before their actually wedding day—or at least raised some concerns.

“When exactly did you realize you couldn’t marry her?” I ask. “When did you first realize? Was it last year? Was it when you first went away to college? Was it the day you proposed? Explain it to me. I would really like to know.”

He only shrugs again. I want to knock this guy’s lights out right now. “I don’t know. I can’t pinpoint it.”

“So what made you decide to leave the wedding? You were fine until right before the ceremony.”

“I can’t explain why I left except that this feels all wrong somehow. I know what you’re going to say. Lucy’s a great girl….”

“Of course she is,” I spit. “No way are you going to make this out that there’s something wrong with her. There’s nothing wrong with her—though you’re sure going out of your way to make her think there is. This is all you. You’re the one who’s all wrong.”

“I’m sure everyone else thinks so, too.”

“They don’t think so because they don’t know where you are. Your parents and Joseph are worried sick that something bad happened to you. Forget about what you did to Lucy. How could you hide out here and leave your family to worry? I don’t know what’s wrong with you, man. I really don’t. You can bet your ass they’ll think you’re wrong as soon as they find out, especially since you have no excuse whatsoever. You can’t even tell me why you think marrying Lucy is so wrong.”

“No, I can’t. I’m sure she’ll be perfect for some other guy. She just isn’t for me.”

I glare at him. How dare he?! I should kick his ever-loving ass for even implying there’s anything wrong with Lucy. 

She’s too good for him. She dodged a bullet when he left. Now she can go find herself the man she deserves. She sure as hell won’t get it from him.

I cringe when I think about his parents and her parents finding out why he left. I don’t even know why he left except that he’s the most spineless piece of shit I ever scraped off the bottom of my boot.

“So what exactly should I tell her when I tell her that I found you?” I ask. “Should I tell her there’s any hope of you two working it out?”

“No,” he murmurs. “Don’t tell her that.”

“What, then? Are you saying you don’t feel ready to get married even though you’ve been planning this for years?”

“No, it isn’t that. I do feel ready to get married, just not to her.”

I have to seriously restrain myself from flattening him right here. I don’t even try to stop myself from glaring at him. 

He would have to be blind not to see the smoke billowing out of my ears. “I know how you feel about her,” he tells me. “You feel protective of her….and you’re right. There’s nothing wrong with her….”

“I know that, you piece of shit,” I snap. “There’s obviously something wrong with you, though.”

“I guess I can’t argue with that,” he murmurs.

I can’t stand being in this dipshit’s presence a minute longer. I turn on my heel and storm off down the creek to my truck.

I slam the door extra hard and clamp my eyes shut breathing hard for a second. I have to get myself under control before I drive anywhere. I have to calm down before I see Lucy. How in the holy hell am I supposed to explain this to her?

She better not start thinking badly about herself because of this. Then I really will have to twist the guy’s head off.








